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      Back in the mid 1960s I came across the poetry of Charles Williams (1886–1945), one of the loose-knit group of writers known as the Inklings, which included J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis. I discovered Williams’ two books of poems: Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars and devoured these extraordinary works, which delved deeply into Arthurian myth, already a central part of my own burgeoning work. Williams’ powerful and mystical poetry focused on the figure of the 6th-century Welsh bard Taliesin, (whose name acquired an extra letter ’s’ in CW’s writing). Concepts such as the world-forest of Broceliande and the empire of Byzantium which, for Williams, represented the world of the ancient Celts and the mystical strength of Christianity respectively, began to work their way into my own vision—to the extent that, looking back, I am astonished at how deeply Williams’ work influenced my own at this time. Somehow, my research into the world of Arthur and the Round Table kept leading me back to Taliesin and I began to research the rich and complex material relating to this figure.

      Little is known about this poet and singer, who lived in the 6th-century, perhaps in the same era as Arthur himself, but I quickly became acquainted with the poetry contained in one of the Four Ancient Books of Wales which bore his name. This led, in time, to my book Taliesin: The Last Celtic Shaman (Inner Traditions, 2002)  which contained the first modern translations of his work, executed by myself and my wife.

      The poems are rich in their references to the Celtic tradition, and though not all  were composed by Taliesin himself, but rather attributed to him by the Christian monks who copied out the works from more ancient sources during the mediaeval period, they showed themselves to be part of an ancient tradition with its roots in the practise of shamanism in the early Celtic world.

      I’m not sure when I wrote my first poem drawing upon this tradition, and was, I freely admit, influenced by Charles Williams’ own work. My poetry at this time was evolving into an inner mythic landscape which it continues to occupy to this day, and the figure of Taliesin became a personal voice alongside my own—we seemed almost to be chorusing the words and images that began to emerge from my mind. I should add that I do not make any claim to possess the skill to match that of the great Welsh bard, or of Charles Williams, but I often feel that their presence has, throughout my life, influenced what I have written and the words I have chosen when writing them. These poems, in particular, and especially the earlier ones, dating back as far as the 1970s, seem to me to be less mine and more Taliesin’s.

      Since that time, I have produced almost a hundred poems which are either written in the voice of Taliesin himself or which reference him as a central figure. (My own—currently unfinished—novel, Broceliande, is told in the first person by Taliesin and draws heavily on the parallel myths of Logres—the ancient name for Arthur’s Kingdom—and the mythology of Celtic Britain.) In 1991 I published a selection of stories, in parts derived from this ongoing epic, called The Song of Taliesin (Allen & Unwin), which included, between each story, some of the poems I had composed at this point.

      Over the years I have continued to read and study Charles Williams’ work, and my own ‘Taliesin’ poems are still happening. In 2022 I was invited to co-edit and collect all of Williams’ published Arthurian poems into a single volume. Working with Grevel Lindop, the author of the only full length biography of Williams, we assembled some of his earliest work alongside the mature development which continued to evolve until his untimely death in 1945. (The Arthurian Poems of Charles Williams: Including Taliessin Through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars with Other Poems)

      Writing an introductory essay on the world of Arthur and Taliesin, I found myself looking back at my own work, and was astonished at how much my own compositions had been influenced by both Williams and the original poems of Taliesin. The present collection represents what I feel to be the best of these. Not every one is included, but some were ‘outliers’ that I felt did not belong with the core of what I began to see as a sequence of work. There is, indeed, a kind of story to be found within these works, but it is not a sequential one, but rather, glimpses seen amid the trees of the Great Wood. I am enormously grateful to John Mabry, my publisher, for suggesting that I gather these works into a volume for the first time, and for his continuing enthusiasm for my work as a whole, and for these in particular.

      For those unfamiliar with the traditions of Taliesin, I have included an introductory essay; for further information and translations of his extent works, I refer my readers to my previous book, Taliesin the Last Celtic Shaman. I have also provided a few minor notes to the less familiar aspects of the Arthurian world, which has dominated almost everything I have written throughout my life. I have no doubt that there will be more ‘Taliesin’ poems to come, but for now this collection brings together all that I feel worthy of preserving. As Charles Williams himself wrote, in the prelude to his currently unpublished early work The Advent of Galahad, referencing the quest for the Grail:

      
        
        ‘happy they who one song can add

        of the quest of our Lord Dom Galahad.’

      

      

      
        
        John Matthews

        Oxford

        8th of August 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE FIGURE OF TALIESIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Most of what we know about the remarkable figure of Taliesin comes from two sources: a 16th-century text called the Hanes or ‘Life’ of Taliesin; and the 70 poems contained in a 14th-century volume known as The Book of Taliesin, one of the Four Ancient Books of Wales. Apart from these there are some references in the Mabinogion story of ‘Branwen Daughter of Llyr’ and a list of famous living bards contained in the writings of the 6th-century monk Nennius which includes Taliesin as amongst the greatest poets in the land.

      These works date Taliesin to the 6th-century AD and this is supported by historical references in the poems themselves. However, although the mere fact of Taliesin’s historical existence is fascinating and could lead us into some interesting areas,  I want to concentrate on another Taliesin: a semi-mythical figure who is made up of a ragbag of references to and memories of things that happened far earlier than the 6th-century—things in fact that date back to the mists of antiquity, when the links between the earth and the people who lived upon it were more profound and real than at any time since. It is not, of course, a precise historical time, but more of a semi-mythical period when magic was taken as a matter of course and when almost anything could happen and probably did.

      Not that Taliesin lived then. The truth is that he is the inheritor of many of the beliefs of that time—a focus, one might say, for all the memories that were still locked in the unconscious minds of the people who lived in these lands, both during the 6th-century and among those who were still half-conscious of a more primitive self as late as the 16th, when the literary mind of a Welsh writer named Llewellyn Sion, wrote down the text of the Hanes Taliesin. This takes us directly into the magical world⁠* of the Mabinogion, which, as one of its translators put it: ‘probably dates back to the dawn of the Celtic world.’

      Not only the Celtic world however. The foundations on which these stories (especially Taliesin’s) rest are both older and wider than any single culture. Here is just the first half of the story as it appears in the Hanes.

      
        
        In the time of Arthur there lived in the region of Llyn Tegid [Bala Lake] a nobleman named Tegid Voel [the Bald]. And he had a wife who was named Ceridwen, who was skilled in the magical arts. Tegid and Ceridwen had two children: one who was so ugly that they called him Morfran ‘Great Crow,’ but who came to be known as Afagddu ‘Utter Darkness,’ because of his extreme ugliness. The Other child was a daughter, whose name was Creirwy (Dear One) and she was as fair as Morfran was dark. Ceridwen thought that her son would never be accepted in the world because of his hideous looks, so she cast about for a way to empower him with wisdom, so that none would care about his appearance. And so she resolved to boil a Cauldron of Inspiration and Wisdom according to the Books of the Fferyllt, and the method of it was this: She must first gather certain herbs on certain days and hours, and put them in the Cauldron, which must then be kept boiling for a year and a day, until three drops of Inspiration were obtained. For the task of maintaining the fire beneath the Cauldron Ceridwen chose an old blind man named Morda, who was led by a youth named Gwion Bach [Little], the son of Gwreang of Llanfair Caereinion in Powys.

        At the end of the year Ceridwen stationed herself, with her son, close by the Cauldron, and there she fell asleep. And while she slept it happened that three drops flew out of the Cauldron and landed on the thumb of Gwion Bach, and so great was the pain that he put his thumb into his mouth and sucked it. And at once he knew all that there was to know, and foremost of that knowledge was that Ceridwen would destroy him as soon as she learned what had happened. And thus he fled. But the Cauldron gave a great cry, and cracked in two, and the waters flowed from it into a nearby stream and poisoned the horses of Gwyddno Garanhir. And Ceridwen awoke and when she saw what had occurred her anger knew no bounds. She struck the blind Morda so hard that one of his eyes fell out on his cheek, but he said that she had injured him wrongly. Then Ceridwen knew all that had occurred and went in pursuit of Gwion, running. And he was aware of her and changed himself into the semblance of a hare; and she, perceiving that, turned herself into the semblance of a black greyhound. He ran to a river and became a fish; and she pursued him as an otter-bitch, until he turned himself into a bird of the air and she into a hawk. Then, in fear for his life, he saw where a heap of winnowed wheat lay on the floor of a barn, and dropping amongst them, turned himself into one of the grains. Then Ceridwen turned herself into a black, red-crested hen and swallowed the grain of wheat, which went into her womb, so that she became quickened and bore Gwion in her womb for nine months. And when she gave birth to him he was so fair and beautiful that she could not bear to kill him, or to have another kill him for her. And so she placed him in a leather bag and set him adrift on the sea on the 29th day of April [or on Calen Gaef, the 31st of October].
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