
The Oldest Animal:
Salmon in Early Welsh Literature 





'When I first came here, there was a 
smith’s anvil in this place, and I was then a 
young bird; and from that time no work 
has been done upon it, save the pecking 
of my beak every evening, and now there 
is not so much as the size of a nut 
remaining thereof.’   - Blackbird of Cilgwri-
(Guest, The Mabinogion) Artwork  © Jackie Morris 

(from The Lost Words by 
Robert Macfarlane)



When I first came hither, there 
was a plain all around me, 
without any trees save one oak 
sapling, which grew up to be an 
oak with an hundred branches. 
And that oak has since perished 
so that now nothing remains 
[…]’ –Stag of Redynvre (Guest, 
The Mabinogion) Artwork © Jackie Morris (from The Assassin’s Apprentice by 

Robin Hobb)



When I first came 
hither, the wide valley 
you see was a wooded 
glen. And a race of men 
came and rooted it up. 
And there grew there a 
second wood; and this 
wood is the third[…]’ –
Owl of Cwm Cawlwyd
(Guest, The 
Mabinogion) Artwork  © Jackie Morris (from The Lost Words by 

Robert Macfarlane)



I have been here for a great space of time, 
and when I first came hither there was a 
rock here, from the top of which I pecked at  
the stars each evening; and now it is not so 
much as a span high.’ – Eagle of Gwern Abwy
(Guest, The Mabinogion) 



From ‘That Morning’  (Ted Hughes) 

[…] the salmon

That came on, came on, and kept on coming
As if we flew slowly, their formations 
Lifting us toward some dazzle of blessing 

One wrong thought might darken. As if the fallen
World and salmon were over.  As if these 
Were the imperishable fish

That had let the world pass away […] 


