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“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module.
This statement is valid to a large extent as the selected text ‘The Mabinogi of Pwyll’ shows how a patriarchal society expects women to act (in relation to motherhood). This can also be seen in other myths from the same place and time, such as the other Mabinogi. Similarly, it can be seen in myths from Greece and Africa such as the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. On the other hand, the myth of Mami Wata, also from Africa, shows a more powerful woman, acting of her own will.
The wording of the statement suggests that myths are created as a result of an event and common ideology, rather than, say, completely made stories with no message, and therefore reflective of the time and place it was written. This means that a text that increases the validity of the statement is also reflective. 
There are two types of mythology that myths can be categorised as. One is creational. The other is moral. Creational myths explain the way people thought the world was made, and are often linked to myths containing gods and therefore religion, as seen in Greek and Roman myth. Some of these mythical explanations may be due to a lack of scientific explanations at the time. Moral myths are used to explain behaviour and consequences, as often seen in Welsh myth. These may reflect societal expectations at the time through the chosen initial actions and outcomes. However, this does not mean that they are mutually exclusive, or that there are not further branches myths can be categorised into.
Themes may be universal, or at least widely shared among the selected nations, but specific origins and reasoning may differ.
The Mabinogi of Pwyll is a Welsh moral myth,[footnoteRef:1] dating back to the Medieval era. One of the main individuals, Rhiannon, is a woman who is seemingly more independent at the start, and then over time is having to submit to the more powerful men around her.
Her beauty is also a focal point of the story, suggesting that at the time it was written, that was the chosen beauty standard that women in the audience were expected to meet in order to be successful, especially in terms of finding a husband in order to have a family and be a mother. Some of the expected standards can be seen in Welsh medieval art, such as pale skin and golden hair. Whilst a lot of medieval art was more simplistic in detail, the main features, such as the aforementioned, can still be seen, like in “a large oak altarpiece, for the Dominican nuns of Dartford Priory.”[footnoteRef:2] This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement.
One of the main themes of the myth is that of motherhood and punishment. The idea of a woman killing her own child is one usually met with horror and surprise due to the idea of mothers being nurturing and protective. Whilst it does happen, especially as seen with women with what would now be known as post-partum psychosis,[footnoteRef:3] or similar conditions, it is not common. The idea of such an absurd punishment of behaving like a horse may be to deter the women in the audience from such an act, perhaps in part due to such a high infant mortality rate in Medieval Wales from ‘natural’ causes such as infection and malnutrition,[footnoteRef:4] in order to encourage more mothers to see their babies through to childhood and adulthood. This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement.
Another theme seen is that of arranged marriages. This was common for families at the time, especially nobility and royalty, as it was a means of securing alliances and wealth. Rhiannon being displeased with the initial match would likely have been a common idea that the audience shared, as the couples themselves may have little to no input in the arrangement, especially if those making the match, such as the parents of the couple, were more stubborn in their decisions. Rhiannon having her initial suitor beaten in order to wed another man, may be reflective of a reality that many women faced in order to avoid a match they themselves strongly opposed. There may be no moral story behind this particular aspect of the myth as there is no (direct) negative consequence for the beating, but it may be included on the basis of how relatable it may be. This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement.
There were many battles, wars, and violence that peppered real medieval life, such as the Battle of the Conwy.[footnoteRef:5] This is seen reflected in the Mabinogi of Pwyll when Pwyll and his men beat Gwawl. This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement.
The era is also a significant time for castle building. Chepstow castle, originally built in 1067,[footnoteRef:6] dates to this period. This is reflected in the Mabinogi of Pwyll as much of the action takes place within castles and their estates. This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement.
Medieval Wales was also a key time for religious evolution, such as the foundation of Cistercian Whitland Abbey.[footnoteRef:7] Religion is not a main theme in the Mabinogi of Pwyll. This then decreases the validity of statement as a prevalent topic for both the time and place is not prevalent in the myth.
This shows that this myth is a product of the time and place as many real-life expectations and occurrences are seen reflected in the myth, such as violence and misogyny. This therefore increases the validity of the statement. 
Overall, the Mabinogi of Pwyll makes the statement valid to a large extent as it is mostly reflective of medieval Wales.  [1:  Pwyll Pen Annwfn: First Branch of the Mabinogi]  [2:  Medieval Women: In Their Own Words | Islington Tribune ]  [3:  Postpartum psychosis - NHS]  [4:  Lewis, M.E. and Gowland, R. (2007), Brief and precarious lives: Infant mortality in contrasting sites from medieval and post-medieval England (AD 850–1859). Am. J. Phys. Anthropol., 134: 117-129. https://doi.org/10.1002/ajpa.20643 ]  [5:  Davies, Sean. “EDWARD’S CONQUEST: ‘ALL WALES WAS CAST TO THE GROUND.’” Medieval Warfare, vol. 8, no. 2, 2018, pp. 36–45. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/48577907. Accessed 29 Mar. 2026. ]  [6:  Chepstow Castle | Cadw ]  [7:  Timeline of Whitland Abbey – Whitland Abbey ] 

In the other Mabinogi myths, the roles of women can be seen to reflect similar characteristics. In the Mabinogi of Math,[footnoteRef:8] some of the main themes explored are honesty and a woman’s virginity, therefore suggesting it is a moral myth. This is seen in Aranrhod’s story throughout the text. This increases the validity of the statement as many noble families, such as hers, in medieval Wales placed an emphasis on female virginity, mainly in order to prove paternity after marriage and therefore have a legitimate heir to carry on the family line. This links to the exploration of honesty throughout the text as women were expected to be truthful about their virginity until their marriage. The following consequences for Aranrhod in the text show the emphasis that the creators placed on such a characteristic. This can also be throughout the text when honesty is expected in other ways, such as when Gwydion and Lleu Llaw Gyffes are disguised as shoemakers. This increases the validity of the statement as it reflects the characteristics expected of medieval women. [8:  Kortext EReader ] 

Other Celtic myths, such as that of the moral Arthurian legend,[footnoteRef:9] were created around the same time (medieval era) as the Mabinogi. This supports the statement as similar themes such as chivalry, battle and order can also be found. Arthurian legend does in fact centre around the aforementioned themes of battles, wars, and violence, as seen in Arthur’s death at Camlann, similar to the Mabinogi through the violent deaths in those texts. This supports the statement that it is a product of its time and place due to events such as the switch in rule from Roman Britain to Anglo-Saxon.[footnoteRef:10] These can be proved to be historically real, supposed to legend, therefore showing how events in Arthur may reflect reality, and increasing the validity of the statement.  [9:  The Death of Arthur - The Legend of King Arthur]  [10:  Celts, Romans, Britons: Classical and Celtic Influence in the Construction ... - Google Books] 

In Greek mythology, often both creational and moral, Demeter is the goddess of fertility.[footnoteRef:11] This supports the statement as it is a woman that is associated rather than a man, despite men also being (in)fertile. This suggests that it is seen as more of a woman’s role, perhaps due to pregnancy and childbirth. This does still support the idea of a patriarchal ancient Greece. This can be seen in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter when she is the main character to car about her daughter Persephone’s kidnapping,[footnoteRef:12] suggesting that mothers are the sole carer of children, with no emotional support from the father. This shows that it is a product of a specific time and place as the patriarchy is present throughout, and therefore increases the validity of the statement. [11:  DEMETER - Greek Goddess of Grain & Agriculture (Roman Ceres)]  [12:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter - The Center for Hellenic Studies] 

Similarly, due to equivalent gods, Roman mythology also depicts certain strength, with both moral and creational aspects. The creational myth of Aeneas and the foundation of Rome is both specific to time and place.[footnoteRef:13] It is specific to a time as it is the foundation of Rome and therefore its supposed history before what at the time of the creation of the myth would have been modern people. It is a product of the Augustinian era which was a period of significant political change and multiculturalism.[footnoteRef:14] This is reflected in the Aeneid as Aeneas himself travels through and across wider Italy and the Mediterranean on his quest. The myth is also moral as it was created with the current politics in mind, therefore meaning that there are consequences to actions, such as war. This again increases the validity of the statement as it shows how it is a product of a specific time and place. [13:  Virgil (70 BC–19 BC) - Aeneid: VIII]  [14:  The Augustinian Person - Peter Burnell - Google Books] 

In the African myth of Mami Wata,[footnoteRef:15] (Mother Water), she is represented in many ways and forms, but ultimately embodies a woman who is associated with beauty, healing and consequences. She is both a creational myth and a moral one. Her myth is creational as her existence can be used to explain water related events, such as floods. Her myth is moral as there are consequences for people betraying her and breaking her rules. She validates the statement as her myth evolves over time to include more modern components such as cars, computers, and skyscrapers, showing that she is a product of a specific time. She also validates it as her existence around water can associate her with specific locations. Her beauty is also a key part of her character, and is sometimes associated with her power. This shows that even in a different continent to Wales and the Mabinogi, for women these two elements are still linked. This therefore reflects the time and place and increases the validity of the statement. [15:  https://www.jstor.org/stable/20447886 ] 

In another African myth, the creational myth of Labongo and Gipir focuses in and around the Nile River,[footnoteRef:16] in what is modern day Uganda. This shows that the myth is both a product of its time and place as the river would have been a valuable location for trade, sanitation, and food, among other things. Placing an emphasis on it in the myth would increase its importance as it draws even more attention to it. The conflict the brothers face would likely have been representative of struggles that many families in the audience of the myth would experience, from petty family feuds, to full on battles between peoples. This again increases the validity of the statement as it shows how it is reflective of the history.  [16:  Gipir and Labongo | African Mythology & Folklore | Oriire] 

In Maori myth, similar themes can been in the creational myths surrounding the demigod Maui.[footnoteRef:17] In where he captures the sun, it aims to explain how the different lengths of day and night change throughout the seasons. This further validates the statement as the creation of the myth predates the science to explain the event, showing how (Maori) people used the knowledge they had currently available to explain the world around them. Maui’s characteristics of strength, cleverness and humour may have been desirable at the time for Maori men, and therefore aspirational. This again suggests that it is a product of a specific time and place, and increases the validity of the statement. [17:  How Māui slowed the sun / Māori Myths, Legends and Contemporary Stories / Te Reo Māori / Support materials / Home - Mātauranga Māori] 

Overall, the statement is valid to a large extent as the chosen text the Mabinogi of Pwyll shows that it is a product of a specific time and place, in this case medieval Wales. The wording such as ‘specific’ in the statement implies that other times and places therefore will not have similar myths. This therefore decreases the validity of the statement, as is it is proven above that many do have similar myths, or at least messages and reasons for origins. Having such continuity across the nations suggests that similar reasoning for creating the myths occurred. However, this is not strong or different enough to drastically decease the validity of the statement, meaning it is still valid to a large extent.
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