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Would you agree that the women of the Mabinogi are the most interesting characters in the Four Branches? 
From the modern point of view the women in the Four Branches are indeed the most interesting characters. They cause compassion and sympathy in the reader in the 21st century. Their treatment is seen as abhorrent, unnecessary harsh and generally is a source of unease or surprise. However, this may not have been the same for medieval readers: women would have been seen as inferior to men and largely responsible for the unwanted developments in the stories. From both modern and medieval perspective, however, women in the Four Branches can be seen as prominent catalysts of change. Their actions and behaviour, their personalities are the lens used to focus on the main developments in the stories. Despite the hierarchy of gender roles, male and female characters in the Four Branches are used in tandem, which goes hand in hand with the medieval perception of the universe: objective, ambivalent, exemplarist and anagogical. The purpose of this essay is to underline the attractiveness of the women characters and to show the main characterization techniques which were employed by the author. The choice of the characters discussed below is based on the importance of their metonymy for context representation of the major topos – metamorphosis and changing identity. 
It can be argued that the Four Branches of the Mabinogi as a literary historical source is built up around one of the main ontological issues of the middle ages – change itself, namely, that something can transform into something. Change was understood to be a process, a metamorphosis, testing the limits and the very essence of identity. [footnoteRef:1] It comprised a whole range of concerns and fears. For example, a fear of crossing borders which in turn questioned the preservation of identity.[footnoteRef:2] Metamorphosis as a continuous process of transformations was not just about changing from human to animal or changing bodies, it was also denoting ‘moral growth or deterioration’.[footnoteRef:3]  Marvels, miracles and magic were seen as sources of  transformation and patriarchal society developed an intricate multi-layered symbolic language which through a complicated polysemic system of metaphors and allegories could deal with any kind of potentially destabilizing concerns.[footnoteRef:4] Dualism of a pre-Christian myth was replaced with ambivalence. In the society where imagination was a reality, change through symbolic interpretation became a powerful paradigm of everyday life, art and literature.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  C. Bynum Walker, Metamorphosis And Identity (New York: Zone Books, 2005) pp.18-23.]  [2:  The aspect of ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural’ is a topic far too vast for the scope of the present essay and has not been pursued deliberately for the reason of complexity and fluidity of terminological classification and lack of systematic approach in regards to understanding of nature, miracles, marvels, natural and demonic magic in the middle ages. This topic is addressed in more detail in R. Bartlett, The Natural And The Supernatural In the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) pp. 1-35.]  [3:  C. Bynum Walker, Metamorphosis, p. 85.]  [4:  M. Hendricks, ‘Monstrosity And The Mercurial Female Imagination’, in Consuming Narratives. Gender And Monstrous Appetite In The Middle Ages And Renaissance, ed. By Liz McAvoy & Teresa Walters (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2002), pp 95-104, (p.101).]  [5:  G.B. Ladner, ‘Medieval And Modern Understanding Of Symbolism: A Comparison’, Speculum. A Journal Of Medieval Studies, LIV (N2) (April 1979), 223-256, (pp.226-230).] 

In the Four Branches women characters are in the heart of change. The author does not concentrate on the personal details, there are no facial features, emotions or commentaries on clothing. Women are identified by their relation to the male characters. Goewin is the ‘daughter of Pebin’ and is ‘the fairest maiden of her generation known at the time’, she is a virgin and Math’s ‘special attribute’.[footnoteRef:6] Aranrhod – is ‘daughter of Don’, Math’s niece and his sister’s daughter.[footnoteRef:7] Blodeuedd is ’the fairest and most beautiful maiden that anyone had ever seen’ and by the magic ritual is connected to both Math and Gwydion.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  The Mabinogion, trans. S. Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) p.47.]  [7:  Ibid. p.54.]  [8:  Ibid, p.58.] 

Until these women speak and/or act there is very little information about them. Speech is one of the main ways of conveying the message of a particular woman’s character. Goewin is mostly silent, she speaks only once but when she does her words are a condemnation with which she initiates the chain of the most dramatic changes including Gilfaethwy’s and Gwydion’s plight of multiple transformations. When Aranrhod states her status as a virgin and it turns out to be a lie, she changes her own life and her own status by limiting her social possibilities. When she voices out the curses, she is using her power trying to claim back all she had lost and at the same time she changes the life of Lleu. Blodeuedd’s words and actions are the ones of treachery when she plots to kill Lleu. 
Another method of characterization used by the author is a context of a specific scene. With regards to polysemic character of medieval symbolism, context becomes an accurate descriptive tool. The distinguishing feature of these scenes – magic and marvels alongside with mythical connotations. While the first two attributes are employed by the author as a component of metamorphosis, the mythical background, which probably would have been familiar to the medieval audience, offers an explanation to the existence of the magical powers of Math and Gwydion: Math is son of Mathonwy and brother of the Welsh goddess Don, who is married to Beli, the Welsh god of death; Gwydion is the son of Don and Beli and Math’s nephew.[footnoteRef:9]Another noticeable trait is a tripartite structure of each context and the elements within it. For instance, there are three stages of animal transformations in the first and in the third ones, and three curses in the second one. Tripartism principle is a multifaceted tool to create a structure, define the pace of events and characterize the protagonists.  [9:  Ibid, p.239-240; A. Cotterell, The Encyclopaedia Of Mythology (London: Hermes House,2014) pp.123, 137, 147.] 

The first example of a context as a method of immersive description of the women characters is an episode with the assault on Goewin. Gilfaethwy with Gwydion’s assistance takes Goewin against her will and rapes her in Math’s own bed, and Math is not present due to Gwydion’s conspiracy. By this act Gilfaethwy humiliates and denigrates Math himself, questions his merits, his power and undermines his kingly authority. It is a direct challenge towards Math. The author’s choice of the transgression of rape, more precisely, the rape of a virgin, is unlikely to have been accidental: it is the type of crime which is based on the crossing of different types of borders, intimate, personal and social and changes the status of the victim and undermines her future prospects in marriage. Since Roman times rape was considered a serious offence, classified as a trespass, and usually meant not just a ravishment but also an abduction and a theft, violating the borders of the property. The typical punishment was death or castration. [footnoteRef:10] Goewin appeals to Math directly and this is the only time she is vocative. It is important what exactly she says because she not only describes the circumstances of the offence but also states that she did not ‘keep quiet’ and ‘everyone in the court knew about it’: [10: In the 13th c. in England, for example, cases of rape and abduction started to classify as both a felony and a trespass: a felony if a woman started the case by an appeal and a trespass punished by an imprisonment and a fine if the Crown had to step in. More about it in C. Dunn, Stolen Women In Medieval England. Rape, Abduction And Adultery,1100-1500 Kindle edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003) loc. 712, loc. 811-899.] 

I was assaulted, lord, quite openly, nor did I keep quiet – everyone in the court knew about it. It was your nephews who came, lord, your sister’s sons, Gwydion son of Don and Gilfaethwy son of Don. And they forced me, and shamed you, and I was taken in your chamber and in your very bed.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  The Mabinogion, p. 52.] 

 Possibly this is just a conventional form of appeal but it also may be that Goewin wants to make it clear that she did not give any kind of consent which could compromise her inner self in the eyes of the society and Math himself. Virginity for medieval women meant both physical intactness and purity of the soul. At the same time someone who was a virgin in a physical sense but possessed a corrupt soul could not be considered a ‘true’ virgin.[footnoteRef:12] So, it is possible Goewin is trying to argue is that although her identity was violated, her soul had not changed.  [12:  R. Mazo Karras, ‘Thomas Aquinas’ Chastity Belt: Clerical Masculinity in Medieval Europe’, in Gender And Christianity In Medieval Europe. New Perspectives, ed. By Lisa Bitel &Felice Lifshitz (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), pp.52-68, (p.63).] 

Further development of the story indicates the acceptance of her appeal: as compensation to her Math offers to marry Goewin and to ‘give her authority’ over his kingdom.[footnoteRef:13] Also it signals the qualitative transformation of Maths’s control over Goewin’s body and a shift in his male identity. Goewin was employed by Math, lord of Gwynedd, to keep his feet in her lap – ‘lap of a virgin’ thus making him alive.[footnoteRef:14] This is often interpreted by the researchers as a symbolism of sovereignty and sacral kingship connected with fertility of the land where the virgin (Goewin) possessed the potency vital to making the kingship prosperous and powerful.[footnoteRef:15] Yet when Goewin is assaulted and Aranrhod fails to prove her virginity, the author drops the subject of keeping his feet in the virgin’s lap altogether, altering the continuity of the topic without explanation. It is no longer mentioned but Math does not die despite the fact he no longer has his ‘special attribute’ and, moreover, he does not lose neither his power nor his status. In the course of discussion about metamorphosis ‘keeping feet in the lap of a virgin’ could be a metonymy for a ritual controlling of a female body and a ritual protecting of male identity. Even though the ravenous aggressive behaviour is often described as a marker of masculinity in the middle ages, the masculine ideal especially promoted by the ecclesiasts was not in fact sexually induced aggressive activity ‘but rather strength of will’[footnoteRef:16], a constant inner struggle with sexual temptation. As marriage could in the medieval view compromise individual integrities of spouses because once married, they become one flesh, [footnoteRef:17] Math kept his male identity intact by ‘keeping his feet in the lap of a virgin’. Virginity for medieval women was a treasure and a kind of a social investment of a high value. Choosing chastity and battling carnal desires empowered women with virility, equalised gender roles and spiritually moved them closer to men and vita angelica.[footnoteRef:18] As an emanation of ideal chaste entity, Goewin is a guarantor for Math’s identity, and he, by protecting her virginity, can alter her female sexuality.  [13:  The Mabinogion, p. 52.]  [14:  Ibid. p.47.]  [15:  M. Aldhouse-Green, The Celtic Myths. A Guide To The Ancient Gods And Legends Kindle edition (London: Thames &Hudson Ltd., 2015) loc.1167; C. McKenna, ‘Revising Math: Kingship In The Four Branches Of The Mabinogi’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 46 (2003), 95-118 (p.102).]  [16:  R. Mazo Karras, Thomas Aquinas’ Chastity Belt, p. 54. ]  [17:  D. Elliott, ‘Tertullian, The Angelic Life, And The Bride Of Christ’, in Gender And Christianity In Medieval Europe. New Perspectives, ed. By Lisa Bitel &Felice Lifshitz (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), pp.16-34, (p.21). ]  [18:  Elliott, pp.16-17. ] 

When Math marries Goewin the nature of his control over her body changes: it is no longer a ritual, it goes into the earthly world of patriarchal society with its patrimonial way of inheritance and the anxiety about gender roles. In marriage the control over female body – is a control over a reproductive source of masculine perfection and power, a property and a site for masculine appetites and activities. [footnoteRef:19] As Math and Goewin become one flesh and acquire the same identity, it can be argued they form, as Dylan Elliot put it, ‘a triad between a man, a woman and God’.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Hendricks, p. 101.]  [20:  J. Murray, ‘One Flesh, Two Sexes, Three Genders’, in Gender And Christianity In Medieval Europe. New Perspectives, ed. By Lisa Bitel &Felice Lifshitz (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), pp.34-52, (p.51).] 

The episode with the rape of Goewin and her direct accusations also mark the change in the lives of the perpetrators of the assault – Gilfaethwy and Gwydion. When Math finds out what happened, he first denies the offenders food and drink everywhere on his lands but no capital punishment is followed, at least this is the first impression. But then Math, using his magic wand, turns them three times in a row into different pairs of animals - deer and hind, boar and sow and he-wolf and she-wolf- within three years period thus forcing them to produce three offspring (all of them boys) whom Math baptises and fosters. Animals were considered inferior to humans due to their lack of reason and because their actions were ruled by instincts. Before the 12th c. it was believed that there could be nothing in common between a human and an animal, however, starting from the 12th c. onwards this borderline became less prominent and the possible transformations from one form to another were debated quite seriously.[footnoteRef:21] One of the substantial questions was whether the identity remained the same or changed in the possible course of animal/human or human/animal shape-shifts. [21:  The perception of the relationship between humans and animals is a subject of extensive research in J. Salisbury, The Beast Within. Animals In The Middle Ages 2nd edition (London and New York, Routledge, 2011).] 

Gilfaethwy and Gwydion ravished like animals, following their lowest and darkest inner instincts so Math denigrates them to a state more suitable for them. This is also his way of showing how deeply his own borders were violated and how badly he considered himself affected by their crime. The serious offence is followed by a similar punishment. The consecutive swaps of sexes during transformations, crossing the borders between male and female and between animal and human - a series of ‘little deaths’[footnoteRef:22] of Gilfaethwy’s and Gwydion’s identities with every swap - is an example of metempsychosis.  [22:  Bynum Walker, Metamorphosis, p. 30.] 

The choice of animals and the sequence of their appearance is unlikely coincidental. First of all, it is antagonist: while stag (deer) was considered one of the ‘red’ beasts, boar and wolf – are the ‘black’ones.[footnoteRef:23] Moreover, boar was often portrayed as an enemy of wolf, because the latter would hunt boar’s offspring. Second, they symbolise certain type of behaviour which is aligned with the behaviour of Gilfaethwy and Gwydion towards Goewin. In medieval bestiary, the stag was a very popular and cherished animal often appearing in manuscripts and bearing Celtic vestiges. It was typically used as a ‘moralized’ creature when depicted in a capacity of a cross-bearer where each of its antlers represented some kind of a moral. In the illustration to the manuscript of Epitre d’Othea by Christine de Pisan the hunter is transformed into a stag for stalking goddesses when they were bathing.[footnoteRef:24] Stag’s skin was used as a shroud to enhance the chances of the deceased to resurrection. [footnoteRef:25] There is also an interesting connotation linking stag to the Celtic god Cernunnos, whose figure is encrusted on the famous Gunderstrup cauldron[footnoteRef:26] and who ‘is associated with the cycle of life, and when he has antlers, he conquers death and symbolizes fertility. When his horns later fall off and his animal nature disappears, he becomes the symbol of resurrection’. [footnoteRef:27] Boar (pig) was also a very common beast in medieval literature and everyday life overall. Pigs were quite often accused in animal trials which mimicked the human ones.[footnoteRef:28]The image of a wild boar was quite diabolical: it was associated with lust, gluttony, carnal desire, proximity to earth and ferocious behaviour. Amongst the ten negative properties which boar possesses there are the same ones which belong to sinners such as, for example, being dark and hairy like sinners in their hearts or having low-slung heads like sinners who are being led by earthly desires, etc. ‘Its behaviour made it natural opponent of the celestial aspect of Christian ideal’.[footnoteRef:29]  The wolf was notorious in the medieval world, with strictly negative connotations: it was seen as voracious predator, cunning, cruel, gluttonous, and altogether symbolised the Beast. As such it was a symbol of the fear of animals in general. In medieval imagination the wolf was a cattle thief and usually going for the easy prey benefiting from shepherd’s absence or lack of attention and only looking for a pretext to devour the weak. Also, it was an animal most likely to be hunted down even if it was not an immediate threat. In Celtic interpretation she-wolf Gweilgi is visualised at the gates of hell. Werewolves were a more sinister product of wolf-linked imagination and basically represented the idea that there was an animal side in every human which he should learn to tame.[footnoteRef:30]  [23:  C. Heck and R. Cordonnier, The Grand Medieval Bestiary. Animals In Illuminated Manuscripts, (New York, London: Abbeville Press Publishers, 2018) p.132.]  [24:  Ibid, p. 230.]  [25:  Ibid, p. 234. ]  [26:  On one of the plates of the cauldron Cernunnos, the god of animals, is depicted with horns and a torc and a serpent in his hands, sitting cross-legged and surrounded by the stag, boar and lion. See Ruth and Vincent Megaw, Celtic Art. From Its Beginnings To The Book Of Kells, (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990) p.175, ill. 286. ]  [27:  Heck and Cordonnier, The Grand Medieval Bestiary, p.234.]  [28:  E. Cohen, ‘Law, Folklore And Animal Lore’, Past & Present, 110 (February, 1986), 6-37.]  [29:  Heck and Cordonnier, The Grand Medieval Bestiary, pp.128-135.]  [30:  Ibid. pp.387-395.] 

The triad of the animal to human metamorphosis instigated by Goewin and realized by Math might be an allegory of the conversion of a sinner though a series of spiritual ‘deaths’ and ‘revivals’: Gilfaethwy and Gwydion go through a series of complete transformations learning at every stage different aspects of their own dark sides, learning how to control them, and then abandoning them and finally emerging reformed. It is significant that Math accepts Gilfaethwy’s and Gwydion’s sons. Like produces like so to avoid their offspring showing the same propensities as their parents Math baptises and fosters them.  
Overall, Goewin’s story is possibly the author’s message about the necessity to preserve the balance, not to violate the social and private borders which can have catastrophic repercussions for both social order and for person’s soul and identity. Of course, the authentic and accurate interpretation is beyond the reach and this is just one of the many possible suggestions. As a method of characterization this context offers variable modifications, a metonymy and an allegory which stylistically contributes to the structure and characters.
Aranrhod’s story represents a different context which is addressing the topic of metamorphosis by concentrating on the dualist nature of human identity.  Aranrhod’s character at the same time – is a collective visualization of a woman’s essence as it was understood in the middle ages. 
Women in general were considered treacherous, unreliable and in need of constant supervision. Male medieval society assigned to them a possession of an evil eye and powerful imagination. While destined to perform the valued function of procreation, medieval women were in the inferior position in the male dominated society, where the fear of sexual pollution and anxiety of female sexual power made them look like unlawful claimants for power and a threatening source of potential social change.[footnoteRef:31] In the illustration to the manuscript of Romance of the Rose in the Garden of Love it is women who personify the vices of Hatred, Evil, Vileness and Creed.[footnoteRef:32] Another picture from the same edition represents a wife meeting her lover while her husband is asleep after being drugged, and is supposed to graphically illustrate the treacherous nature of women.[footnoteRef:33] In Vincent de Beauvais’ Mirror of History, the Serpent enticing Adam and Eve possesses woman’s features.[footnoteRef:34] These unflattering views were based on classical depiction of a woman as a seductress and possessing ‘awesome and sinister’ magical powers.[footnoteRef:35] Even though it was not just women who practiced all sorts of rituals, it was they who were continuously depicted as the agents of evil deception and practicing witchcraft.[footnoteRef:36] It can be stated that there was a prejudiced attitude towards women and as much as it was true for the persecution of heretics,[footnoteRef:37] these views reflected not the sturdiness of the claims but rather the degree of the anxiety of male claimants.  [31:  R. Moore, The Formation Of A Persecuting Society 2nd edition (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007) pp.94-95.]  [32:  Ch. Sciacca, Illuminating Women In The Medieval World (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2017) p. 41.]  [33:  Ibid, p.51.]  [34:  Ibid, p.46.]  [35:  Kieckhefer, R. Magic In The Middle Ages 2nd edition Kindle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) p.32.]  [36:  Ibid, p.39. Actually, magic ritual were practised not by any specific group.]  [37:  R. Moore, The Formation, p.105.] 

 Aranrhod illustrates this vision in the most expressive way. She is pictured as an active woman, possibly an adulteress, who claimed she was a virgin but was involved in the relationship outside the wedlock and who is wicked in her thoughts. When she finds out about her own child being fostered by Gwydion, she is angry, first, because Lleu is a living reminder of her fall and, second, because Gwydion, reformed after the animal transformations,[footnoteRef:38] shows his ideal self by fostering Lleu thus challenging Aranrhod’s motherly abilities.[footnoteRef:39] So, she curses Lleu trying to affect Gwydion and wipe out Lleu’s very existence: he should have no name (no status), no arms (no power), no human wife (no inheritance and no legitimate heirs). Her curses maybe quite accurately described as harmful magic and a ritual extraction of a man’s power.[footnoteRef:40] Perhaps they are supposed to work as self-fulfilled prophecies which are based on imaginative power. When Gwydion is reversing her curses, it is her power of imagination against his. But he does not just lift up his wand to curse her back, he creates impressions, mirage-like visions when he turns himself and Lleu into shoe-makers and when he creates a realistic impression of threat from enemy fleet and makes her take these phantoms for real. [footnoteRef:41] It has been suggested that Gwydion might be Aranrhod’s antagonist.[footnoteRef:42] However, he also might be a personification of her alter-ego, he - is Aranrhod as she should have been. After going through several transformations as a punishment, Gwydion emerges with his carnal and earthly self left behind and takes on the same functions Aranrhod should have fulfilled - the role of a spiritual guide and a parent for Lleu. [38:  C.E. Byefield, ‘Character And Conflict In The Four Branches Of The Mabinogi’, Bulletin Of The Board Of Celtic Studies, 40 (1993), 51-72, (p.67).]  [39:  R. Valente, ‘Gwydion and Aranrhod: Crossing Borders Of Gender In Math’, Bulletin Of The Board Of Celtic Studies, 35 (1988), 1-9, (p.6).]  [40:  B. Bildhauer, ‘Bloodsuckers: The Construction Of Female Sexuality In Medieval Science And Fiction’, in Consuming Narratives. Gender And Monstrous Appetite In The Middle Ages And Renaissance, ed. By Liz McAvoy & Teresa Walters (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2002), pp.104-116, (p.107).]  [41:  The Mabinogion, pp.55-58.]  [42:  C.E. Byefield, ‘Character And Conflict’, p.68.] 

This second context, as it has been shown, demonstrates the subtlety of the changes within one identity and raises the ontological issue of its dualistic nature. As a method of characterisation, it is based on the general social currents in the attitude towards women and as a result the central woman’s figure here is painted in darker colours than in the episode with Goewin.
The third context, as well as the first two discussed above, also places a female character in the epicentre of events. Blodeuedd is ’the fairest and most beautiful maiden that anyone had ever seen’ and is a wife of Lleu conjured from flowers by Gwydion and Math.[footnoteRef:43] The allegory of her appearance from flowers is considered beautiful by the modern reader and therefore even more striking in contrast with her further treacherous actions. Yet probably for a contemporary it looked different. First, because magic was involved. Nothing good could come out of it when the very essence of a human – a soul, non-corrupt and pure- was concerned. Second, the choice of flowers probably could be significant although it is difficult to tell exactly. Broom in folklore has sinister qualities: it is sleep inducing and stunts growth of a child if she or he is whipped with it. It is used to get rid of the head of the house if used at a certain time of the year. Leaping the broom was used in marriage rituals and virginity tests similar to the one Math has performed on Aranrhod. ‘If the bride’s skirt touches the branch, she has lost her virginity or is pregnant on her wedding day’[footnoteRef:44]. Meadowsweet, ‘queen of the meadows’ has a sweet scent, was used to add a flavour to the mead and at weddings giving it another name ‘bridewort’. In folklore it is also believed that it can induce sleep so deep that it may be difficult to wake up and somewhere it is unlucky to keep it indoors.[footnoteRef:45] Oak is a well-known symbol of energy, vitality and strength. May dew from oak bark was a beauty lotion and acorns were charms against lightning.[footnoteRef:46] Perhaps, used together in this particular context, these plants were an allegory of a deception: a beautiful form and visible strength and vitality encapsulating a corrupt essence – intoxicating, causing loss of touch with reality and ability to judge. Lleu marries Blodeuedd and he is a loving husband but cannot see her deception and when he does, it is too late.  [43:  The Mabinogion, p.58.]  [44:  M. Baker, Discovering The Folklore of Plants,3d edition reprint (Oxford, Shire Publications Ltd, 2018) p.33.]  [45:  Ibid, p.97-98.]  [46:  Ibid, pp.109-113.] 

Plants and flowers were considered regenerative and sensitive but not rational. It is possible with the conjuring a human being from flowers the author wanted to demonstrate that visually human form does not necessarily imply human rational behaviour, reliability and ability to make sensible choices. It may also be a deliberation on the anxiety about the permeability of the human body and its predisposition to corruption. From the point of view of medieval readers who did not perceive nature as ‘beautiful’ and ‘saw their relation with nature as one of immersion’[footnoteRef:47], the magical act of conjuring a human from flowers was a violation of laws of being, of nature, a change which was a result of transgression. So, the very way Blodeuedd was ‘born’ may be seen as a precursor of further trouble. Therefore, the development of the story when Blodeuedd had an affair with Gronw Pebr and plotted to kill her husband is logical.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  M. Zink, ‘Nature In The Medieval World’, in Art And Nature In The Medieval Ages, ed. By N. Myers (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2016), pp.15-27, (p.22).  ]  [48:  The Mabinogion, pp.59-61. ] 

Blodeuedd is an active participant in the plot, she defies the sanctity of a marriage union, violates the principle of fidelity to her husband, undermines Lleu’s honour. It is obvious that she severs several borders at once: private, social and legal. It can be argued that with these developments the author shows his general gender anxiety and raises the concern about the essence of marriage in cases where a husband and a wife have different background and different status. Indeed, generally the status of medieval marriage depended on the status of the spouses not on the way they entered it: consent was important but ‘the idea that it was status and not ritual that made a wife was strangely persistent’[footnoteRef:49]. Blodeuedd entered marital relationship without the past and without any possessions. The lower the status of a woman entering the marital union, the easier it was to question its legitimacy. It is not an excuse of Blodeuedd’s behaviour but rather a warning to the contemporary reader: the marriage has to be between people of the equivalent status to avoid the possibility of any deviant behaviour on the part of a woman. [footnoteRef:50] After the realization of the plot and when Lleu’s plight is over, Gwydion pursues Blodeuedd while she is trying to flee knowing that she was responsible, and punishes her by turning her into an owl.[footnoteRef:51] Again, as in the case with the choice of animals’ transformations mentioned above, the choice of this particular nocturnal bird is not a coincidence. Owl was very popular in medieval art and literature but very often bore a negative connotation. In the illustration of the manuscript of Dante’s Inferno an owl is one of the guards at the gates to hell. These birds were considered unclean, loving darkness and personified sinners ‘who, sullied by bad actions and giving themselves over to carnal pleasures, flee the light of God’.[footnoteRef:52]By turning Blodeuedd into an owl Gwydion is not only seeking recompense and punishment but also performs an annulment of her marriage with Lleu. This act is not a reformation, it symbolises dead end and nullifies the chance to achieve resurrection.  [49:  R. Mazo Karras, Unmarriages. Women, Men And Sexual Unions In The Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012) p.45.]  [50:  Ibid, pp. 43-44.]  [51:  The Mabinogion, p. 63. Blodeuedd and her maidens are so scared when they are trying to flee, that their faces are’ looking backwards’ which reminds of an owl as it is known to be able to turn its head round.]  [52:  Heck and Cordonnier, The Grand Medieval Bestiary, p. 183.] 

The third context conceptualises a woman’s character – Blodeuedd - as responsible for the social and personal fulfilment of a marriage. The speech remains an important method of characterisation alongside with the consecutive chain of events which is in turn supported by the tripartite structure of the elements. The final transformation of Blodeuedd into an owl also, it may be suggested, expresses the medieval fear of the loss of self through the loss of the human body. 
As it has been demonstrated above on the examples of the characters from the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi, women are employed at the heart of every episode as triggers of change and various transformations. They make the story vibrant, add a natural, realistic feeling even though their actions might be dubious, showing their dark sides and far from noble intentions.  Although the female characters are dependent on the the male ones, it is nevertheless the women who are the most interesting and memorable. With the speech and challenging contexts as the main methods of characterisation, the author employs Goewin, Aranrhod and Blodeuedd to stand in for the certain views and concerns: firstly, the importance of passiveness and personal integrity; next, the dual and contradictory nature of women and vices it implies; finally, that the fulfilment of marriage largely depends on a woman. These issues are a reflection of bigger ontological issues - metamorphosis, crossing the borders and identity changes. They reveal through the story line either the spiritual growth or moral deterioration of all the characters involved.
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