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A deep exploration 
of the medieval Welsh classic 

and what it says about 
the myth of Britain.
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The Four Branches



The Four Branches Course 2018 

This is the 5th incarnation of the Four Branches course, and each successive version has built upon 
the foundations of its predecessor. 

But this isn’t just a re-hash of what was explored in those earlier courses. This current version takes 
a closer look at how the tales present nobility, aristocracy, sovereignty, and ultimately the myth of 
Britain. This leads to a different mythological strata than has previously been explored. 

As with the earlier versions, the main objective of the course is to stimulate interpretation, to feel 
out the contours of the myths contained in The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, and attempt to 
apprehend the old truths concealed in its symbols. 

The general approach is to consider The Four Branches as teaching tales, instructive stories that 
have an almost (but not quite) allegorical quality to them. They are also considered in terms of how 
they correspond to other myths and stories from Europe and the rest of the world. 

Course Introduction 

The Four Branches of the Mabinogi is an old Welsh classic that was first written down about 900 
years ago. It appears to be a collection of traditional tales that probably originated in the oral 
storytelling tradition of the early Welsh. The only real certainty is that they were written down by 
some talented, but unknown, author. 

The Four Branches are set in a past where the Welsh aristocracy still claim the Crown of London, 
and consider the whole of the island to be their sovereign territory. Historically speaking, this would 
have been sometime between 350 and 500AD.  

As a result, the tales can tell us much about what Britain was, is and could still be. They explore in 
great detail the possibilities and problems that arise for those who seek to claim dominion in her 
lands. 

As one would expect of such tales, The Four Branches contain some quite traditional ideas. One of 
the most common is the idea of aristocracy and inherited nobility, an idea that sits at the heart of 
many cultures to this day. 

But even though The Four Branches are almost exclusively concerned with this early British 
aristocracy, what’s surprising about these ‘nobles’ is that their lineage rarely has anything to do with 
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what kind of people they are. The tales suggest nobility isn’t something that’s inherited from your 
family or determined by your sex. 

The nobility of The Four Branches is something that arises from personal integrity and wisdom, not 
family genetics. More often than not it’s the nobility of heart, not he nobility of inherited status, 
that’s put in service of the land and her people.  

It’s obvious when characters diverge from the path of nobility because they always cause suffering, 
but not always their own. When the ‘nobility’ fail to act from a nobility of heart, the repercussions 
can be apocalyptic in magnitude. 

So often in the tales the positive lesson is brought into relief by a negative example. Ignorant 
aristocrats inevitably make bad, blinkered choices, and when they do, the right course of action is 
stressed by its absence. It’s for this reason that The Four Branches can be read as lessons for civil 
life; that is, a life in a civilised Britain. 

Practicalities 

Thank you for your interest in this whitedeer.earth course. All of the information you need 
about taking part is provided below, but should you have any further questions, please email 
Dr Gwilym Morus-Baird at welshmythology@gmail.com.  

The Shape of the Course 

If the ‘The Four Branches Course’ page is up on the website, then I’m accepting 
applications and you can start whenever you want. Because this is a one-on-one course, not 
a group discussion course, so long as there are places and time slots available (see below), 
you can begin. If the course page has been taken down, I have paused for a time. 

The course is split up into 4 parts, each part containing 2 chapters: 

Part 1 
Chapter 1 - Pwyll and Arawn 
Chapter 2 - Annwfn 
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Part 2 
Chapter 3 - Rhiannon 
Chapter 4 - Water and the Cauldron 

Part 3 
Chapter 5 - Life and Death 
Chapter 6 - The Fulcrum of Justice 

Part 4 
Chapter 7 - Arianrhod and Blodeuwedd 
Chapter 8 - Gwydion and Lleu 

It can take about 2 hours to go through all of the materials in a chapter, depending on how 
familiar you are with The Four Branches of the Mabinogi. Naturally, the more familiar you 
are with the tales, the quicker we can get to the interesting stuff.  

Each chapter of the course is made up of: 

1. A section from The Four Branches. It helps if you’re already familiar with the tales, but 
you can also read the appropriate section for each chapter as you work through the 
course. The text of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi is not supplied with the course 
materials, you will have to buy a copy. The translation I prefer is by Sioned Davies in 
The Mabinogion (OUP 2007). There is also a Kindle edition. Please DON’T use the 
Lady Charlotte Guest translation that’s freely available online. Don’t use any 
translations earlier than 1960. 

2. An MP3 (audio recording) of a lecture on the relevant section of the tales, each lasting 
between 30 minutes and 1 hour. 

3. A PDF (digital document) of notes and some questions to be answered. The notes can be 
followed as you listen to the lecture MP3. You will need to provide answers to the 
questions in your private session with the course tutor, so give them some thought 
before you book your time. But don’t worry! These are questions of interpretation, not 
fact checking. They’re more to do with your responses to the tales than providing the 
‘right answer’. 

Each part of the course includes a 1 hour private session with the course facilitator. This 
session is an opportunity for you to discuss your answers to the questions and ask any 
questions of your own. 
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Participants have a lot of choice when in the week they wish to meet with the course tutor. 
The available time slots for the private sessions (in green) are the same every week: 

The appointment schedule above is in UK time. If you’re participating from a different time 
zone, please adjust to reflect your local time. When you book your session, the online 
booking system will automatically adjust to your time zone. 

Take a look at the booking system by going to https://whitedeer.earth/the-four-
branches-2018/ and clicking on the big blue button Make a Booking. 

It’s straight forward enough, but if you have any questions or difficulties, please email 
welshmythology@gmail.com. 
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Skype and Recording 

You will need a Skype account to attend the private sessions. It’s free and easy to use. The 
software is easy to find and download. You will also need speakers and a microphone 
attached to your computer if you don’t already have them, or a laptop that has them built in. 
We only use audio for the private sessions so please turn your camera off.  

Before you book your first private session, it’s a good idea to have a quick 10 minute Skype 
call just to introduce yourself to the course tutor and make sure you have everything you 
need and understand how the course will work. We’ll communicate via email to arrange 
this. Please email your Skype name or contact email to welshmythology@gmail.com as 
soon as you can after downloading the first part of the course.

It’s your responsibility to ensure your Skype connection works and that you have sufficient 
bandwidth to maintain the connection. Audio tends to use much less data than video so 
unless your connection is very slow, you should be fine. If you can watch youtube.com 
videos without any problem you will have enough bandwidth to use Skype audio. 

If for any reason the connection drops out, then I will try and reconnect. If we can’t re-
connect, try sending me a text message through Skype. This is done by clicking on the 
speech balloon. If that doesn’t work, try email, and if there’s still no joy we’ll have to wait 
until your connection improves. 

I will be recording every session and posting the best answers I receive on a private 
Facebook page for the course. Only course participants can see and use this page, but if you 
would rather your answers were not recorded, please just say and I’ll keep the sessions 
totally private. I would like to share the best answers so that all of the participants can 
benefit from each other’s knowledge, and also have the opportunity to discuss things further 
on the Facebook page.

What to do next?  
 1. Get yourself a copy of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, preferably the translation 

by Sioned Davies in The Mabinogion (OUP 2007), then read it; or at least the first 
branch, Pwyll. Don’t use the Lady Charlotte Guest translation, or any translation after 
the 1960s.  

 2. Download the first part of the course from the course page: https://whitedeer.earth/
the-four-branches-2018/ 

 3.  After working through the materials, book your private session with the course tutor. 
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    4.   Search for ‘Gwilym Morus-Baird’ on Facebook and send me a friend request; then 
search for ‘The Four Branches Course’ page and request to join. 

Any further questions, please get in touch. More information, including free materials  
(books, audio courses and music) can be found at whitedeer.earth. 

  diolch 

  Gwilym
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