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Essay Plan

Is it possible to determine who the ‘author’ of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi might have been? Evaluate the main theories that have been proposed in relation to this.


Introduction

‘Four Branches’ as part of work known as the Mabinogi, dates of 2 main manuscripts, c. 1350 and 1382 – c. 1410. (S.Davies) Work on dating - D. Huws.
Spectrum of views on authorship, changing over time, from - 
 - Four Branches as jumbled remnants of Celtic mythology with no author, incorrectly and incompletely ‘written down’. 
to
 – Four Branches as considered work ‘written’ by a named author. 

Searching for one Author
Idea that medieval authorship is not straightforward and using the character of Taliesin as an illuminating metaphor for the nature of authorship, Book of Taliesin - Author said to be Taliesin, but this can be Taliesin as:
1. Taliesin as mythological figure associated with Bran and Arthur. Compare W. G. Gruffydd. Mythological origins of Four Branches, Rhiannon as horse goddess Epona. Monastic scribes ‘wrote down’ material they didn’t understand. Mythological names J. Hemming.
Leading on to - role of scribes. Difference between ‘writing’ something and ‘writing it down’. Modern views of authorship not necessarily relevant to medieval society. However, ‘Four Branches’ is too complex and sophisticated to be nothing more than a jumble of earlier material

2. Taliesin as a character that appears in or is related to other works, not only the Book of Taliesin. Book of Taliesin - ‘Preiddeu Annwfyn’, line 4, Pwyll and Pryderi named. ‘Four Branches’ has links to other stories and wider connections. Conflict between notion of one author and of story-telling traditions. Analysis of medieval authorship - S. Partridge and E. Kwakkel. 
Rhiannon - Calumniated Wife folk-motif.
Rhiannon – K. Jackson - traditional tales. 
Branwen - P. Mac Cana – Irish comparisons.
Branwen - Sims-Williams – Irish knowledge of Welsh author.
Agree that Four Branches is a product of story-telling tradition.

3. Taliesin as fictional device to provide a narrator - performance related. Compare to oral origins of the Four Branches. Traditional performance v written versions of text. S Davies. Complicated relationship between oral and written, at times existed side by side.
4. Taliesin as ‘author’, as a living historical figure of the 6th century.
Analysis of translation in search for author - B. Reilly.
Author in control - ‘interlacing’ of themes, unified product of a single author. J. K. Bollard. But Bollard overstates case.
Identification of a suggested name for the author – A. Breeze, I. Daniel. But flimsy evidence. Role of medieval author different to author today.
5. As it is difficult to pin down Taliesin, equally difficult to pin down author of ‘Four Branches’.
Even a contemporary UK author restricted by genre, pre-existing formats, recognisable structures, publishing conventions, commercial considerations, audience, reception.
The ‘Four Branches’ cannot be said to have an author in the modern sense. Even if conclusive proof appeared giving name of person who first ‘wrote’ it or ‘wrote it down’, the work should continue to be studied as part of a wider medieval cultural background. 

Conclusion
It may not be possible to identify the ‘author’ of the Four Branches, but it is possible to explore related areas, aspects of authorship - this is more valuable than the knowledge of a name. To compare, we know the name Taliesin, but there are many aspects to the one name. 
It can be said of the Four Branches:
‘I have been a multitude of shapes, 
Before I assumed a consistent form.’ 
‘Battle of the Trees’, Book of Taliesin. Vlll.






Sample Paragraph
As the name of Taliesin has been attached to a historical sixth Century bard, two modern scholars have arrived at the contentious point of tentatively naming the author of the Four Branches. The first, Iestyn Daniel compared the anonymous treatise Ymborth yr Enaid with the ‘Four Branches’ and concluded that the two works are by the pen of one and the same author, possibly a man called Llewelyn Offeiriad. 21 Although this theory is of interest, it is difficult to imagine how the writing system associated with a Dominican Friary could produce an author in the modern sense of the word. The second scholar, Andrew Breeze, developed a theory of authorship that named a woman, Gwenllian ferch Gruffudd ap Cyan, as the writer behind the Four Branches. 22 His evidence, challenged as ‘circumstantial and entirely dependent on rather old-fashioned preconceptions about what a piece of literature by a woman would be like.’ 23 is based more on the perception of a feminine style than factual evidence, although to describe Breeze’s approach to a medieval work as ‘old-fashioned’ by modern standards is perhaps also problematic.

21. I. Daniel, ‘The Date, Origin and Authorship of the “Mabinogion” in the Light of Ymbroth yr Enaid’, The Journal of Celtic Studies, 4 (2003), 117-52 (p. 146).

22. A. Breeze, ‘Did a Woman Write the Four Branches of the Mabinogi?’, in The Origins of the Four Branches, A. Breeze (Leominster: Gracewing, 2009), pp. 1-33, (p. 1).

23. S. Rodway, ‘The Where, Who, When and Why of Medieval Welsh Prose Texts: Some Methodological Considerations’, Studia Celtica, 41 (2007), 41, 47-89 (pp. 48-9). 
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Review of 5 Websites
http://www.ancienttexts.org/library/celtic/index.html
AKA Mary Jones
The aim of this website is to provide access to as many medieval Celtic texts as possible under the heading ‘The Celtic Literature Collection’, either directly from the site or by link to other websites, and to create a Celtic Encyclopedia. Although the John Koch encyclopedia of Celtic Culture would be the first option for academic use, the information offered here is very comprehensive and detailed. The entire website was apparently created by Mary Jones of Lansdale, Pennsylvania, a technology worker with a deep interest in medieval Celtic texts. She has acknowledged sources used on the site and explained that to comply with copyright law, many of the texts reproduced were published over 75 years ago. The site is written in informal language and offers diverse links, a collection of holiday photos is one example. The presentation is subtly pseudo medieval in style and the menus are at times cluttered, but overall, the website is easy to navigate. The site has not had a recent update, illustrated by the fact that the latest entry in the ‘What’s New’ section appeared in 2010. Some of the links are out of date and the different versions of the translated texts can cause confusion, to quote a line from The Book of Taliesin XIV, ‘Keint is a spruce upside down curly’. The site would benefit from decluttering, in addition to technical and general updating. It is not an academic site, but the sheer amount of material available here in one place makes it an extremely valuable port of call if used with caution.
https://www.chalicecentre.net/
The Website of Mara Freeman
The purpose of this website is to promote ‘Celtic and Western magical traditions’ and to offer a range of services provided by site creator Mara Freeman, such as workshops, books and tours. Mara is a member of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids and is apparently a qualified psychologist and astrologer. The site is well written and a passage from ‘The Celtic Tree of Life’ section has been reproduced and credited to Mara Freeman in The Path to English Reader for Class 7, published in 2012. The focus of the website is on ‘western esoteric wisdom’, not historical facts, so sources are not given and ambiguous terms like ‘In the days of the Celts...’ and ‘Long ago, in the time of King Arthur...’ are used. All the web pages make good use of images and colour with user-friendly menus clearly set out for site navigation. Potentially, the dividing line between the provision of information and the commercial purpose of the site is blurred. However, chalicecentre.net is of interest as a well-produced introduction to contemporary Celtic spirituality created by a practitioner in this area.
 https://www.library.wales/
The National Library of Wales
In terms of useful, reliable information for the academic, the researcher, educator or the interested member of the public, this website is of great value and available in Welsh and English. A legal deposit library holding many resources including 6000 000 books and newspapers, the aim of the National Library of Wales is to offer an accessible entry point to Welsh heritage and culture and the website is an important aspect of this provision, offering diverse resources. However, despite the high quality of information available on the site, the home page is cluttered and poorly laid out. One example of this is the prominence of the colourful link at the top of the home page to ‘Tithe Maps’, which although important, are less likely to be of interest than ‘Archives’ which are to be found under ‘Resources’. ‘Archives’ are listed in a less colourful menu on this page under ‘N.L.W. Collections’ which partly duplicates the menu at the top right of the page. Furthermore, searching the site is not easy and can be confusing as too much information is presented in search results. Nonetheless, the library catalogue home page is easier to navigate and search and is of vital importance to academic study in this area, as is the website in its entirety. 
https://druidry.org/
The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids
The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids is a worldwide spiritual organisation, officially classed by the U.K. Charity Commissioners as a religion, although not all members agree with the latter designation. The website presents relevant information about the Order to both increase awareness and to serve as a channel for recruitment and the information it provides is an accurate reflection of the nature of the organisation and of related activities. The head of the O.B.O.D. is Philip Carr-Gomm, and there are various senior post holders, although according to the website the overall hierarchical structure of the Order is minimal. Academic sources are not provided on the site, for example there is no bibliography and there are no footnotes in the section covering a comprehensive history of druidism. Nevertheless, there is an overall interest expressed in the ancient and recent history of druidism which does not appear to be biased. Perhaps this is not a place to begin academic research, but a place to learn about the interests of the society. The section called the ‘Druid Way’ covers a wide range of subjects from ‘Myth and Story’ to ‘Naturism’. The site is projected throughout in a highly visual way using photographs, imagery and links to videos and other resources. Furthermore, the site is easy to navigate and is well maintained with recent updates and the provision of podcasts. Links are provided to audio files or downloadable PDF files of the 2019 Mount Haemus Lectures, which were given by a variety of speakers, including Professor Ronald Hutton speaking on the ‘Origins of Modern Druidry'. This website is to be recommended to the curious and to the academic researching spiritual organisations.
https://rcahmw.gov.uk/
The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales
Covering all aspects of the ‘built and maritime heritage of Wales’ the organisation behind this website is a useful and authoritative source of information. The website identifies a wide range of users, from the ‘individual’ to ‘corporate and government decision makers’ and is of interest to researchers seeking reliable sources. The Royal Commission is based in Aberystwyth in the same building as the National Library of Wales, however the website has a superior homepage to that of its housemate and is more straightforward to use. Throughout the site, good use is made of striking photographs and the layout is clear and uncluttered. This website is kept up to date with information provided on Covid-19 and the latest tweets of the day are posted on the home page. Integrated into https://rcahmw.gov.uk/ is ‘Coflein’, an online catalogue and mapping tool which is a helpful search aid for information on archaeology and related areas. The website does not aim to appeal to the inquisitive, maybe younger viewer, for example there are no interesting snippets of archaeological information on the home page to draw the user further into the site. Despite appearing lacklustre in places, this website, available in Welsh and English, is certainly a reliable source for the academic.
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