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The Merlin Poetry Project [footnoteRef:1] [1:  An Edition of the Welsh Merlin Poetry [The Welsh Merlin Poetry Project] <https://www.merlinpoetry.wales/welcome/>  [Accessed 24/02/25].] 

This essay shall evaluate the Merlin Poetry Project, a new website representing both the culmination of work to translate and edit Welsh-language poetry about the character Merlin – some of it for the very first time – and the goal to present this material to a wider audience and the public. The website is currently in its beta stage, with more material and functions to come; therefore we will discuss its potential as much as its current merits. Informal but insightful conversation with Dr Jenny Day, one of the project’s staff, further illuminates the work that went into this project and what we can expect from it in the coming months. This is an interesting opportunity to examine a digital humanities project right at the beginning of its ‘digital’ stage. It is worth noting that it stands as a full scholarly edition of the Merlin poetry corpus and is not simply a shop-front for the research project. 
The website launched to some coverage in the press, and this is also noteworthy. Whether this compares with other, similar digital humanities projects is uncertain (for example, the reputable and indispensable Guto’r Glyn website – which provided the template - is undoubtedly as rich and important as this will be, but there is perhaps not as much general interest). [footnoteRef:2] Coverage unsurprisingly tended towards the sensational, or at least leant into popular culture, from focusing on Merlin’s supposed environmentalist credentials gleamed from the ‘Apple-trees’ poem, [footnoteRef:3]  or using the news of the website’s launch to chart the evolution of portrayals of Merlin in popular culture, from the middle ages through to the BBC’s adventure television series of the 2000s. [footnoteRef:4] [2:  Guto’r Glyn website. <https://www.gutorglyn.net/gutorglyn/index/> [Accessed 13/4/25].]  [3:  Morris, S., ‘Early poems about Merlin portray him as environmentalist, say scholars,’ in The Guardian [online], 25/2/25, <https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/feb/25/early-poems-about-merlin-portray-him-as-environmentalist-say-scholars> [Accessed 25/2/25].]  [4:  Instagram link] 

The website is, or will be, a collection of 102 Welsh poems relating to the character Merlin, including some very early, first millennium (or purported to be) works through to early modern material in the age of printing. It will provide transcriptions (diplomatic and metrical), translations, paraphrased versions, explanatory notes, textual references, manuscripts details (in some cases providing an embedded digitised facsimile) and stemma for each poem. The website itself can be toggled between English and Welsh for the reader, and the poems can be toggled between their original, Middle-Welsh spelling and modern Welsh in the viewing panel. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  The project’s purposes, both research and public, are not currently articulated anywhere on the website. One must currently navigate to the text of the original project funding pitch at UKRI, though the website does provide a link to this application text:
‘An Edition of the Welsh Merlin Poetry,’ Research Project Overview at UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), <https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=AH%2FW000717%2F1#:~:text=This%20project%20will%20create%20an,Welsh%20poems%20develop%20over%20time> [Accessed 5/3/25]. 
] 

There are tools which allow the material to be explored more systematically through a range of categories including personal names, place names, symbols and themes featured in the poems. These provide a glossary of sorts - and many of the terms in these lists are or will be supplemented further with links to external dictionary sources. This is undoubtedly useful for students and researchers, especially where ‘prophetic themes’ are highlighted, catalogued and explained by experts. Here the material might otherwise seem vague and confusing; therefore that these are not direct glossaries of words in this case but interpretations of lines, stanzas and even entire poems in some cases, is helpful in understanding the meanings of the poems. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Jenny] 

The lists can be viewed both from a drop-down menu and from links in the poems themselves. However, it is not yet possible to navigate from these lists to the poems, for example to see where and how often a particular personal name occurs across the corpus. This prevents a researcher from exploring social networks of concepts and names, or concordances of terms of interest throughout the poetry. This is a feature that will be possible in the future, however, which will make the website much more useful. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Jenny] 

The website combines several features which set it apart from many other online collections of translated and edited Welsh medieval literature. It is rare for such a website to combine transcriptions, translations, notes and digitised manuscripts all in one place. The inclusion of embedded digitised manuscripts (currently only those held by NLW, but there are plans to work with Oxford Libraries also) is particularly noteworthy. [footnoteRef:8] We may contrast this with a comparable resource, Welsh Prose 1300-1425, which features transcriptions, minor notes and bibliographies only. Welsh Prose does, however, have extensive word-lists linked to their occurrences across the collection of texts. The word lists of the Merlin website are both more sophisticated in that they feature themes not easily expressed by one word of even a specific phrase, and more limited in that they do not feature lists for objects, animals, plants and so on.[footnoteRef:9] Additionally, unlike the Guto’r Glyn website, which due to its strict metre poetry had fixed sizes of panels to view the material, Merlin, with its greater variety, allows the viewing panels to be resized, which is also more intuitive and allows for closer reading. [8:  Jenny]  [9:  Welsh Prose, 1300-1425, [website by Cardiff University] <https://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/> [Accessed 28/2/25].] 

The current interactivity between the website and other online locations – most notably NLW, seems at present to be one-sided. It would be interesting to see, for example, the digitised manuscripts at NLW either signpost the Merlin Website for their translations, transcriptions and commentaries. In this way, an integrated ecosystem of online discourse and resources might be established, which a researcher and even the public might be able to navigate across if not with ease then with some level of intuitiveness. 
Since the Merlin website uses the Guto’r Glyn template, one which is also shared with the Dafydd ap Gwilym site, it will undoubtedly feel familiar to researchers of medieval Welsh poetry, which immediately makes it more user-friendly, at least for this group. It also has an extensive Bibliography, and many of the entries have links to the online versions of this secondary literature. This is much more accessible than a printed or static bibliography and allows for a researcher to explore the subjects raised in the material quickly and effectively.
Accessibility
As Williams notes, ‘Digital knowledge tools that assume everyone approaches information with the same abilities and using the same methods risk excluding a large percentage of people.’ [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Williams, G.H., ‘Disability, Universal Design, and the Digital Humanities,’ in Gold, M. K. (ed.), Debates in the Digital Humanities. NED-New edition, (University of Minnesota Press, 2012), pp. 202-212., p. 202.] 

A quick trial with Chrome’s built-in screen reading software shows that the website is not optimised for such tools, with commands like ‘view full screen’ stuck in repeating loops (at least for now, though this is something the project has built into the website development process). Of course, most if not all such tools may struggle to pronounce even modern Welsh, let alone Middle-Welsh orthography. This would seem to be a larger challenge digital humanities in Wales will have to address. However, the project has very much considered accessibility, choosing a font as easily readable as possible (although using sans-serif fonts would have made the texts difficult to read due to the similarity between a lower case ‘L’ and capital ‘i’, so these were not chosen); and compensating for the faithful representation of rubrication in manuscripts by using bold font and underlining links, both measures to ensure colour is not the only way to identify links and rubricated text. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Jenny] 

The mobile version of the site is appropriately scaled, if a little crowded; some functions permanently visible on the desktop version, such as the poem selection drop down menu, are collapsed into the ‘hamburger icon’, which keeps the view clean and prevents crowding, but becomes an extra task to repeat when navigating across different poems. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  ‘Hamburger icon’ is the name of the three horizonal lines used to open collapsed menus on mobile web pages.] 

Contribution to the evolution of Digital Humanities
A website like the Merlin Poetry Project locks its content into a constrained, single-screen approach to working with data. It is interesting to imagine it geared towards both multi-screen handling, allowing for simultaneous comparison of material and multiple tasks, and also more interactive and intuitive setups such as table or floor screens, which might even lend themselves to better engaging with school students, according to Svensson. [footnoteRef:13] An option for multi-screen handling might have been another way to approach comparison of various versions of the same poem, but the website nonetheless achieves this and arguably arrives at the same result. [13:  Svensson, Big Digital Humanities, pp. 92-93.] 

The project offers interesting developments and considerations both practical and theoretical. As previously mentioned, being able to view variations of the same poem - line by line  - from different sources simultaneously allows for thinking about the development of the material over time in ways that would not have been possible in  book form, where material would proceed sequentially. This changes the epistemological approach to the corpus; what Svensson calls ‘reevaluating traditional forms of knowledge representation.’ [footnoteRef:14] [14:   Svensson, P., Big Digital Humanities: Imagining a Meeting Place for the Humanities and the Digital, E-book, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2016) <https://doi.org/10.3998/dh.13607060.0001.001.> [downloaded 6/3/25]., p. 89.] 

Some of the poems were translated and edited directly into the Oxygen XML editor, before being saved to GitHub ready to go live through TEI Publisher. This was not without challenges. Writing Welsh in XML can be tricky, especially when one needs to putting accents over letters. [footnoteRef:15] Despite these challenges, it is surely a significant development that the first scholarly treatment of some historic Welsh poetry might be born-digital rather than pass through a printed or even word-processed form first. [15:  Jenny] 

Concluding comments
At present the website features little information for casual readers, about the character of Merlin in the Welsh tradition for example, or the historical context of the poems. There is, however, a lot more background material to come, and there is interest in including pictures and perhaps even recordings or transcriptions of lectures given by team members. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Jenny] 

The website certainly addresses the central problem it identifies: the inability of researchers, particularly in Arthurian studies, to access these poems, place them in wider historical and international context, and explore the development over time of the corpus. It also enables study across different periods of time, in contrast to the more traditional approach to medieval Welsh poetry which divides it into specific time periods. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  ‘An Edition of the Welsh Merlin Poetry,’ Research Project Overview at UK Research and Innovation.] 

It also aims to impact school curricula; a schools page is not currently available, although it will be. The visually simple presentation of the website is arguably far from aesthetically pleasing and this may reduce the engagement of both public and schools with it. How the project will therefore ensure schools are aware of and can use the website is not clear, but given the moderate coverage of the launch in popular press and on some social media channels, it would seem that there is an opportunity for wider public appeal, perhaps more so than for the medieval poets to which websites such as this are usually dedicated. In this sense, the topic of Merlin itself is a shrewd choice. Whereas some of the relevant poems have been previously published as part of the Taliesin works, for example, the grouping of material together into a new corpus of ‘Merlin poetry’ is perhaps tactical, even if it does represent an existing academic paradigm.
The project’s goal to edit all 102 poems [footnoteRef:18] related to Merlin exposes some of the challenges associated not only with digital humanities projects but also research projects more broadly. With the funded part of the project now wrapping up, there is much more work to be done to reach close to this number, and will rely on ad hoc transcription, translation and editing at the goodwill of project staff and others going forward. With projects such as these, funded to a specific window of time, any complications either in the research or the digital work risks leaving projects partially unfinished. Maron and Loy note this vulnerability with DH projects and further highlight the risk of the supporting technologies of projects falling out of maintenance beyond the funded project life. [footnoteRef:19] The decision to make the xml code underpinning the project available to other scholars, as well as the personal and professional interest of the project team in the material, thus ensuring continuous, if ad hoc, attention, may ensure a certain level of sustainability otherwise elusive. [footnoteRef:20] This vision for the life of the website after the funded project is also arguably in keeping with emerging best practice in digital curation, planning for how data will be stewarded going forward. [footnoteRef:21] It might be useful, especially with the amount of work still to do, to enable crowd-sourced transcription at least. Perhaps ongoing work to transcribe, translate and edit poems could itself be used as a research and learning pathway for post-graduate students, making the tool itself more than a simple means to present the material via the website. [18:  Approximately – Dr Jenny Day notes in conversation that since the start of the project, multiple poems have been found to be the same, with either minor variations or simply pieces missing that previously misidentified them as distinct. ]  [19:  Maron, N. L., and Loy, M., "Funding for Sustainability: How Funders’ Practices Influence the Future of Digital Resources." Ithaka S+R (14 June 2011) <http://sr.ithaka.org?p=22365> [Accessed 24th March 2025]., p. 4. ]  [20:  Jenny]  [21:  Dressel, W., ‘Research Data Management Instruction for Digital Humanities,’ in Journal of eScience Librarianship (JeSLIB), Volume 6, Issue 2 (2017), Article 5, p. 3.] 

In any case, to bring dozens of never seen before poems to light is undoubtedly a valuable service. If it proves popular and well-used, then it may well succeed in its goal to ‘refram[e] the field of Arthurian studies,’ even with its more limited offering. [footnoteRef:22] [22:  ‘An Edition of the Welsh Merlin Poetry,’ Research Project Overview at UK Research and Innovation.] 
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