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Taliesin and the Waters: Poetry, Prophecy and Metamorphosis

ZF&: Dr. Amy C. Mulligan
Associate Professor, Department of English, University of Notre Dame)

Elis Gruffydd’s sixteenth-century Cronicl o wech oesoedd (“Chronicle of the Six-Ages [of the World]”) preserves the
first extant narrative detailing the origins, birth, transformation and feats of the legendary sixth-century Welsh poet-prophet
Taliesin. This paper focuses on the motif of water —as element, conduit, topographic feature and transformative matrix —
and how it operates across Ystoria Taliesin and other Taliesin material, medieval to modern. I parse how waters, and
movement through them, are instrumental in multiple Celtic accounts of the poet-prophet and elite verbal, textual and
artistic production.

The analysis first considers early analogues: recourse to the established vernacular Irish genre of immrama (‘rowing
about’) and Hiberno-Latin voyage tales (Navigatio Sancti Brendani) illuminates the significance of water as motif and
matrix. Welsh literary tradition lacks a discrete “‘voyage™ genre, yet I contend the Taliesin account is conversant with other
medieval insular conceptions regarding water’s transformative power and role as conduit between human and
otherworldly spaces, Judeo-Christian and otherwise. Secondly, | argue for the broader influence of accounts like the
biblical prophet Moses’s own river-voyage. Elis Gruffydd’s narrative aligns Taliesin with prophet-magicians whose fame
extended well beyond the Irish Sea region.

The paper concludes by turning to ecocritical scholarship; | maintain that early Celtic narratives provide models for
thinking ecocritically about transformational human relationships with the watery environment. This theme is developed
in later Taliesin accounts in intriguing ways. For instance, transhistorical exploration of Taliesin evidences an enduring
interest in how water imparts agency to marginalized figures who bridge multiple worlds — this fired Elis Gruffydd’s
imagination, 1 argue. | end with recent developments of the Taliesin myth which position water as an otherworldly
elemental source that enables exceptional artists and poets to create. Indeed, this early Welsh poet-seer inspired projects
such as visionary architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s influential Taliesin home and school.
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