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• What is the difference between heroic poetry and praise 
poetry?

• The heroic ideal in praise poetry, and how it is modified 
• Other elements from our Celtic attributes list (nature, 

the prominent persona of the poet) – and more – to 
look out for in your reading



Heroic vs. praise poetry
• Heroic poetry is all about the heroic ideal. 

– a poet praising warriors known to him in his own time (this could also be 
called praise poetry)

– OR, one looking back at, or recreating, or imagining, a much older conflict.

• Praise poetry is praise of a particular individual or group of individuals. 
– Heroism and generosity are very prominent but other attributes are also 

praised (especially in the later Middle Ages). 
– The term tends to be restricted to poems where we think the people praised 

were real and known to the poet.

• So the Gododdin, if composed in the sixth century, could be both a praise 
poem and a heroic poem. 

• Or if it was composed in the ninth or tenth century we’d probably call it a 
heroic poem.

• Praise poems were very common and had an important social and 
political role up until the end if the Middle Ages and beyond.



‘Taliesin’ – the earliest praise poetry?

• Generosity in court and ferocity in battle
• The king as defender
• Emphasis on victory and leadership – no 

suggestion of the king (or his men) wanting to 
fight to the death just to gain renown



Lladdodd mab Nwython
O eurdorchogion
Cant o dëyrnedd
Hyd pan grybwyller.
The son of Nwython slew / Of the gold-torqued / A hundred 
princes / So that he might be praised

Gododdin, ll. 927-30

A’th fo di gwas nyf gwerth na thechud
May you attain the abode of Heaven because you did not flee

Gododdin, l. 239

Rheget diffrydiad / Clod ior angorwlad
Rheged’s defender, famed lord, your land’s anchor

Taliesin, ‘Urien Yrechwydd’



I would not be happy
if Urien were slain.
He is most dear [to us] because he has gone off
shaking his spear-shaft.
With his whitewashed head of hair,
and a bier would bear him,
and a bloody cheek, 
splattered with a hero’s blood.
A stout steadfast hero,
whose wife would be widowed …

… Go to the door and look, boy!
Listen, what is the sound! Does the earth shake?
Or is there an incursion of the sea?
[Rather] a growing chant from the foot soldiers…

Taliesin, ‘Ar Un Blynedd’ (The Myvyrian Archaiology of Wales, i, p. 56 (on 
GBS)); translation from Koch & Carey, The Celtic Heroic Age), 359-61



The Court Poets: professional poets associated with royal courts

The Poets of the Princes: the court poets of the 12th & 13th centuries

THE KING
From: Leges Hywel Dda
MS Peniarth 28, mid-13th century









https://www.welshsaints.ac.uk/



The Court Poets: professional poets associated with royal courts

The Poets of the Princes: the court poets of the 12th & 13th centuries

• bardd teulu ‘household bard’
– an officer of the king’s court
– travels with the war-band

• pencerdd ‘chief of song’
– head of the bardic order in a particular region
– looser affiliation with the courts

• + lower status itinerant poets, 
minstrels, etc

THE KING
From: Leges Hywel Dda
MS Peniarth 28, mid-13th century



Echoes of Aneirin and Taliesin in 12th and 13th

century court poetry:

• Ferocity and largesse
• Military imagery - bloodstained weapons, 

battered shields, reapers, etc
• The king or prince as defender
• The importance of fame… 
• … but, as in ‘Taliesin’ poems, not seeking 

death for the sake of fame. Victory in battle is 
all-important.



Elegies

• Praise of the departed – often very general, but may 
allude to death in battle 

• Personal grief – real or professional (the poet does 
not exult in ‘glorious’ death  like Aneirin)

• Expression of concern for the fate of the land in his 
absence

• Sometimes tempered by confident hope that son(s) 
and heir(s) will be worthy successor(s)

• Strong Christian message, desiring Heaven for the 
departed



Religious poems

• Poems praising God
• Confessional (‘death bed’) poems
• Poems praising saints and their shrines

– Dewi Sant / St David
– Cadfan
– Tysilio



‘Gorhoffeddau’ – poets praising 
themselves!

• The two ‘Gorhoffedd’ poems by Gwalchmai ap 
Meilyr and Hywel ab Owain are allied to the 
praise tradition

• Poets praise themselves as warriors and lovers
• Attention paid to the natural world
• Significant that Hywel was a prince (son of Owain 

Gwynedd) i.e. not a professional poet – love 
poems too…

• Gwalchmai probably was a professional poet, 
sometimes at least, but seems also to have been 
a soldier fighting for Owain Gwynedd. He seems 
to have experimented a lot with different genres.



Summary: things to look out for
• Heroic/military elements – courage, role as defender, 

bringing victory
• Generosity, references to mead and wine
• Religious elements
• Nature (e.g. Gorhoffeddau)
• Poet’s persona – strong characters, the heroes of 

their own poems, not afraid to criticize patrons

Also look out for the way the poet uses rhyme, 
alliteration, etc. to help achieve his aims…


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Heroic vs. praise poetry
	‘Taliesin’ – the earliest praise poetry?
	Slide Number 5
	I would not be happy�if Urien were slain.�He is most dear [to us] because he has gone off�shaking his spear-shaft.�With his whitewashed head of hair,�and a bier would bear him,�and a bloody cheek, �splattered with a hero’s blood.�A stout steadfast hero,�whose wife would be widowed …���… Go to the door and look, boy!�Listen, what is the sound! Does the earth shake?�Or is there an incursion of the sea?�[Rather] a growing chant from the foot soldiers…
	The Court Poets: professional poets associated with royal courts��The Poets of the Princes: the court poets of the 12th & 13th centuries
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	https://www.welshsaints.ac.uk/
	The Court Poets: professional poets associated with royal courts��The Poets of the Princes: the court poets of the 12th & 13th centuries
	Echoes of Aneirin and Taliesin in 12th and 13th century court poetry:
	Elegies
	Religious poems
	‘Gorhoffeddau’ – poets praising themselves!
	Summary: things to look out for

