Beyond Early Celtic Nature Poetry: Looking at the Natural World in Early Welsh
It's popular to talk of going beyond things. We like to believe we can rethink the orthodoxies of the past, and push the boundaries of knowledge that little bit further. The particular idea I want to venture beyond today is ‘Early Celtic Nature Poetry’. This is a concept which has, in the past, been very influential within the field of Celtic Studies. It also provided a title for the most fundamental book on the subject. I refer, of course, to Kenneth Jackson's Studies in Early Celtic Nature Poetry of 1935, the first book-length study which discussed early Welsh and Irish poems of the natural world side-by-side. Jackson's work will be my starting point today.

How can we go beyond Jackson's Early Celtic Nature Poetry? We might look at how writers have maintained or developed the concept of Celtic nature poetry since Jackson wrote. If so, we would have to admit that the concept is in some degree of trouble:

To speak of ‘nature poetry’ seems very old-fashioned now. The term and the genre were, of course, much in vogue a hundred years ago … But for the last fifty years or so, that kind of romantic sensibility has rarely been voiced in formal medieval scholarship.

These words were published in 1978. Am I, in 2007, therefore in danger of flogging a dead horse? Celtic studies may have moved beyond early Celtic nature poetry, but on the other hand, there is really precious little serious criticism of the matter in print. It is more a case of people ceasing to write about a subject than actually rejecting, with proper argumentation, an outdated viewpoint. Even if we eventually decide to abandon early Celtic nature poetry, there is much to be said for doing so formally rather than through neglect. This, as I will argue today, will involve another way of going beyond ‘nature poetry’ as defined by an earlier generation, namely by drawing into discussion a much wider range of medieval texts which refer to the natural world.
I don't propose to look at how the concept of early Celtic nature poetry came into existence, some time before Jackson wrote. That job has already been expertly done by Patrick Sims-Williams in his ‘The Invention of Celtic Nature Poetry’, published in 1996. Sims-Williams has shown how it emerged from Romantic ideals of what poetry ought to be like, and from a desire to vindicate the poetry of the Celtic peoples as worthy of wider attention, by discovering in it those very qualities. It's become something of a habit to quote Kuno Meyer's preface to his Selections from Ancient Irish Poetry of 1911, this being the classic statement of both the existence and the high quality of Celtic nature poetry, but it is necessary to quote it for precisely that reason:
In Nature poetry the Gaelic muse may vie with that of any other nation. Indeed, these poems occupy a unique position in the literature of the world. To seek out and watch and love nature, in its tiniest phenomena as in its grandest, was given to no people so early and so fully as to the Celt.

Significantly, although Sims-Williams lays bare the literary and even political agendas that contributed to Meyer's description, he does not actually deny the validity of what Meyer said. In his own words: ‘I am sitting on the fence. Invention here has either its common meaning … or else the Latinate meaning “discovery” ’. In fact, Sims-Williams deconstructs the ‘Celtic’ part of early Celtic nature poetry pretty ruthlessly. But there has been rather less discussion of the validity, or otherwise, of the term ‘nature poetry’, especially with regard to early Welsh. There seems to have been a general agreement as to what it meant, a consensus which did not need to be argued for.
But was there ever a genre of nature poetry? Consider some representative quotations. The underlining is mine:
From J. Glyn Davies in 1913:
There have been many phases of nature poetry in Welsh. The theme is a wide one.

In the Englyn Period nature poetry is a mere fragment. Allusions to external nature are not uncommon … Coherent poems free from sententious irrelevancies are rare and curt.
From A.O.H. Jarman, as late as 1981:

The references to the natural scene in many of these englynion are the earliest examples we have of nature poetry in Welsh.
And an Irish example, Gerard Murphy in 1931:

Sensibility to natural beauty would seem to have been a note of the Old Irish personal lyric. It also appears in certain lyrics, best described as dramatic lyrics … Delight in nature is fairly frequent all through the Finn-saga; but … it is generally mingled with some other theme …

Genre, theme or brief allusion? ‘Nature poetry’ was always a zone of terminological chaos. The truth is, ‘nature poetry’ is not the name of a recognisable literary genre at all, not even in the view of those who promoted it. Clearly, writers were aware that they were studying poetry of many different types, but in each they were trying to find examples of ‘sensibility’ to nature. ‘Nature poetry’ is effectively a way of reading rather than a way of writing, one which privileges a particular concern of the critical moment over identifying genres of the past. Hence the frequent elisions between ‘nature poetry’, the ‘poetry of nature’, the ‘nature theme’, ‘allusions to nature’, and so on. Nature poetry was not a genre: it was a phenomenon of the human spirit, welling up from some deep emotional spring, able to appear in any genre. The critic's job was to find it, anywhere, everywhere, for it was the very essence of poetry. ‘Nature poetry’ is a critic's term for references to the physical environment within poems which are manifestly doing other things, and it is inimical to genre.
All this is not a new observation. As far back as 1953, Gwyn Williams objected to the term ‘nature poetry’:

Early Welsh abounds in descriptions of nature, but it seems to me wrong to assemble truncated passages and to call them nature poetry, for that involves the monstrous surgery practised by Victorian criticism in its search for this sort of thing.

And Francesco Benozzo has also recently referred to ‘Celtic Nature Poetry’ as a ‘post-romantic invention’, taking Patrick Sims-Williams' word and stripping it of his Latinate circumspection. What is less well known is that the rather obvious lack of respect for whole texts troubled Kenneth Jackson himself. Even as he began his survey of ‘Celtic Nature Poetry’, Jackson noted:
The Irish and Welsh poems described in this study constitute what has come to be called the ‘early Celtic nature poetry’. The name has been the accepted one for these poems as a whole because they deal to a greater or lesser extent with external nature, though much is obviously not what we should call real nature poetry at all; and this general description has tended to obscure the fact that the poems are actually very diverse in character … In the following pages an attempt is made to discover from internal evidence, and from such external evidence as is to be had, what really are the different kinds of poetry that have been included under this name, what sort of people composed them, and what was their purpose.
This is an agenda for a genre study. True, the concept of nature poetry is still accepted as a given, but it is distanced from the Irish and Welsh material, much of which is, in Jackson's phrase, not ‘real nature poetry’. There is an implicit recognition here that a category derived from Romantic writing—that is, ‘real nature poetry’—may not sit comfortably with medieval Celtic literatures, which had their own distinct priorities. Having effectively disposed of ‘nature poetry’ in his first paragraph, Jackson devoted the rest of the book to validating another set of categories.
I've reproduced Jackson's chapter headings on the handout. These show the categories which he recognised within the so-called nature poetry: 

(1) hermit poetry;


(2) elegy and Fenian poetry;


(3) gnomic poetry;


(4) seasonal poetry.

The title of chapter (5), ‘Problems of Welsh nature poetry’, is rather ominous. We should not be too surprised if, reading on, we find that Welsh poems do not fit these categories as well as might be hoped.

I'll deal with hermit poetry first, and briefly, since, as Jackson himself says, no Welsh poems belong to this category. Gerard Murphy was responsible for the idea that many early Irish poems of natural description are the work of hermits, and Jackson adopted it wholeheartedly. These hermits have been a massive distraction ever since. Part of Jackson's aim in writing Studies in Early Celtic Nature Poetry may well have been to try to stop them taking over the whole corpus of Irish nature poems. He identifies only ten genuine hermit poems, and even then he's unsure about half of those. But in spite of Jackson's caution, the two issues of nature poetry and hermit poetry continued to be debated together, often without sufficient distinction being made. Donnchadh Ó Corráin's well-argued debunking of ‘Early Irish Hermit Poetry’ in 1989 more or less buried the hermit theory. Ó Corráin pointed out, accurately, that the corpus of so-called hermit poems was cobbled together by scholars from all kinds of disparate manuscript sources—marginalia, glosses, metrical tracts, commentaries—none of which provides any firm evidence of authorship or even original context. This has implications for the idea that there might be a recognisable genre of nature poetry in Irish. If the poems in question do not show evidence of formal and functional linkages, then talk of a genre is hardly appropriate. But the implications for ‘Irish nature poetry’ are not developed, because it is not the target of Ó Corráin's atack. The article is about hermits. It is not about nature poetry at all. Francesco Benozzo notes:
… contributions concerning the generic idea of a possible hermit origin for this kind of composition … have been seen as more important than discussions of the style, the poetic technique, and the literary quality of texts.

In other words, having disposed of our hermits, we are still waiting for a serious literary study of those early Irish poems which foreground a human response to the natural world.

Hermits have had a limited impact in the Welsh field. As we have seen, Jackson did not recognise any Welsh poems as hermit work. The only slightly plausible candidate would be ‘Cyntefin ceinaf amser’, an explicitly religious poem from the thirteenth-century Black Book of Carmarthen, which opens with a description of spring. For J. Glyn Davies, it demonstrated that Irish hermit poetry gave rise to a similar phenomenon in Welsh. Jackson's response was scathing: the poem is a lament for dead companions, ‘and that is not a hermit motif’.
The remaining categories do have a relevance for Welsh material. Among ‘elegies’ Jackson included the poem I've just mentioned, as well as ‘Claf Abercuog’, the lament of the sick man of Abercuog. This poem is voiced (possibly) by a leper who has been excluded from secular society and who mourns this fact in the wilderness. A genre of two poems—and two very different ones at that—is hardly satisfactory. Even more seriously, it has the effect of splitting off ‘Claf Abercuog’ in particular from other monologues and dialogues in character. There is a sizeable corpus of these speech-poems with a narrative underpinning, and ‘Claf Abercuog’ might more comfortably fit with them. Many of them have few or no references to natural phenomena. Describing ‘Claf Abercuog’ as nature poetry ignores rather a lot of what the text is about. And ‘elegy’, if we wish to retain this category, stretches way beyond the boundaries of anything describable as ‘nature poetry’.
Welsh gnomic poems pose further problems, since they notoriously combine natural description with sententious sayings not merely about nature, but also about human society, in a way which still eludes a really satisfactory explanation. All the same, this is the least unconvincing category of ‘nature poems’ in Welsh, since there can be no doubt that they display a serious interest in the observation of natural phenomena. ‘Seasonal poems’, on the other hand, is a thoroughly unsatisfactory category. Here Jackson was reduced either to discussing poems which are clearly gnomic—‘Eiry mynydd’ or ‘Kalangaeaf’—or even worse, the seasonal openings which are found in a small minority of the verse of the twelfth and thirteenth-century poets of the princes. But an opening is not a poem, and a poem of love, praise or lament with a seasonal opening is not a nature poem.
Jackson's corpus of early Welsh nature poetry, then, is not very impressive. To understand the quite limited repertoire of Welsh texts which scholars have been willing to classify as nature poetry, we have to go back to J. Glyn Davies's incisive and thoroughly opinionated discussion, ‘The Welsh Bard and the Poetry of External Nature’, of 1913. Here it is all too apparent that the hunt for nature poetry was a hunt for Romantic poetry many centuries before Romanticism. Davies' presuppositions about the nature of ‘true’ poetry can be summed up in the words of the classicist Francis Cairns: poetry should be ‘the beautiful, simple product of individual writers of deep feeling’. This idea acted as a drastic filter, removing from discussion the bulk of medieval Welsh poetry. On the handout I name the favoured few. Some I've mentioned already, but for the sake of completeness, this is the full list: of the early englynion, only ‘Claf Abercuog’ and ‘Cyntefin Ceinaf Amser’, together with ‘Llym Awel’ (a poem which combines much description of winter with some kind of dialogue between warriors); of the Gogynfeirdd, only the boasting poems of Gwalchmai ap Meilyr and Hywel ab Owain Gwynedd (the former provoking severe censure for not being simple enough); and lastly, Dafydd ap Gwilym. Jackson's selections in Studies in Early Celtic Nature Poetry show the influence of this arrangement. He includes ‘Cyntefin’ and ‘Llym Awel’, though both are truncated to make them more nature-centric. ‘Claf Abercuog’ is there in its entirety. Jackson's time-period meant that only a limited discussion of the Gogynfeirdd was possible, but sure enough, the two boasting poems are central to it. But Jackson did innovate by including the corpus known as the ‘early Welsh gnomic poems’.
It is clear that some Welsh texts please the searcher after ‘deep feeling’ better than others. The early englynion, for instance, are ‘simple’ and ‘beautiful’ in the required sense, at least in part. Dafydd ap Gwilym, provided his humour, irony and playfulness are ruthlessly screened out, can also pass this kind of test. That this simplicity is in both cases the product of great artistry, and nothing whatever to do with primitive, undeveloped feeling, can be ignored. But other texts are less happily placed. I can't resist a brief quotation from J. Glyn Davies' discussion of ‘Gwalchmai's Boast’. Here there is absolutely no meeting of minds across the centuries:
Then we get the stupid bird again [the nightingale], and the tiresome green herbage of the wilds, and the irritating trees in flower. This is not the expression of a love of nature, but of prosody.

A suspicion bordering on hostility towards so-called ‘bardic’ poetry was characteristic of the scholarship of the early twentieth century, in Welsh as much as in Irish. Jackson, too, though an immeasurably more sensitive reader than Davies, had little time for it:
Poet-laureate verse is usually dull, and the exaggeratedly conventional nature of Celtic bardic poetry often makes it even more so.

It will be apparent that the Gogynfeirdd stand no chance at all with this kind of reading. They are not simple, did not wish to be simple, and did not regard simplicity as a virtue of poetry. Unsurprisingly, the place of the natural world within their works is largely unexplored.

Even within the select corpus of ‘nature poems’, there was much that simply would not do. Images of the natural world in early Welsh come almost invariably as part of a package. They are incorporated into emotionally charged monologues, or they open stanzas of dialogue; or, as in the gnomic poems, natural descriptions are mixed with generalizations about the natural and indeed the human world. Much of this tangle is still not resolved, in spite of valuable contributions by Jenny Rowland, Maria Tymoczko, Sarah Lynn Higley and Francesco Benozzo. On the handout I give examples from three well-known early englyn poems. Firstly, from ‘Claf Abercuog’, the lament of the sick man in exile:






Very noisy are the birds, wet the strand,






Bright is the sky, broad the wave;






Withered is the heart from longing.

The words of Llywarch Hen, driving his son to death in battle:






Soft are marshes; hard the hillside.






Under the hoof of a white horse the riverbank crumbles.






A promise unperformed is valueless.

Lastly, from ‘Mountain Snow’, a gnomic poem:






Mountain snow, everywhere white;






The crow is accustomed to sing.






No good comes from too much sleep.

I referred earlier to Jackson's fifth chapter, ‘Problems of Early Welsh Nature Poetry’. It's a phrase which is symptomatic of the difficulties which modern readers have encountered in early Welsh verse. Why is it quite so inconsequential? It seems sometimes that images are more or less dropped at random into it, without any clear connection with the emotional world of the poem. Since these images are basically where the poetry articulates its contact with the natural world, it's clear that this problem has to be at the heart of any understanding of nature in the poetry. It's also where most discussion on the role of nature in early Welsh has focussed.
To those who believed in a Celtic nature poetry, the answer was straightforward: the admixture of nature images into other genres was the detritus of ‘better’ things, that is, the remains of a ‘pure’ nature poetry which formerly existed but which the poets, bizarrely, had allowed to fall into decline. ‘A rehash of better stuff’, in the words of J. Glyn Davies, ‘the scattered debris of some nobler structure’, according to Cecile O'Rahilly. ‘Pure’ nature poetry existed in Ireland, and therefore, it must have existed in Wales; or indeed, to pile supposition upon supposition, have come to Wales from Ireland, and then been spoilt by incompetent Welshmen who preferred to mix it with other things. It will be clear by now that I find the term ‘nature poetry’ more of an obstacle than a support for looking at the natural world, at least within the Welsh field. Within Irish, admittedly, there is a much better case for its retention. But there is no Welsh Suibhne to live the wild life: Myrddin is a feeble substitute, his poems belonging essentially to the prophetic tradition. There is no Welsh Oisín or Caílte either to tell S. David how beautiful the countryside is. I leave the validity, or otherwise, of the category ‘nature poetry’ in Irish to those better qualified than I am. To deal with Welsh poems, we have to put nature references in a wider generic context.
Why, then, should nature images come to be included in other poems? Ifor Williams proposed that the nature descriptions and gnomic sentiments had nothing to do with any monologues or dialogues of which they formed a part. Rather, they were simply fillers. The three-line englyn metre, in his view, proved too long for the poets' artistic requirements, and so very frequently only the final line of the stanza was needed. The rest was padded out with natural images and sententious sayings. According to this view, the very irrelevance of this material was important, for it prevented the audience from confusing frame and content. Broadly speaking, this position was also shared by Jackson. Both men seem to have admitted that natural descriptions may originally have formed coherent poems, but that they later degenerated into mere filling for other matter.
Later scholars were not content to cut the Gordian knot in this drastic way. Instead, there has been a general consensus that some kind of relevance should be sought, some connection between the image and the speaker's emotions. P.L. Henry's thorough investigation of ‘Claf Abercuog’—a text criticised by Ifor Williams for its especially high proportion of padding—led him to conclude that the natural images played an important part in the poem's emotional themes, emphasising the loneliness and desolation of the outcast removed from human society. Patrick Ford saw the nature references in the poem as gnomic statements, endorsing the universal import of the sick man's condition. Gwyn Thomas tackled another poem with problematic nature images, the dialogue between Llywarch and Gwên, and Jenny Rowland adopted and extended Thomas's interpretation in her Early Welsh Saga Poetry. I'll quote from her work, as it is in English. This is the explanation offered for the stanza on the handout:
The first line suggests two opposites: the soft, treacherous, concealed swamp and the firm, conspicuous hill. In the context they are to be transferred to Gwên: is he to be hard or soft, evident or concealing himself in war? Rac carn cann tal glann a vriw transfers to nature Llywarch's point that bold exteriors can mask a shallow interior. The thin, overhanging edge of a bank looks as firm as the rest but quickly breaks under pressure.

Thus the apparently irrelevant descriptions can be read as part of the old man's vicious jibes at his son. We might term this general approach the rhetorical, as opposed to the romantic, way of reading nature images in early Welsh.
A further advance was made with Sarah Lynn Higley's very stimulating study, Between Languages. This contains by far the most detailed analysis to date of the ways in which early Welsh verse shapes communication. Higley's focus is the gaps in the text: the areas of non-explicitness between image and theme. In fact, Higley does not like the term ‘gap’, seeing it as a pejorative term deriving from a modern viewpoint which demands explicit connections between imagery and thought, looking for clarity, structuredness and organic emotional development in lyric poems. Instead, she argues that the fragmentary, non-linear thought of such characters as the sick man and Llywarch reflects the break-up of their social identity, as expressed through language, under the pressure of their isolation from human companionship. She further argues that many connections may have been easily supplied by the original audience, even though obscure to us. I quote from her discussion of an Old English poem, which is just as relevant to Welsh:
Certain images may have been charged with a significance that would clarify the link … but this link may not have been nearly so systematic as that provided by a proverb, nor would it have the precise meaning expressed by a proverbial metaphor. It may instead depend on a deep-rooted reception of the natural world of which the gnomic poems make a kind of ceremony. Each image might strike an associative chord which carries the weight of a complex ethos and philosophy that has built up over centuries, and has not seen the necessity for self-explanation.
Higley's emphasis on linguistic fragility is illuminating, but aside from this her approach seems to fall rather into the tradition I have described above. Whether we call the gaps by that name or not, we still have an unconquerable urge to fill them in. Higley's associative links are merely the most sophisticated attempt to date to do this.
More radical is Francesco Benozzo's recent argument for a complete rejection of the term `nature' in favour of ‘landscape’. In his view, poems such as ‘Mountain Snow’ represent an imagined seen landscape, through which the poet's eye moves, constructing an image of the poet as the seer who experiences and knows reality in a superior way to others. The word ‘landscape’ better represents this holistic vision than ‘nature’, which in Benozzo's opinion atomizes the texts into natural objects, thus leading to the scholarly confusion about the interrelations of elements within the poetry. Benozzo also rejects any idea of symbolic or rhetorical links between the landscape images and human gnomes; instead he believes that the poems explicitly distance human and natural:
The englynion are a manifest pre-metaphoric and pre-symbolic poetic expression of the irreconcilability between our lives and the earth
Benozzo's arguments warrant careful attention with regard to gnomic poems such as ‘Mountain Snow’. Where they are weak, however, is in relation to other genres. As he states, there is a clear danger of ‘whim’ in linking natural images to human statements in the poems. The quotation from Rowland I gave earlier might be open to this kind of accusation. But natural images are common in praise poetry and love poetry and in many instances, comparison between the human sphere and the non-human is explicit and cannot be argued away. The texts which Benozzo investigates are the usual favoured few. The relationships between people, texts and the wider world is a matter for all texts in all genres, not merely a select few which seem to accord with pre-existing (actually Romantic) ideas of what ‘nature poetry’ is all about. ‘Nature’ as a defining feature of a single genre needs to be replaced with ‘nature’ as a referent in every genre. In this way, neglected texts such as the praise-poems of the poets of the princes can take their place alongside the saga englynion and cywyddau of Dafydd ap Gwilym, which have been so privileged in the past. Why should we not discuss the natural world in, say, the ‘Gododdin’ or the so-called historical poems of Taliesin, as much as in ‘Claf Abercuog’? But everywhere we look for natural engagement, we need constantly to be aware of genre.
It's time to turn to a specific text and to ask it some questions about natural imagery in early Welsh and its relationship to genre. You'll find on the handout a text and translation. I've chosen one of the poems edited by Ifor Williams as an authentic composition of the sixth-century Taliesin. I don't know how old it really is, or who wrote it, whether it is what it purports to be or whether it is a later work of historical reconstruction. All that matters for today is how it is presented. The manuscript gives it a unique title: ‘Ysbail Taliesin’, the spoils of Taliesin. This sets it apart from the other praise-poems to Urien of Rheged, but there is also a secondary title, ‘Kanu Urien’; so it has some affiliation to those poems. One thing is quite clear: nobody has ever called this poem ‘nature poetry’. It is, nevertheless, very engaged with images of the natural world.
I must reveal some assumptions in advance. I take it as axiomatic that the contents of a poem contribute to its overall meaning. That is to say, I agree with the likes of Rowland, Henry and Higley that ‘padding’ is an unhelpful concept. If the poem under discussion constructs an idealized image of Urien, then the natural references must in some way contribute to that process. Paradoxically, a genre which is devoted to elevating human individuals finds the natural world of relevance to its task. This means that I too will be reduced to trying to fill in the gaps. But we will see that some at least of the poem's analogies are explicit.
I think the first thing to point out about this poem is that it is the earliest in Welsh to have a seasonal opening, or Natureingang, if you wish to apply a term used in other European literatures. The seasonal opening is obscured by the first few lines, which, however, prepare the way for it, establishing the poet's credentials as an authoritative observer. The seasonal observations occur in lines 5–8. The time is Easter, and the poet sees around him the leaves growing on the trees and blossom appearing. These natural processes culminate in the observation of Urien setting forth for battle (line 8). This in turn leads on to the exuberant praise of Urien expressed in the next section, lines 9–29.

Here is a classic Welsh nature problem: what have leaves and flowers to do with warfare? On one level, the answer is quite simple: spring, or early summer, i.e. Eastertime, marked the opening of a new campaigning season. This, with its green leaves, bright flowers and abundant birdsong, is in early Welsh poetry invariably the time to go out and kill people. The twelfth-century Gwalchmai ap Meilyr expresses this with a typical comment-free juxtaposition:



Swift-rising is the sun of hastening summer,



Gentle the bird song, fine and delightful the weather.



I am fearless in battle through fine custom,



I am a lion before a host, my onrush is lightning.

It underlies the misery of the sick man of Abercuog, who sees and hears the signs of summer around him, but is unable to join in the fighting. It's also emphasised in line 33 of the present poem:




At the beginning of May, armies in Powys.
This is perhaps a rather basic example of what Higley was talking about when she referred to complexes of cultural associations, obvious to original audiences, less so to us. One might push this further, and ask whether there is an analogy between the natural processes of spring and the behaviour of human beings in the poetry. Spring images are of growth and activity: leaves shooting forth (line 6), or in Gwalchmai's poem, the sun rising in the sky, and birds singing noisily. Urien, too, is active, violently so. He penetrates ‘beynod the plains’ (line 9). He gathers booty (line 12). He goes where he wishes (line 20), overcoming any resistance. Consider next the later part of the poem, where the poet lists his delights. Again, natural processes are placed side-by-side with men behaving as they should:




Pleasing are the shoots of dawn's extent,



Pleasing is a lord, a ruler in battle,



Pleasing are men on the swift horses of warbands.

There's an interesting verbal parallel between line 8 of the poem and the third line in Gwalchmai's boasting poem, which I quoted earlier: the word deddf, referring to right and proper custom, the way things ought to be. Both men are as they should be, just as through the processes of the seasons, the natural world too is doing what it is supposed to do. That this analogy between what nature does and what men do is not far-fetched is shown by lines 26–9, where Urien is explicitly compared to a number of phenomena, some of them part of the natural world. Urien is like a wave (line 27) and like the sea (29). One might also include fire (line 26). The word teithïawg in line 27 is worth commenting on. It means ‘imbued with the right qualities’ or teithi. Being like a wave is the right thing for a warrior to be. In fact, this kind of comparison is ubiquitous in Welsh poetry. The wave is one of the commonest heroic images, as in a twelfth-century poem:




Tumult of a noisy wave on a beach around a gull's feet.
There are other such images in the present poem. In line 35, we meet with the eagle, another common heroic comparison. It is strengthened by the reference in the previous line to the eagle visiting ‘his river’ (I should stress that the interpretation here is tentative). Compare, from Llywarch's lament for Gwên:





You were the onrush of an eagle at river mouths.
In the present poem, is there a straightforward reference to an eagle? Or are we to read a heroic comparison into the lines? Eryr tir tuhir sounds like a description of Urien, especially if we take Tuhir as a place-name in Urien's kingdom. So the couplet hovers somewhere in between interpretations. It could be a nature reference, one among several in the list of delights. It could be a figurative description of the patron. Most likely, it is both at once.

Even more difficult to interpret are the references to the stag and the wolf in lines 40 and 41, again in the list of delights. The stag is very often a loner in early Welsh verse, an inhabitant of the wilderness, exposed to the hardships of winter. For instance, in the Black Book poem ‘Llym Awel’, the lonely, emaciated stag seeks shelter in a narrow valley. It is even more prominent in the gnomic stanzas known as ‘Mountain Snow’ (an example is on the handout). ‘Mountain Snow’ is a thoroughgoing exploration of hardship and misery. In that profoundly bleak poem it is hard to take the stag other than as a symbol of loneliness pitted against the elements. Let's compare the line in our Taliesin poem (line 40). Hydd hyddgre, the stag of a herd: obviously a leader. But he is in the difant, the wilderness, just like the typical stag of the englyn poetry. The line hovers between emphasising uniqueness and collectivity, between exilic loneliness and social cohesion. Like other natural images, the stag is multivalent. Like the eagle, it's an image often used of the ideal warrior. Note that the two previous lines offer images of warriors. So like the eagle, the stag in the Taliesin poem may be an image of Urien, bravely venturing into the wilds.
The same may apply to the wolf in the next line, which again is a complicated animal in early Welsh. Warriors are regularly likened to wolves; wolves are also one of the traditional ‘beasts of battle’ who tear the flesh of the slain. The wolf here, like the stag, is an inhabitant of the wilds: banadlawg seems to refer to a place overgrown with broom. But both stag and wolf are brought into a human sphere by the poet's language. They are both ‘delightful’. The vision of the poet does not stop at the borders of the human world. In his privileged vision wild animals, too, are objects of aesthetic pleasure. He can point out analogies between the natural world and the human. His control of an ambiguous, partly even riddling language, can break down barriers.
Here I return to Francesco Benozzo's valuable argument about landscape as a source of poetic authority. Benozzo himself is indebted to the work of Maria Tymoczko on Welsh gnomic poetry. Her thesis is that the poems are not randomly thrown together, but rather reflect a fundamental idea of the power of the poet to control disparate phenomena through language. The present poem, although never classified as a gnomic one, is clearly participating in this display of control exercised through language; arguably, all Welsh praise poetry does so. Here, though, it is unusually explicit. The poet's language is his equivalent of the ashen spear which defeats an opponent (line 13). It is like shields protecting against Urien's battle fury (line 14). Urien ‘cannot resist him’ (line 16). the source of his power is his ability to put into language what he can see. He is both a better seer and a better sayer than anyone else: his testimony is uniquely valuable. With this understanding we return to the opening lines of the poem. As I said, they conceal the fact that the poem opens with a Natureingang. Their purpose is to anchor the seasonal observations in the poet's authority. These are, after all, platitudes, like everything else in gnomic discourse. They need to be brought within a poetic framework in order to acquire significance. The poet is the interpreter who supplies this framework. He is the seer: ‘I saw’, he says, over and over again, one of the commonest phrases in early Welsh poetry. He brings together the natural and the human, opening up the cultural associations of spring signs with fighting and heroism, and locating his particular patron, Urien, within a universal, gnomic framework. Urien is as he should be: the highest compliment which one can receive in Welsh praise poetry.
The second part of the poem also locates the praise of Urien in a gnomic framework: that of the listing of delights. The basic statement is that life is there to be enjoyed, and that includes the natural world. There is pleasure in seeing greenery, trees, etc, in listening to birds. Perhaps this feels rather trite by our standards, but we should be grateful for a level of explicitness not often encountered in early Welsh. We have to appreciate that fighting and bloodshed are not presented in this poetry as intrusions or disruptions of the natural order, but as necessary aspects of it. People fight and people kill in the same way that the wolf or the eagle devours its victim. It is the norm, and praise poetry is, above all else, the establishment of a norm.

So by examining the role of natural images in this poem, we can arrive at a rather complex understanding of its generic interplay. It presents itself as a praise poem, and it is one. But it is also anchored in gnomic poetry, and it uses the typically Taliesinic idea of the poet's innate superiority of vision and understanding to reinforce its central message about Urien. This is a valuable insight, for the poem's integrity has been questioned in the past. Ifor Williams found it so discontinuous that he suggested a break after line 29, with the rest forming the headless corpse of another poem. It will be apparent from what I have just said that I regard this as completely unjustified. The poem is a thematic unity, a vision of Urien as the ideal war-leader which draws on the gnomic authority of the poet's eye and which locates Urien in a natural order.
I deliberately chose a poem that has not been read as nature poetry. The interaction of human and nature is an issue wherever you go in literature, even in the apparently barren genre of praise poetry. In fact, we should not expect praise poetry to be barren of references to the natural world—quite the contrary. The natural world in literature is not a value-free zone of acute, sensitive observation and unproblematic representation. It is a value-laden construct, and the values are of course human ones. It participates, or is made to participate, in human value-structures: precisely the business of panegyric.
This takes us a good way beyond the romantic ideal of ‘Celtic nature poetry’, according to which the keen eye of the nature-loving Celt faithfully reproduced the tiniest nuances of his physical surroundings in transparent, agenda-free verse. A reading of the natural world in early Welsh informed by today's concerns would be much more interested in power: what people do to nature, not the supposed effect of landscapes on people. A great deal of contemporary criticism revolves around powerplay: how literature creates power structures. Now that we no longer need to focus on a narrow range of texts deemed to show some mystical sense of ‘feeling for nature’, we can read the whole gamut of Welsh writing from a perspective which asks how it constructs the relationship between human and extra-human.
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