THE MYTH OF WOMEN IN THE MABINOGION: PORTRAIT OF GENDER IN MATH VAB MATHONWY 
The Mabinogion is the popularised term given to eleven medieval Welsh tales that deal with Celtic mythology and Arthurian legend as seen through the eyes of anonymous, Welsh, medieval authors. The stories combine love and betrayal, fantastical and magical moments, conflict and retribution. Within these facets are characters that bring the narrative alive, fulfilling the authors aims to bring oral traditions into the literary world. 
This paper will examine the role of the female characters in the Fourth branch of the Mabinogi, ‘Mab Vab Mathonwy’, and offer explanations as to the particular motives of female virginity having importance, the shame of birthing out of wedlock and the compelling characterisations of Goewin, Aranrhod, and Blodeuwedd,  within the structure of a male dominated Medieval Wales. Discussion of each character will identify behaviour of the women, the myths surrounding them, and compare their narrative to that of the males associated with them.  
In the first section Goewin acts as the virgin foot-holder for Math, his life dependant on such a deed. ‘Math son of Mathonwy might not live save while his two feet were in the hold of a maiden’s lap unless the turmoil of war prevented him’ (Mabinogion;47).  The sons of Maths’s sister “Gwydion uab Don” and “Gilfaethwy uab Don” conspire together demanding Math’s presence in a military conflict, leaving Goewin unprotected. She is raped by Gilfaethwy in her master Math’s bed.
What is apparent in this first narrative is the insistence of Math being attended to by a ‘virgin’.  Goewin represents ‘the magic which only the purity of a virgin can guarantee’ (Valente; 248) in conjunction with being a commonly recognised motif of folklore. The importance of virginity within medieval Welsh society is highlighted within medieval Welsh prose and proverbs, and implications are that are young girl seeking to marry must be sexually pure. Medieval chastity tests appear in the Fourth Branch and are used ‘to uncover   women’s purity as a practise to control female sexuality, demonstrating the tendency to doubt a woman’s word’ (Cartwright, J; 57). Scholars acknowledge that woman in the medieval period to be able to marry, had to be pure, for if not, the chances of a successful union would be severely damaged.  Larsen suggests that the virginity of Goewin ‘is an instance of withholding; the reproductive powers of a woman are being withheld’ (p;36) as opposed to W.J. Gruffydds supposition that this subject is akin to a death prophecy.  The role of the king’s foot-holder, according to the Welsh laws of court, was one of privilege, providing protection to the King. Goewin’s character therefore has an elevated status within the tale but her power ‘is associated exclusively with her virginity as opposed to her privileged position’ (Cartwright; 60). In folk literature the idea of a virgin possessing supernatural powers, aligned with protective and healing abilities, is a common theme. This motif is applied to Goewin and taken away when she loses her virginity; the rape leaves her deprived of her protective powers thus Math and his realm cannot survive until another virgin is found. 
 When Goewin informs her master of the assault, the security of his lordship is threatened, though Math does not hold her to blame. He places her within the sanctuary of his kingdom even though her physical status has altered he continues to keep her in high regard. Katherine Millersdaughter describes how ‘Goewin constructs a parallel between the violence done to her and the shame done to Math’ (p:289) and manipulates her words to advance her own social status with Math promising to marry her. Within the homosocial order Goewin uses the assault to deflect the social death of herself and refrains from being the victim to ensure her status remains intact.  From this juncture we hear no more of or from Goewin, she disappears from the narration. Her assault provides the catalyst for the rest of the tale.   
Math’s nephews finally return to court, and they are punished for their actions whereby Math ‘strikes them with his wand, they are turned into a male/female pair of deer, meaning that one of the two, at least, is emasculated’ (Valente;251). Over a period of three years the scorned men switch gender in animal form of wild pig and wolf and produce offspring, naming Gilfaethwy as the parent. The punishment fits the crime so each culprit ‘has known the vulnerability of the female role’ (Valente; 253). Arguably, taking into consideration Goewin’s assault, her stance and intellect can be viewed as strong and imperishable displacing her vulnerability to her advantage, though as Millersdaughter concedes that with Goewins disappearance from the narrative we never hear her thoughts on the matters and the marriage proposal is to position Math as the power of authority disregarding the personal happiness of Goewin. However, Valente describes Goewins victimisation as a means ‘to highlight the distrust between the male protaganoists’ (p;248). Already the tale can be apportioned to magic and enigma supporting life’s natural stages of progression.
The second female character to appear, and take a prominent role in the story, is Aranrhod. The sister of Gwydion and Gilfaethwy, she is offered to Math as his virgin foot-holder. Cengiz describes the narrative that unfolds as ‘women’s social-cultural stand through adherence to social-cultural codes, and how male counterparts perceive their adherence, and magic as a socio-cultural device to strengthen the norms of society and one’s position within society’ (p;115). Math questions Aranrhod’s sexual innocence asking “Maiden,” said he “are you a maiden?”. Replying with evasive independence she replies, “I do not know otherwise than that I am.” (Mabinogion p;17). To test her vow further Math insists Aranrhod step over his ‘hutlath’ (magic wand) to illicit the truth. Scholars such as Valente have noted that the use of a wand in determining virginity are folkloric custom and can predate social tradition. Math has already used his wand to punish his nephews for their sexual misconduct and now again he deems it necessary to determine the virginity of Aranrhod. Cartwright argues ‘that the wand is quite obviously a phallic symbol’ (p;61) suggesting that Aranrhod is aware of her sexual dalliances as she steps over the wand and drops a yellow-haired boy-child; the imagery of the text is sexual in its nature. This folk custom of “priodas coes ysgub” (broom-stick wedding) - an informal marriage ceremony in which both partners jump over a broom or wooden rod, to initiate a non-legal marriage- has been suggested by both Valente and Cartwright that it is to scorn  Aranrhod’s  reputation and that ‘never again shalt thou (Ararnhod) be called maiden!’Aranrhod has deceived those around her by laying with a gentleman before marrying which is akin to being a prostitute. The symbolism of stepping over the wand can be seen through the imagery as a mirror to the rape of Goewin. Both characters suffer shame through the actions of men and through sexual experience but ‘society deems Goewins anger to be justified, while Aranrhod’s is not’ (Valente; 257).
Aranrhod is not typical in her characteristics as a woman for she lives independently, manging an estate exclusively without a husband. Aranrhod is placed within ‘a liminal space’-her character taking on masculine roles as a ‘power holder, yet not a proper female figure within the society’ (Cengiz:117). Yet she is humiliated again as she runs off from the scene of the wand, dropping ‘some small thing from her’ which is in turn another boy child. Her social status, and that within her family, has been violated and demeaned, through her private life being exposed; it is a violation that is the crux for her forthcoming anger. The boy child dropped as she passed over the wand is nursed by Gwydion until he is four years old, of which Aranrhod is unaware. Gwydion presents the child to his mother who refuses to acknowledge him, denying the child’s birth rights, and cursing the child saying he will have no name unless it comes from her.  Cengiz describes the legitimacy of birth ‘as a means of social acceptance being integral for the Welsh society’ (p;115) and it this which Aranrhod wishes to forfeit her son, for the birth of a child unfitting to social codes deems the mother of the child shameful. Ararnhod uses magic curses upon her son to which can be understood as refusing him ‘a name’ as ‘personhood’, “arms” as “manhood” signified as social position or function, and the “wife” as “manhood” in aspects of sexual maturity and head of a family unit’ (Larsen; 37). Gwydion responds using his magical abilities, the struggle between the warring brother and sister victimising the nameless child. Larsen argues that Gwydion at the start of the tale uses magic to ‘satisfy his individual needs’ (p;117). His use of powers concerning his son, however, ‘are an integral function for the stability of socio-cultural norms’ (Larsen; 117) to establish a   healthy and functional future ruler for the society and realm of Gwynedd. 
Gwydion overcomes the final curse placed upon his son Lleu that he ‘will never have a woman of this race which is on this earth now’ and it is at this point in the tale we are introduced to the third female character.  Gwydion’s use of otherworldly practise is to ensure he saves Lleu ‘the pre-destined power holder to uphold the value and integrity of social order’ (Cengiz; 119). With the help of Math, Gwydion creates Blodeudd, a woman made from flowers, to be given to Lleu as a wife. As Valente notes this imagery ‘provides a reworking of the folkloric runs describing female beauty providing a comparison of women, s physical attributes with natural wonders -like flowers- and gives new life in the magical composition of a human being’ (p;269). 
 The social order is restored until Blodeudd is unfaithful to Lleu when she falls for another man named Goronwy Pebr.  The lovers incite a plan to dispose of Lleu which fails as Goronwy attempts to strike the Lord of Arudwy with a poisoned spear. At this moment Lleu transforms into an eagle and flies off. Gwydion finally restores Lleu back into human shape with his magic. He is now ready ‘for the first time in the Fourth Branch, to express his own wish-to avenge himself’ (Valente; 279). To punish Blodeudd, Gwydion turns her into an owl ‘imprisoned between freedom and imprisonment permanently where she needs to hide constantly in order not to be hunted by other birds at night’ (Cengiz; 120). The character of Blodeudd is portrayed as a scheming villainess, her deceitfulness going against the grain of the expectations of women and arguably against the ‘nature’ from which she is produced. As part of the union in marriage to Lleu we do not get a sense of a loving, mutual relationship between the two, conversation is not evident. Blodeudd through the narration is kept silent on  expressing own desires for her choice in the man she wishes to marry, appearing ‘as though she were actually a bouquet presented to him’ (Valente;270). It is fair to assume that the forming of Blodeudd, and the marriage to Lleu, is to firmly place the future Lord of the realm in a prominent position within the social order; orchestrated through the controlling      intervention of Gwydion. The narration reveals ‘a superficial observance of social order but makes clear that the rules are not being applied fairly to all members of the social group’ (Valente; 274).  In the Fourth Branch this theory is evident in the portrayal of the women.
The female characters in the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi, ‘Goewin’, ‘Aranrhod’ and ‘Blodeuwdd’ are richly vivid, and instrumental in constructing images that impress upon the reader female function in relation to the male characters within medieval society. The author places them in everyday situations observing social customs intermingled with the worlds of shape shifting, transformation and magic.  The writing represents a historical and mythological view of early medieval Welsh society as witness to social-cultural traditions. Audiences of the period could identify with the flawed, yet realistic characters, as we today can envisage within ourselves, certain character traits which enables both the myth and the tales to continue. The women of the prose, though subjected to male dominance and attack, are not depicted as weak, but as vital as their male counterparts, in order to retain a stable social order.  The art of storytelling in the tale of Math vab Mathonwy references both the earthly and otherworldly, and the messages signified, are as applicable today as then- the myth stays alive centuries later. 
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