Sword’s Edge: Aranrhod’s Tale

To be a virgin in this world where men hold all the power with their indomitable fists clenched, comes the realisation that for us women we are nothing more than cattle to be traded for their petty whims and wants. Our value as women in society is contingent on our purity, used as currency by our fathers to get more land. We must remain unsullied and lest not forget always act demure and thankful for the leftover scraps provided to us. These are all indisputable facts instilled in every woman by their mothers, and their mothers before them in an endless cycle spanning generations, taught early to us from the moment words are first understood as children. For myself, born into a lesser noble house presided over by men with great ambition, my role in the family is to be eagerly offered up by my father and brothers to whomever can better aid their ruthless aspirations. With my elder brothers return home from their damming exile, it seems only a matter of time before I am put to pay court to return King Maths lost favour. My mother’s whispered words from the night of their return haunt me, repeating in an endless frenzy in my mind in the days that have followed, my stomach churning and heart hollow. 

”Aranrhod, my sweet girl.”  Mother sits on the edge of my bed her usual pursed lips trembling, in her eyes filled with tears there is a look I have never seen before, a heart-breaking sadness that robs the breath from my body. Her hands quiver in my hair as she cradles my head gently. 

“You must listen and listen well. The return of Gilfaethwy and Gwydion marks the end of your time in this house. It’s too soon, it’s far too soon. My child, they are already sequestered away with your father to discuss how might be best to gain back the Kings trust…to win back his favour. Do you understand what I’m telling you?” Heart pounding, fear crystallises and poisons the very blood within me making it hard to think clear thoughts. 

“The Virgin girl always by the king’s side…Goewin. The poor girl they forced to- that they- the girl they defiled. The reason they were exiled for three years. Surely you don’t mean to say-“ Shaky and unsure, my voice wavers with panic. 

“Yes, Aranrhod.” Choked on her sob that bursts out of her violently Mother continues. “They seek to make up for their past transgression by using you as her replacement.” 

“But what of my engagement to Tarian? We’ve been betrothed since we were children. We love each other.” Unable to stand it any longer as my heart breaks, my tears spill in a cascade of salt down my face. Tarian, the boy who offered me a future with freedom and equality, who listened to my greatest fear and vowed when married to give me an equal place by his side. The future the two of us dreamed together robbed in an instant by the selfish whims of the men in my family. 

Sitting alone in my chambers, thoughts spiralling, my worries calcify into an aching wound. What is to become of me?  My life is in the hands of men who have no desire to see me nurtured, no desire to see me prosper. I feel the invisible sword edge press against my throat, one wrong move and the blood will spill. Maybe they won’t know. Maybe they won’t check. I think upon that day many months ago in the meadow with Tarian, the gentle words murmured and the soft touch of his hands as he held me. We were to be married; it wasn’t a sin. It wasn’t a sin.

“It’s time, Aranrhod.” Standing before the ornate wooden doors, my heart thumping like a startled hare, I look towards Gwydion and feel hatred freeze my veins. You did this. I am suffering the consequences of the actions you both took. He stands tall and stoic, his face a mask of indifference but for the unmistakable glint of subdued triumph in his eyes. He thinks my offering is the last step he needs to take to reaffirm his standing in court. Giddy hilarity hits me so hard my head spins. If I am caught, I’ll make sure to damn us both. 

In King Maths chamber, the King sits languid in his chair with his feet resting on the back of a young servant girl like a footrest. The humiliated mutation of pain and embarrassment expressed on the girls face as she is forced to hold the weight of a man the size of a bear is enough to wipe clear all my thoughts as I stand there in paralysed revulsion. 

Gwydion has no such hesitation as he strides purposefully into the room, his bow deep as he lets out a greeting. “My King, I have brought my sister Aranrhod to you. Does she suit your needs?” The inquisitive look in the King’s eyes as he inspects me feels invasive and heavy, my feet feel stuck to the floor, run away run away run away. With a hard pull on my arm Gwydion brings me before the king, a sharp pinch drags me out of my stupor, and I curtsey. As I bend, my eyes meet the eyes of the girl at his feet, and a look of what can only be shared misery is exchanged between us. I see you, you see me, why does the world forsake us so? 

“She’s pretty enough. She’ll have to undergo the test of course to make sure she is still pure.” His stare burns through me as I feel my heart silence in terror. They are going to find out. What is to become of me?

Lying frozen on the bed as the matron examines me, silent tears stream down my face as I await the dreaded announcement. As I lay there feeling a sense of dread like nothing I’ve ever felt before, my head pounding with sheer terror, my hands clenched bone-white in the sheets of the bed. Like a candle flame being extinguished I let it all go, the pain, fear, betrayal. As I lay there, the matrons fingers digging digging digging inside me, I feel the death of girl I once was, the girl who laughed in the meadow, the girl who naively trusted, the girl who still hung onto hope. The walls around my heart build brick by brick, my metamorphosis from girl to woman cold and unforgiving in the oppressive room as the matron announces, her voice direct and solemn,

“The girl is impure and no virgin.” The matron bows her head towards the King and Gwydion. She then seems to hesitate as she looks upon me with pity, her eyes beseeching forgiveness. “She..she is with child, my king.” And so, the blood spills. 


































Reflection

For my creative response to a myth, I wrote Sword’s Edge[footnoteRef:1] as a retelling of Aranrhod’s story from the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi  in the Mabinogion[footnoteRef:2]. In the original myth Aranrhod is a female character whose motivations remain ambiguous to the reader[footnoteRef:3] therefore making her a compelling protagonist for my retelling. The ambiguity shrouding Aranrhod’s choices in the myth allowed myself to fill in the missing pieces, humanising her in a way that allows the reader to sympathise with her plight.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  The title Sword’s Edge is in reference to the extended metaphor used within my retelling, ‘I feel the invisible sword edge press against my throat, one wrong move and the blood will spill.’ This metaphor symbolises Aranrhod’s struggle with her lack of autonomy as she is ruled by the decisions from the men in her family. The metaphor also acknowledges how Aranrhod’s secret (the loss of her virginity) is dangerous for her place in society if people were to find out. ]  [2:  The Mabinogion originates from the  14th century where it was originally called the ‘Red Book of Hergest.’ The manuscript is thought to be one of Wales’s earliest forms of literature. Compiled of eleven tales which ‘draw upon the mystical world of the Celtic people intertwining myths, folklore, tradition and history.’(Johnson, n.d, Historic U.K) ]  [3:  In the Mabinogion Aranrhod is a character who doesn’t seem to fit the standard form for women in the medieval period, she is a ‘false virgin’ who outright refuses motherhood when confronted with her son. She is seen to refuse ‘the limitations of socially determined female behaviour when she denies the proof and punishment of her fertility.’ (Valente, pg.1, 1988)]  [4:  In research I found an article discussing how the writer ‘could never get past the cruelty of her refusing to acknowledge or even name her son,’ (BanDea, 2024) until they looked at her character through ‘human eyes.’ ] 


The opening style of narration in Sword’s Edge is first-person plural, ‘we’, ‘our’, ‘us’  before shifting into Aranrhod’s first-person limited point of view. The purpose of beginning the story using first-person plural was to create a collective consciousness representing the voice of all women who would have felt supressed by a patriarchal society during medieval times. The Middle Welsh proverb ‘E gont a del yw frovi hwyr e daw yw friodi (A tried and tested cunt marries late)’, (Cartwright, pg. 56, 2003) represents social attitudes towards women during this time. It felt vital in my retelling to stress how much importance was placed on a girl remaining pure and how that societal pressure might consequently impact Aranrhod’s mindset.[footnoteRef:5] Using first-person plural narration[footnoteRef:6] as a narrative devise highlights Aranrhod’s understanding and contempt for societies treatment of her and other women, making her rebellious act of losing her virginity before marriage all the more intriguing as she has the insight to be aware of the consequences of her actions. I chose to write Sword’s Edge in first-person limited narration as opposed to the original myths third-person narration in order to create intimacy and get as close to Aranrhod’s thoughts as possible as she focalises on events.[footnoteRef:7] A stylistic choice I used was the use of italics to focalise Aranrhod’s ‘inner thoughts’[footnoteRef:8] and draw an emotional response from the reader. I used repeated refrains[footnoteRef:9] in order to better represent Aranrhod’s internal struggle and panic as she waits for her secret to be revealed. The metaphorical simile ‘her heart thumping like a startled hare’, was used in reference to the Patron of Hares in Welsh mythology.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  The scholarly text ‘Mediaeval Virginities’ emphasises the importance of a girl’s virginity with the ‘value of a young girl entering the marriage market was considered to be significantly impaired – even irrevocably damaged – if she had already lost her virginity.’ (Cartwright, pg.56, 2003)]  [6:  ‘Our value as women in society is contingent on our purity.’ ]  [7:  With the original myth in the Four Branches offering no insight into Aranrhod’s motivations due to the limitations of third-person narration, I felt it necessary to use first-person narration to offer the reader a better understanding of her character. With the use of an ‘interior representation of a character’s consciousness and emotional state can help open readers’ minds to different attitudes, support character identification, and predispose them for empathetic experiences.’  (Youran, pg.7, 2021)]  [8:  ‘What is to become of me?’ ‘I’ll make sure to damn us both.’ ]  [9:  “It wasn’t a sin. It wasn’t a sin.’ ‘Run away, run away, run away.’ ‘Digging digging digging.’]  [10:  The Patron of Hares refers to Melangell a virgin woman who sheltered a hare under her skirts to protect it from hunting dogs.] 


In my retelling, Aranrhod has encounters with three different women[footnoteRef:11] with each interaction symbolising the different struggles women face. The analepsis with Aranrhod’s mother starkly highlights her lack of voice within marriage, with the mother having no say or influence over Aranrhod’s fate.[footnoteRef:12] Her second encounter is with a servant girl acting as King Maths foot holder[footnoteRef:13], their interaction is one of mutual understand and sympathy with no words needing to be exchanged. They are both young girls crushed under the power of men. In the Fourth Branch Maths need to always have his feet in a virgin’s lap when not at war (even when justified with sorcery)[footnoteRef:14] feels somewhat degrading. With the magical/fantasy element of the original myth removed within my retelling, the act of Math forcing a girl with no power into a twisted form of servitude is even more horrifying and shocking. The final encounter Aranrhod has is when the matron performs the virginity test, with the matrons reveal of Aranrhod being impure and with child serving as the climax of the story. The matron being duty bound to her king is forced to reveal Aranrhod’s secret despite feeling pity towards her.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Her mother, the servant girl and the matron. ]  [12:  Arhanrhod’s mother can only warn her about the event, she has no authority within the household to save her daughter. She has no rights to advocate for her daughter. With the ‘transference from one male head to another, one the father figure and the other a legally recognised sexual partner, implies that in this society women were understood to contribute less to society as a whole.’ (Webb, pg.59, 2019)]  [13:  ‘I see you, you see me, why does the world forsake us so?’]  [14:  In the Mabinogion virgins were believed to have spiritual or magical power, once again emphasising the importance medieval Wales placed on purity.  By Math placing his feet in her lap he would sustain energy and healing. ]  [15:  ‘Her eyes beseeching forgiveness.’ The matron is aware of the punishment Aranrhod is set to face and as a women she empathises with Aranrhod’s fate. In the Four Branches, Aranrhod’s ‘failure to pass the test results in her public humiliation and she flees the room ashamed, perhaps expecting to be punished for being a twyllforwyn (false virgin).’ (Cartwright, pg.61, 2003) Whilst Sword’s Edge ends before the reader can find out whether Aranrhod will escape punishment or not, the matron knows that Aranrhod’s reputation is ruined and will stain her forever. ] 


In the Four Branches  Aranrhod’s sexuality is unexplored and the reader therefore has no context for how she became pregnant. I struggled with how to best address this in Sword’s Edge. Originally, in my first draft of the retelling, Arhanrhod had been raped. I had thought that a forced sexual encounter might better convey/reinforce the narrative I was aiming to tell, a narrative where women are required to suffer under a medieval patriarchal society. However, when looking at Aranrhod through my own eyes as a modern woman, I realised it would be a more empowering character arc if Aranrhod took control over her own autonomy by choosing to have sex with a man she loves. The invented ‘love interest’ Tarian was originally just a plot device I used as Aranrhod needed to be pregnant in order to adhere to the original myth’s narrative. Yet, in the final draft, his presence became a symbol of Aranrhod’s hope for better future[footnoteRef:16] where she is promised a future of equality.[footnoteRef:17] A hope that the reader sees shatter, ‘the future the two of us dreamed together robbed in an instant.’ The name ‘Tarian’ is a aptronym, the translation meaning to shield, I chose his name as a hidden metaphor meant to convey how Tarian was meant to ‘shield’ Aranrhod from her fate by offering her a better future where she could be equal by his side.  [16:  ‘Tarian, the boy who offered me a future with freedom and equality, who listened to my greatest fear and vowed when married to give me an equal place by his side.’]  [17:  The reader is left unsure of how truthful this promise may be, whether Aranrhod was manipulated or there was genuine love remains ambiguous to them.] 


To conclude, this reflection for my creative piece Sword’s Edge has aimed to address some of the different ways I’ve engaged with the character Aranrhod from the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi  in the Mabinogion. I aimed to give her a distinct narrative voice that she did not originally have in the Fourth Branch, one of the ways I achieved this was by using first-person narration. I also took away the magical element from the original myth to allow a more serious/darker tone in narrative. 
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