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Characterization Techniques and Gender Interplay in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi
[bookmark: _GoBack]If one would describe the women of the Mabinogi as the most interesting characters, it is largely so because of their diverse roles and often precarious interactions with the male characters. The ‘unlikely’ female characters, as Shimpock maintains[footnoteRef:1], are not unchallenged by their male counterparts in wielding their independence and manipulation. Rather, the female characters complement the males or otherwise serve as foil. The characterization techniques utilized by the author collectively reinforce medieval stereotypes of femininity except where four women are concerned: Rhiannon, Branwen, Goewin, and Aranrhod. The Mabinogi’s ‘unlikely’ women demonstrate independence, manipulation and uncharacteristically strong opinions. Dialogue, action, and manipulation serve the four women well in bending gender roles to serve their purpose. The roles of these four women reveal great depth concerning male-female interplay and how women influence the actions of the men and the outcome of events. As Valente observes the ‘unlikely’ females are ‘the imitators of action or the pivots upon which the story turns.’[footnoteRef:2] [1:  K.E. Shimpock The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi. (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2017).]  [2:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.25.] 

Byfield suggests four useful techniques of characterization to use when examining the characters of the Four Branches: authorial voice, actions performed by the characters, interplay between the characters (motivations, choices, etc.), and dialogue.[footnoteRef:3] Rhiannon is a remarkably dichotomous character: her body and persona exist within an otherworldly and human form. Although Rhiannon wields her magical powers to exert influence over her male counterparts and bend gender roles, she works within the social system[footnoteRef:4] by using manipulation and conversation to control her destiny. Rhiannon’s actions and dialogue (indirect methods of characterization) provide enough detail to draw several conclusions about her character. Rhiannon is otherworldly and autonomous. The actions and dialogue that precede Rhiannon’s appearance indicate her supernatural character. In the second half of the First Branch, Pwyll sits at the top of the magical mound Gorsedd Arberth after being informed that if he performs this action, he may ‘see something wonderful.’[footnoteRef:5] Our conclusions about the otherworldly state of Rhiannon emerge from the ensuing description of Rhiannon’s appearance. The text notes ‘He sat on the mound. And as they were sitting, they could see a woman wearing a shining golden garment of brocaded silk on a tall, pale-white horse coming along the highway that ran past the mound.’ Rhiannon only comes into view following the action ‘he sat on the mound’ and her action of running ‘past the mound’ is significant to her connection with the otherworld. According to Andrew Welsh ‘she mysteriously appears to Pwyll three days in a row, riding a white horse that cannot be caught by the fastest horse of his court—even though Rhiannon’s horse appears never to change its slow gait.’[footnoteRef:6] Rhiannon’s associations with horse imagery echo the Celtic goddess Epona.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 40 (1993), 51-72 (p.52).]  [4:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.29.]  [5:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 8.]  [6:  A. Welsh, ‘Traditional Tales and the Harmonizing of Story in Pwyll Pendeuic Dyuet’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 17 (1989), 15-41 (p.5).]  [7:  F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 34 (1997), 77-106 (p.80).] 

The interplay and dialogue between Rhiannon and Pwyll are critical to her characterization as autonomous. Pwyll does not initiate ‘the hunt,’ but it is Rhiannon who orchestrates Pwyll’s pursuit of her by using her magical steed and her untouchability to entice him. Rhiannon’s characterization as a maiden is one of boldness, autonomy, and manipulation. As an otherworldly maiden, she shapes her destiny by independently seeking out Pwyll and courting him with a playful chase. Rhiannon’s magical actions complement those of Arawn, king of Annwfn and set the stage for the interplay between herself and Pwyll. Rhiannon uses the chase to teach Pwyll to behave with courtly manners by exhibiting patience and cautiousness (in contrast to his usually impetuous nature). Following the disastrous hunt in the opening scene of the First Branch, Arawn, in the same manner as Rhiannon, resolves to teach Pwyll patience by using magic to swap their forms. In doing so, Byfield observes ‘that Pwyll is manipulated step by step to conform to Arawn’s will. The dialogue between the two, and the readiness with which Arawn presents a plan for redeeming Pwyll’s insult, reveal that Arawn is quick to recognize and manipulate Pwyll’s impetuosity and sense of honor.’[footnoteRef:8] Pwyll’s chastity with Arawn’s wife subsequently prepares him for Rhiannon’s chase in which she tests his sexual patience. Rhiannon and Pwyll’s courtship echoes Arawn’s lesson of honor and impetuosity. According to Byfield ‘the author carefully orchestrates the action between the two in order that each may serve as a foil to the other: Pwyll’s heedless actions are contrasted with Rhiannon’s mental acuity, strengthening our perceptions of her incisiveness and wit, while Rhiannon’s sharp tongue and ‘no-nonsense’ attitude throw Pwyll’s impulsive generosity and recklessness into relief.’[footnoteRef:9] Rhiannon successfully manipulates Pwyll into behaving courtly with her as evidenced in the dialogue: ‘Then Pwyll said, ‘Maiden,’ he said, ‘for the sake of the man you love most, wait for me.’[footnoteRef:10] Accordingly, ‘Pwyll in courting Rhiannon learns courtesy. After two futile attempts to catch her, he finally addresses her politely.’[footnoteRef:11] Moreover, the author characterizes Rhiannon as an independent maiden who uses her magic to manipulate Pwyll to obey her while orchestrating her destiny.  [8:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.53.]  [9:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.53.]  [10:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 10.]  [11:  R. Rees, Perceptions of Annwn: The Otherworld in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi. (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2012).] 

Rhiannon does not disguise her intentions with Pwyll nor is she passive in the courtship. She uses conversation to manipulate Pwyll and boldly flirts with him by uncovering her face and ‘fixing her gaze on him.’[footnoteRef:12] Rhiannon’s dialogue reveals her characterization as autonomous which a public rejection of an arranged marriage orchestrated by her kin: ‘I am Rhiannon, daughter of Hyfaiid Hen, and I am to be given to a husband against my will. But I have never wanted any man, because of my love for you.’[footnoteRef:13] She boldly rejects her father’s marriage arrangement. According to Shimpock ‘she declares her mission to find Pwyll, profess her love, and to ask him to marry her.’[footnoteRef:14] Rhiannon assumes the role of pursuer and in doing so ‘she acts against the social norms, as a time when marriage was most often arranged.’[footnoteRef:15] She controls the courtship begging to end and, unlike Blodeuedd, she works within the social system to satisfy her sexual and romantic passions by arranging a marriage of her choice with the man she loves. Rhiannon uses her magical powers as well as her feminine charm to manipulate Pwyll into ridding her of the unwanted Gwawl ap Clud. The author uses Rhiannon’s subsequent actions and dialogue to reveal her ability to influence events in the ensuing branches. In the First Branch, Rhiannon caustically scolds Pwyll for his failure to fulfill his own role as a man in asserting his betrothal to Rhiannon. The text reads ‘be silent for as long as you like,’ said Rhiannon. ‘Never has a man been more stupid than you have been.’[footnoteRef:16] Her dialogue in this instance seems less sweetened than that of her flirtatious courtship with Pwyll, but this is most likely due the grossly unfair possibility of having to sleep with Gawawl.  According to Davies, she manipulates men into situations ‘where they must make decisions, and their choice determines the fate of all concerned.’[footnoteRef:17] Nowhere is this better illustrated than the ‘badger in the bag’ incident. According to Simpock ‘When Pwyll misspeaks, promising Gwawl that he can marry, she acts.  Rhiannon does not consult with her father or Pwyll, she connives a solution to this dilemma herself.’[footnoteRef:18] She exerts her autonomy in the relationship when she demands that Pwyll give her to Gwawl.[footnoteRef:19] Rhiannon then uses her otherworldly powers to control her destiny: ‘and I will see to it that he goes to tread down the food in the bag. And when he comes, turn the bag so that he goes head over heels in it.’[footnoteRef:20] She orchestrates Gwawl’s riddance, and in doing so, she affects the interplay between the male and female characters in the Third Branch and sets into motion a feud which will come to fruition with the kidnapping of her and Pryderi by Gawawl’s avenger, the magician Llwyd ap Cilcoed. The author uses Rhiannon’s magical bag to reinforce her supernatural characterization. According to Breeze ‘throughout the episode, it is Rhiannon who appears as a woman of authority and resource, used to making plans and ordering men about.’[footnoteRef:21] Moreover, Rhiannon’s actions, dialogue, and interplay with her male counterparts point to her independence and otherworldliness.   [12:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 10.]  [13:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 11.]  [14:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.31.]  [15:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.31.]  [16:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 12.]  [17:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. xxvi. ]  [18:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.27.]  [19:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 12.]  [20:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 13.]  [21:  A. Breeze, The Origin of the Four Branches (Indiana University: Gracewing, 2011) p. 4.] 

Rhiannon’s characterization changes dramatically following the birth of her son, Pryderi. Rhiannon follows a life cycle characteristic of mothers in the Mabinogi. The life cycle follows that after Rhiannon weds, she become less powerful and when she becomes a mother, she is severely denigrated.[footnoteRef:22] Her actions and dialogue while performing the role of mother reinforce this notion. Rhiannon’s response to being unjustly accused of eating her son is critical to understanding the author’s characterization of her as a calumniated mother who has lost her supernatural powers. However, Simpock interprets Rhiannon’s seemingly weak actions as a wise and autonomous move to maintain peace in the kingdom.[footnoteRef:23] Following the unjust accusation, rather than defend herself with words, she ‘summoned wise and learned men. And when she thought it better to accept her punishment than argue with the women, she accepted her punishment.’[footnoteRef:24] Her punishment in the First and Third Branches echoes her otherworldly associations with horses.[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.28.]  [23:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.31.]  [24:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 16.]  [25:  ‘In ‘Manawydan’ she is punished similarly, being compelled to wear the collar of an ass.’ P. Ford, ‘Prolegomena to a Reading of the Mabinogi: Pwyll and Manawydan’, Studia Celtica, XVI/XVII (198s/82), 110-125 (p.118).] 

In the Third Branch, Rhiannon seems to exhibit a semi-restoration of her former otherworldly self in that she is once again assertive and plain-spoken (in her quest to find Pryderi). As a mother her second marriage is arranged by her son, but nevertheless she is pleased with Manawydan. Rhiannon’s autonomy and independence, however, remerge when she scolds Manawydan for returning without her son who becomes trapped in the otherworldly fort: ‘God knows,’ said Rhiannon, ‘you have been a poor companion and you have lost a good friend.’[footnoteRef:26] Shimpock reflects on Rhiannon’s taking fate into her own hands ‘Rhiannon is not obedient or subservient to Manawydan.  She acts independently, without asking his permission, without seeking his protection.’[footnoteRef:27] The author changes the tone of Rhiannon’s characterization. She did not attempt to locate Pryderi in the First Branch following his disappearance but in the Third Branch she sets out independently to rescue her son. Of the married women present in the Mabinogi, Rhiannon’s characterization remains the most autonomous. Although she works within patriarchal society to bend gender roles, Rhiannon accomplishes a great deal without the aid of her male counterparts. She serves as a foil to both Pwyll and Manawydan in correcting their shortcomings as husbands and fathers. Winward’s treatment of Rhiannon reveals much concerning her characterization as a mother and noblewoman ‘while Rhiannon is evidently aware of the inequalities of contemporary society, she has not embarked on a struggle against it so much as within it. This is a crucial distinction since unlike Aranrhod, who refuses to accept social patterns, Rhiannon seeks to improve her lot by working with the system. Thus, Rhiannon does not flee from the obligation to marry but simply chooses a type of man to suit her best.’[footnoteRef:28] Winward, of course, assumes that Rhiannon does not wish to marry (this claim, however, is not supported by the text). Moreover, Rhiannon maintains a greater amount of control over her sexuality (which she chooses to satisfy within the social structure of marriage) and her husbands (both Pwyll and Manawydan exhibit fidelity which is often absent in the other male characters of the Four Branches). Moreover, Rhiannon uses both her otherworldly powers and her position as noblewoman to exert power and manipulation over her male counterparts (her father, Pwyll, Manawydan, and Gawawl). She also influences the outcome of events such as her courtship, marriage and the feud with Gawawl.  [26:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 40.]  [27:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.33.]  [28:  F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, p.85.] 

Of all the wives and mothers in the Four Branches, Branwen tends to be treated least favorably as she is criticized for being passive and fatalistic. But unlike Rhiannon, whose husband refuses to divorce her and dismiss her from his bed (Pwyll continues to carry out his husbandly duties despite Rhiannon’s penance), Branwen is treated cruelly by her husband. The author mainly relies on her actions and interplay with her male kin in characterizing Branwen as a mother and a peace weaver. Branwen is uniquely characterized in contrast to the other ‘unlikely’ female characters in that she is fatalistic and desperately seeks to unite her family and maintain peace but is unable to do so. Whereas Rhiannon’s male kin and husbands engage in pleasant interplay, Branwen’s husband and family, like Aranrhod, are fraught with aggression. Branwen shares similar characterizations with the other ‘unlikely’ women of the Four Branches: shame or insult, punishment, and the desire to maintain peace.
Branwen’s dialogue is very limited and so one must look to indirect methods to draw conclusions about her characterization. Byfield notes ‘the use of indirect or second-hand speech is employed to great effect in the characterization of Branwen. Our knowledge of her is restricted primarily to hearsay.’[footnoteRef:29] Byfield further argues that the use of indirect speech presents Branwen not as a complex character but ‘an object of negotiation’[footnoteRef:30] to broker peace between her brother Bendigeidfran (king of Britain) and Matholwch (king of Ireland). Like Aranrhod, Branwen is isolated and her relationship with men is precarious most often because of mistreatment. Following his marriage to Branwen, Matholwch is insulted by her brother, Efnysien, who mutilates his horses. Branwen, however, is punished to avenge her brother’s insult. The punishment ensues after the birth of her son: ‘they took revenge by sending Branwen from her husband’s chamber and forcing her to cook for the court; and they had the butcher come to her every day, after he had chopped up meat, and give her a box on the ear.’[footnoteRef:31] Branwen and Rhiannon share the theme of the Calumniated wife where following the birth of a child they are punished. However, Rhiannon’s husband Pwyll, acting in a more tender manner, does not banish her from the marriage bed. Byfiled argues that Rhiannon is punished but Branwen ‘suffers not punishment but vengeance.’[footnoteRef:32] Branwen, therefore, is doubly shamed. However, Winward brilliantly argues that Branwen aggressively decries her unjust punishment where Rhiannon remains silent. Winward maintains ‘it is only when driven from her husband’s bedchamber into the kitchens of the court as a victim of male violence suffering the butcher’s blows that Branwen takes on a tangible character: her spirit does not suffer the humiliation, and her ingenuity manifests itself as she teaches a starling words and sends it to Wales with a letter for Brân relating her misfortune.’[footnoteRef:33] Unwilling to suffer the unjust vengeance thrust upon her, Branwen takes control of her fate. Shimpock argues ‘rather than vocalizing her concern, she take independent action seeking reparation.’[footnoteRef:34] In line with this newfound tangibility, the author colors Branwen’s dialogue with rich sarcasm (like that displayed by Rhiannon as she scolds her husbands): ‘though I am no ‘lady,’ she said, ‘I know what it is: the men of the Island of the Mighty coming over, having heard of my punishment and dishonor.’[footnoteRef:35] Though a character of little dialogue, Branwen’s actions and interplay with her male counterparts reveal her role as political arbitrator. And it is her role as peacekeeper that Branwen values most and her so-called ‘failure’ of this role brings about her demise. Branwen’s assumption of the role of peace weaver affects the interplay between characters and the outcome of events. Accordingly, Shimpock argues ‘Branwen’s marriage set forth a chain of events that ultimately resulted in war. Many people died and Branwen lost her son, husband and brother.’[footnoteRef:36] Moreover, Branwen’s interaction with her husband, the warring families and her own dialogue[footnoteRef:37] point to her characterization as a failed peacekeeper. She is the only woman in the Four Branches to have such a direct role in political outcomes[footnoteRef:38] and she is the only woman that fights so passionately for peace but is unable to attain it.  [29:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.57.]  [30:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.57.]  [31:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 28.]  [32:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.58.]  [33:  F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, p.94.]  [34:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.38.]  [35:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 29.]  [36:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.39.]  [37:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 32.]  [38:  Winward on her failure as peacekeeper ‘Branwen becomes more actively involved in political events than any other woman in The Four Branches, despite her unpromising introduction.’ F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, p.95.] 

Goewin is perhaps the most difficult woman to characterize in the Four Branches. She is both tragic and forthright. Unlike Rhiannon and Branwen (who display their sexual natures) there is no indication that Goewin desires sexuality. Additionally, she is the only decidedly celibate maiden in the Four Branches who is forced into sexuality. There is speculation that Aranrhod is a victim of rape as well, but if this is the case, she does not openly report it. Goewin, on the other hand, very openly demands recompense for the crime. Like the other ‘unlikely’ women of the Branches, she too is shamed. The text notes ‘I was assaulted, lord, quite openly nor did I keep quiet—everyone in the court knew about it. It was your nephews…they forced me, and shamed you, and I was taken in your chamber and in your very bed.’[footnoteRef:39] Goewin’s dialogue characterize her as forthright but also reveal how she influences the outcome of events throughout the branch. She appeals to Math’s pride (by referring to his bed) and the kinship bonds which make him responsible for undoing the shame and insult. Goewin’s request affects the interplay between Math and his nephews who are turned into beasts. Unlike Rhiannon and Branwen, Goewin does not display sarcasm but she is shrewd concerning the law and she demands recompense and protection. She takes on the role of the advocate and uses her kinship ties to seek revenge against Math’s nephews. Although terribly tragic circumstances surround her character, Goewin exerts power over the fates of her rapists by using the law to her advantage.[footnoteRef:40] Her dialogue with Math not only reveals her forthrightness but her ability to influence the outcomes[footnoteRef:41] of the Fourth Branch (concerning Gwydion, his taking on the role of mother, and his interplay with his sister, Aranrhod). [39:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 52.]  [40:  ‘Goewin seeks justice and she is given it by Math who takes her as his wife and gives her authority over his kingdom.’ Perhaps she has a hand in their taking on female roles and forced into unwanted sexual activity with one another. K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.52.]  [41:  ‘Like Rhiannon, Goewin is a mistress of words, artfully manipulating Math’s reception of the news.’ F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, p.87.] 

Of all the women of the Four Branches, Aranrhod is the most independent and scornful toward socially established gender roles. She spits in the face of tradition and expectation. Her interplay with her brother, Gwydion, put the siblings at odds and, as Valente observes, ‘in challenging each other, evade the gender roles which convention demands of them.’[footnoteRef:42] By rejecting her role of motherhood, she cleverly imposes fertility onto her brother. According to Valente ‘not only does she defend herself with quick wit and words, but she lives independently of male protection, the domina of her own retreat, Caer Aranrhod.’[footnoteRef:43] Byfield argues ‘she is presented almost entirely as Gwydion’s antagonist; his denunciation of her, and his assumption of her role as Leu’s parent, divorce her from her roles as sister and mother.’[footnoteRef:44] She is the only woman of the Four Branches to sever kinship ties, escape the role of motherhood, and reject the expectations of marriage.[footnoteRef:45] She lies to Math about her virginity perhaps because she is ashamed to admit that her brother raped her.[footnoteRef:46] If Leu is a product of incestuous rape then perhaps this is enough to understand Aranrhod’s rejection of the child and Gwydion’s ‘birthing’ and fostering of the boy. This sets the course for her interaction with her brother (who she swaps gender roles with) and her influence on the outcome of her son’s fate (the three curses).  [42:  R. Valente, ‘Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 35 (1988), 1-9 (p.1).]  [43:  F. Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in the Four Branches’, p.88.]  [44:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.68.]  [45:  ‘She is never named in relation to a man who might be her protector, suggesting her independence from conventional rules of female behavior.’ R. Valente, 'Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math,' p. 5.]  [46:  C. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p.68.] 

The author relies on dialogue rather than action in characterizing Aranrhod. According to Valente ‘she can use her speech in powerful ways—and she uses that power to curse her son.’[footnoteRef:47] Her curses may serve as a form of revenge to wield against her brother for shaming her and taunting her about her loss of virginity.[footnoteRef:48] Aranrhod’s interaction with her brother is one of war—he constantly thwarts her attempts to control Leu’s destiny. Shimpock reveals ‘in disavowing the boy, she is threatening his ability to function as a man; leaving him without a name, weapon or wife.”[footnoteRef:49] By forcing fertility onto her brother (he takes on the role of a mother) she avenges the shame he has brought upon her by tormenting him with Leu’s uncertain fate as a man. She is not punished for lying about her virginity and she abandons the responsibilities of her fertility. Her first and second destiny are thwarted by Gwyidon but he is unable to influence the outcome of the most important destiny—Leu’s wife. Gwydion taunts Aranrhod with her rejection of motherhood and flaunts his fertility but she gets the better of him. She ensures that Leu has no heir by influencing the outcome of his own marriage.[footnoteRef:50] The last curse follows ‘and I will swear a destiny on him,’ she said, ‘that he will never have a wife from the race that is on this earth at present.’[footnoteRef:51] Her dialogue secures Leu’s fate for his marriage with Blodeuedd is unfruitful and the Fourth Branch ends with him alone with no wife and no heir.[footnoteRef:52] Just as the magician, Llwyd ap Cilcoed, curses Rhiannon for the shame she caused his friend, Aranrhod curses her son to avenge the shame brought upon her by Gwydion. Valente argues that Aranrhod ‘functions as [Gwydion’s] female foil: her denial of both her sexual experience and her responsibilities as mother instigate a number of crises in the sections of the text which deal with the life of Leu.’[footnoteRef:53] Whereas Rhiannon’s motherhood is robbed from her, Aranrhod has the opportunity to claim her maternal responsibilities and yet she does not.  [47:  R. Valente, 'Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math,' p. 5.]  [48:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 55.]  [49:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.44.]  [50:  Blodeuedd is infertile as she is transformed into an owl for her sexual sin.]  [51:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 58.]  [52:  ‘As though to dramatize the hopelessness of male/female conflict through ironic understatement, the Fourth Branch ends with the image of a man alone.’ R. Valente, 'Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math,' p. 9. ]  [53:  R. Valente, 'Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing the Borders of Gender in Math,' p. 5.] 

In conclusion, unlike Rhiannon, Aranrhod does not work within the system to flout social conventions. She simply denounces them publicly. Like Goewin, Aranrhod does not follow the female life cycle (marriage, birth, etc.) as Rhiannon and Branwen do. Whereas, Goewin finds a protector in Math, for Aranrhod there is no protector. Valente argues that Aranrhod ‘functions as her own protector’ by retreating to Caer Aranrhod. Aranrhod’s characterization is complex: she is independent, unabashed, and she forces Gwydion to assume her role of fertility so that she can adopt the role of a protector (which her brother has failed to perform for her). In doing so, she exerts more dominance and influence over the fate of her male counterparts than any other woman in the Four Branches. It can be said of her then, in accordance with Valente, that she indeed acts as the ‘pivot upon which the story turns.’[footnoteRef:54] [54:  K.E. Shimpock, The ‘Unlikely Female’ Charactes of the Mabinogi, p.25.] 
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