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Introduction

The Great War and Self-Determination

During and shortly after the Great War, emergent new states in Europe, such as Ire-
land and Iceland, ignited hopes in the hearts of various minority language writers 
regarding the sovereignty of their so-called ‘peripheral’ regions and the status of their 
languages. The historian Eric Hobsbawm argued in his study Nations and Nationalism 
since 1780 that nineteenth-century nationalism triumphed at the end of the Great War 
and that the period following that War can be characterised as ‘The Apogee of Na-
tionalism’.1 This triumph was reflected in, among other things, the creation of numer-
ous new nation states following the collapse of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian 
Empires, as the Principal Allied and Associated Power States responded to the spread 
of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. 

After 1918 the victors agreed to comply to a considerable extent with the objectives 
formulated by United States President Woodrow  Wilson to grant self-determination 
rights to national minorities among whom Wilson’s famous ‘Fourteen Points’ had led 
to increasing hopes of achieving that status. Those had been strengthened by Wil-
son’s address to Congress on 11 February 1918, in which he responded to the German 
and Austrian reactions to his ‘Fourteen Points’:

Peoples are not to be handed about from one sovereignty to another by an 
international conference or an understanding between rivals and antagonists. 
National aspirations must be respected; peoples may now be dominated and 
governed only by their own consent. ‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase. 
It is an imperative principle of actions which statesmen will henceforth ignore 
at their peril.2

The reconstitution of states and the creation of new countries led to the official use 
and recognition of languages such as Czech, Polish and Estonian. Gaining or regain-
ing independence affected literacy in those languages and esteem for the literatures 
written in those languages. The establishment of the Minorities Section by the League 
of Nations meant that for the first time in history a mostly multilateral, treaty-based 
minorities protection system would be monitored by an international civil service 
empowered to uphold rights enforcement.3

Although Woodrow  Wilson’s intention was to dissociate the war from nationalistic 
disputes and ambitions, the result of the redefinition of the state boundaries in Eu-

1  Hobsbawm 1992, 131-62.
2  http://www.gwpda.org/1918/wilpeace.html. (Consulted 23 October 2017.)
3  Cf. Smejkal 2010, 19.
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rope by the peace treaties and the League of Nations – in which the United States 
did not participate – did not mean that nationalistic disputes had been resolved to 
everybody’s satisfaction. Whereas Wilson had argued that peace rested on making 
‘an equitable distribution of territories according to the race and the ethnographical 
character of the people inhabiting those territories’,4 the Principal Allied and Associ-
ated Power States in the League of Nations did not seem to be intent on ensuring the 
continued existence of the minority groups as national minorities, but ‘to have them 
ultimately assimilate into the nation at large’.5

It goes beyond the scope of this introduction to go into the details of the League of 
Nations’ deliberations to apply a ‘Minority Treaty System’ to some parts of Europe 
and a so-called ‘Mandate System’ with respect to the Colonies.6 However, in ‘contra-
diction to the League’s mission, the Principal Allied and Associated Powers refused 
to recognise’ [the self-determination] ‘rights for different groups who comprised a 
section of [those] state[s].’7

Hypothesis

Central to this study is the development of post-Great War Western-European minor-
ity literature. Following analysis of the work of a Frisian, a Welsh, a Scots and a Breton 
vanguard writer, the study will contend that universalising as well as devolutionary 
trends in post-Great War literature reflect parallel opposite historical developments 
characteristic of that time, the cross-border universalising spread of socialism on the 
one hand and the creation of new national borders on the other. 

The hypothesis of this work is that due to, among other issues, public discourse re-
garding self-determination for ‘small nations’ and generational conflicts before, dur-
ing and shortly after the Great War, feelings of cultural nationalism were intensi-
fied and expressed in such a way that young vanguard writers in Europe steered 
the attention of majority language readers and writers towards literatures written in 
minority languages.8 The decision to write in a minority language, was – and more 

4  Wilson, Woodrow  1921, 130.
5  Smejkal 2010, 18.
6  Cf. Anghie 2006.
7  Barth 2008, 62. Cf. also Wheatley 2005, 8-9, note 7: ‘The Third Assembly of the League of Na-

tions [Geneva, 4 - 30 September 1922] did “express the hope” that States not bound by any ob-
ligations to the League with respect to minorities would nevertheless observe in the treatment 
of their own racial, religious or linguistic minorities “at least as high a standard of justice and 
toleration as is required by any of the treaties”.’ However, this encouragement was, as Kibbee 
observes ‘to little avail’ (Kibbee 2008, 121, note 123). Cf. also Cârstocea 2013, 41-2.

8  A variety of adjectives is used to refer to non-dominant languages, each of them emphasising 
different aspects or nuances: indigenous, regional, non-state, lesser-used, minoritised. In the 
United Kingdom the term ‘Indigenous, Minority and Lesser-Used (IML)-Languages’ is increas-
ingly used. Some deemed it less politically charged to employ the term ‘non-state language’ 

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   18Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   18 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



19

often than not, still is – a statement of cultural politics.9 Languages are more than 
texts and texts are more than words: grafted on to them are ‘ideological, ethnological 
and cultural dimensions’, observed the semiologist Patrice Pavis .10 Those dimensions 
influence language users and they, in turn, by using the language, constantly recolour 
and reshape them. The Great War with its huge impact on society and ideologies cat-
alysed the influence of those dimensions and provoked new responses. 

During the long nineteenth century, the process of literary devolution within multi-
national states and empires had already begun. This development was confirmed by 
clear signs and actions within the movements claiming more cultural autonomy for 
peoples or nations employing languages diverging from the majority language used 
and recognised by the central authorities. As has been observed by cultural historian 
Goffe Jensma  a transition took place ‘from a largely pseudo oral, popular, and collo-
quial literature to a more intricate, personalized, highbrow literature […] facilitated 
by broader societal developments, like the growth of the middle classes in civil soci-
ety and public life, the rise of average educational levels and the subsequent growth 
of literacy’.11 Although Jensma’s analysis refers to Dutch and Frisian late nineteenth 
and early twentieth-century developments in the Netherlands, his observation can be 
more generally applied to European cultural and societal developments. From north 
to south and from east to west, growing literacy led to linguistic claims and literary 
modernisation. For example, in the North rural variants of Norwegian, collectively 
known as Landsmaal or Nynorsk, gained official recognition in 1885; in the South, 
in 1908 the Congress of Manastir was held during which the Albanian alphabet was 
standardised. That same year, in the East, in Czernowitz, then capital of the Austrian 
province of Bukowina (now Chernivtsi in Ukraine), the first international conference 
was organised in support of Yiddish; and in the West, in 1893 the popular Gaelic 
League was established in Ireland to encourage the use of Irish. 

Delineation

Throughout Europe national linguistic minorities manifested themselves and made 
themselves heard, culturally and politically, with tensions coming to a head in the 
Great War era. To focus this study, the main argument of this research is based on 
four case studies in the period during and immediately after the Great War. The stud-
ies concern Douwe Kalma  (1896-1953), from Frisia, Saunders Lewis  (1893-1985) from 

to refer to languages differing or diverging from the official languages of sovereign states (cf. 
Popkema 2010, 69-70). Here the more traditional term ‘minority languages’ will be used to refer 
to those languages used by a minority within a sovereign state, even though that minority can 
(or used to) be the majority in a certain area of that state.

9  Cf. e.g. Lenz 1999, 352 and Mulder 2007, 112-7.
10  Pavis  1992, 155.
11  Jensma  2017, 148.
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Wales, Hugh MacDiarmid  (pseudonym of Christopher Murray Grieve  , 1892-1978) 
from Scotland and Roparz Hemon  (pseudonym of Louis Paul Nemo, 1900-1978) from 
Brittany. They are followed by a concluding chapter in which parallels and analogies 
among the four authors, their backgrounds and the contexts in which they worked 
are highlighted and evaluated. The last chapter provides a summary of the main 
argument concerning minority language literature in the post-Great War era and ex-
amines the pattern that can be discerned in its development. 

The focus of the four case studies is on the linguistic and literary ambitions, pro-
grammes, strategies and works of four vanguard writers originating from four north-
west European regions. ‘Vanguard’ in this study is perceived first of all as the po-
sition as interpreted by the four authors, who saw themselves as being leaders of 
the ‘vanguard’, a characteristic of which is that it sees itself metaphorically on the 
threshold of a new era.12 The regions the authors came from can be regarded as more 
or less comparable, with regard to their dependency on a central government during 
the interwar years and their peripheral position politically, socially and culturally.13 
The writers published in Frisian, Welsh, Scots and Breton respectively, all ‘unique’ 
minority languages in the sense that they are not majority languages in neighbouring 
states or anywhere else.14 The selected writers are all contemporaries, born in the last 
decade of the nineteenth century. In encyclopaedic works and literary history books 
they have been described as leading men of letters, strongly advocating and stimu-
lating the use of their languages as languages capable of expressing intellectual and 
cultural values. 

The order in which the four selected writers are discussed has been determined by 
the years in which they made their combative entrance on the literary scene: Dou-
we Kalma  in 1915 with the publication of De Jongfryske Biweging (The Young  Frisian 
Movement, 1915) and Fryslân en de Wrâld (Frisia and the World, 1916), Saunders 
Lewis  in 1919 with his reviews of Welsh drama in The Cambria Daily Leader, Hugh 
MacDiarmid  in 1922 with his manifesto in The Scottish Chapbook and Roparz Hemon  
(together with Olivier Mordrel ) in 1925 with the publication of the ‘Premier et Dernier 
Manifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ (The First and Last Manifesto of Gwalarn 
in the French Language).

12  Cf. Calvez 2005, 62: ‘Le propre de l’avant-garde, c’est de se voir elle-même au seuil d’une aube 
nouvelle: la lueur de cette aube, c’est sa propre lueur; l’euphorie de la naissance du jour, sa pro-
pre euphorie. [The characteristic of the vanguard is to see itself on the threshold of a new dawn: 
the light of this dawn is its own light; the euphoria of the birth of the day, its own euphoria.]’

13  Blanchard and Thomas 2014.
14  Cf. Popkema 2010, 70.
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Table 1 The four case studies

Language Frisian Welsh Scots Breton

Author Douwe Kal-
ma  
(1896-1953)

John Saun-
ders Lewis 
(1893-1985)

Hugh MacDi-
armid  
(pseudonym 
of Christo-
pher Murray 
Grieve ,  1892-
1978)

Roparz 
Hemon  
(pseudonym 
of Louis Paul 
Nemo, 1900-
1978)

Publication(s) 
with which 
the author 
made a com-
bative en-
trance on the 
literary scene

De Jongfryske 
Biweging (The 
Young  Frisian 
Movement, 
1915) and 
Fryslân en de 
Wrâld (Fri-
sia and the 
World, 1916)

Reviews of 
Welsh drama 
in The Cambria 
Daily Leader, 
1919

Manifesto in 
The Scottish 
Chapbook, 
1922

‘Premier 
et Dernier 
Manifeste 
de Gwalarn 
en Langue 
Française’ 
(The First and 
Last Manifes-
to of Gwalarn 
in the French 
Language), 
1925

Phases and Processes in Cultural History

The appeal to patriotic sentiment made by multinational states and empires during 
the Great War sensitised national minorities to allegiance issues and to questions re-
garding self-definition. The question of the nation to which one belonged became 
increasingly important. One of the corollaries of the emphasis on state nationalism in 
the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries had been the compartmentalisation 
of the world republic of letters into separate national philologies and literatures. In 
the competition to lend prestige to their languages, big and small Northern European 
nations had tried to prove their antiquity by editing authentic as well as non-authen-
tic texts hoping to astound the world with ‘a large-scale foundational text for North-
ern European literature such as Homer  had given to the Mediterranean’.15 The main 
reason for the foundation of L’Académie Celtique in Paris in 1804, for example, can be 

15  Leerssen  2004, 112.
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found in this international cultural battle.16 In the aftermath of James Macpherson ’s 
publication of the so-called ‘Poems of Ossian’,17 many writers and philologists in the 
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries had been busy (re-)constructing their nation-
al past by producing works ranging from serious source-critical editions of genuinely 
old vernacular texts to deliberate forgeries as ‘part of a romantic-national literary 
agenda’ or as a subversion of that agenda.18 As a result of this nationalistic interest 
in the antiquity of languages, philology flourished. Cultural expressions, including 
those in lesser well-known languages, were studied with increasing interest. This 
interest can be ranged among one of the three types of advancement of what cultural 
historian Joep Leerssen  collectively termed ‘the cultivation of culture’, by which he 
understood specifically ‘the new interest in demotic, vernacular, non-classical cul-
ture, and the intellectual investment that takes such vernacular culture, not merely 
as a set of trivial or banal pastimes, or as picturesque “manners and customs”, but 
as something which is worthy of scholarly attention because it represents the very 
identity of the nation, its specificity amidst other nations’.19 Typically, the operation 
of retrieving and making inventories of cultural artefacts and forms of expression 
that threatened to be lost or dispersed, distinguished by Leerssen as ‘salvage’,20 can 
be regarded as being part of the first phase of a national movement as identified by 
Hroch .21 The moment that the process of salvaging and the other two types of ‘cul-
tivation of culture’ distinguished by Leerssen, ‘fresh productivity’ and ‘propagan-
dist proclamation’ get under way, may overlap and coincide more or less with three 
phases discerned by Hroch in the process of national movement towards national 
autonomy. Hroch and Leerssen provide an array of relevant tools and terms to iden-
tify patterns and processes in the nineteenth and early twentieth-century linguistic 
and literary development of European nations, both large and small. The linguistic 
programme strata identified by Hroch during the various national movement phas-
es22 and the types of cultivation within the various cultural fields as distinguished 

16  Thiesse 2010, 48.
17  James Macpherson  published the three works that became known collectively as the ‘Poems of 

Ossian’ – Fragments of Ancient Poetry, Fingal and Temora – in 1760, 1762 and 1763 respectively.
18  Cf. Leerssen  2004, 117.
19  Leerssen  2005, 22.
20  Ibid., 25-6.
21  A summary of the phases distinguished by Hroch  is given by Smith 1998, 56 and quoted by 

Leersen, 2005, 10, note 8: ‘First, an original small circle of intellectuals rediscovers the national 
culture and past and formulates the idea of the nation (phase A). There follows the crucial 
process of dissemination of the idea of the national by agitator-professionals who politicise 
cultural nationalism in the growing towns (phase B). Finally the state of popular involvement 
in nationalism creates a mass movement (phase C). Cf. Annexe 1.

22  Cf. Hroch  1992, 67-71. The four strata of the national linguistic programme, which Hroch con-
siders as being part of the phases of national movement can be summarised as follows: (1) 
language as a subject of scientific research and of aesthetic value, resulting in the celebration of 
a language as a vehicle expressing a nation’s way of thinking; (2) establishing a written standard 
for the language to make it an instrument of national identification, involving the purity of the 
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by Leerssen23 offer points of departure for the study of the context within which the 
vanguard minority language writers examined in this study operated. The employ-
ment of both models is intended to be heuristic. That is to say that they will be used 
to find ways to diversify and specify the advancement of national movements during 
the process of examining them.

Comparative Research on National Movements and Minority Language 

Literature

Leerssen  observed that cross-national comparative research of separate nation-
al movements is faced with the major pragmatic problem ‘that the history of these 
movements, in all the many different languages of Europe, has often been best 
written in those languages themselves’.24 Confronted with the same problem, this 
cross-national literary comparative study, dealing with a Frisian, a Welsh, a Scots 
and a Breton author, could only be carried out thanks to the existence of translations 
and publications in English and French. References to the main specific studies and 
translations that have been consulted are annotated at the beginning of each section 
of the four case studies.

As regards research in general on literature devolving from consecrating centres 
such as Oxbridge-London and Paris, many works have been published since the ap-
pearance of seminal studies such as Michael  Hechter ’s Internal Colonialism: The Celtic 
Fringe in British National Development, 1536-1966 (1975) and Edward Said ’s Orientalism 
(1978). In those subsequent publications, it is frequently argued that, within the huge 
cultural frameworks of world powers, a growing post-centralist awareness became 
more outspoken in the course of the twentieth century. An example is Robert Craw-
ford  ’s Devolving English Literature (1992) in which it is contended that in the British 
Empire this consciousness manifested itself more explicitly in those expressing them-
selves in minority languages as well as in those who, although employing the major-
ity language, identified with peoples and nations living mostly on the periphery of 
world power states.25

More specific works dealing with Western European minority language literature 
from a comparative perspective frequently consist of collages of conference papers 

language, the cultivation of new language, its standard codification and its cultural intellectual-
isation (in science, literature and translation); (3) mastering the written normalised and codified 
language in all types of education; (4) employment of the written language in all domains of life, 
including administration and the judicial system. Cf. Annexe 1.

23  Cf. Annexe 2 (Leerssen  2005, 25-30 and http://spinnet.humanities.uva.nl/mapping. Consult-
ed 29 January 2018).

24  Ibid., 30, note 33.
25  Cf. Crawford   2000, 9.
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each of which deal with a specific aspect of a specific minority language literature.26 
Alternatively, the works may provide a unique approach. A rare example is William 
Calin ’s Minority Literatures and Modernism: Scots, Breton, and Occitan, 1920-1990, 2000. 
Calin’s study is focused on close reading of literary texts written in three distinct mi-
nority languages from a variety of critical perspectives – Freudian, Jungian, Marxist, 
phenomenological, narratological, intertextual, and gender-related – with theoretical 
and cultural considerations.27 However, his work does not reflect on the specificity of 
the development of minority language literature as such. 

A general work, exceptional in its broad scope, is Everything to Nothing, Geert Bue-
lens ’s book on European Great War poetry. In a narrative discourse, it discusses the 
work of poets from the old European states and empires as well as that of poets who 
find themselves in newly created states.28 In his knowledgeable study, Buelens aptly 
summarised the pre-Great War tension in Europe arising from the desire for auton-
omy by many ethnic groups and linguistic communities, corresponding in Hroch ’s 
terminology to phase B of national movement (national patriotic agitation in grow-
ing towns) as well as phase C (popular involvement in nationalism creating a mass 
movement):29

[…] unrest could be anticipated in areas where nationalism was transforming 
from a romantic current emphasizing cultural identity and history to a political 
movement based on ethnic or linguistic particularism, which demanded au-
tonomy or even an independent state. […] Almost the entire continent was in 
turmoil, and the great powers could not remain aloof. The Irish were question-
ing their status within Great Britain (as were the Scottish and Welsh, albeit to 
a lesser extent). The Russians were confronted with similar discontents among 
the Armenians, Georgians, Ukrainians, Poles, Latvians, Estonians, Lithuanians 
and Finns within their kingdom. In Germany, the Poles, Danes and French 
(in Alsace-Lorraine) were restive. Likewise, the Polish, Romanian, Croatian, 
Serbian, Slovenian, Bosnian, Czech, Slovakian, Ukrainian, Ruthenian, Italian 
and German minorities within the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy were in 

26  For example, L’Éveil des Nationalités et les Revendications Linguistiques en Europe (1830-1930) [The 
Awakening of Nationalities and Linguistic Claims in Europe (1830-1930)] edited by Carmen 
Alén Garabato (2005), and Writers In Between Language: Minority Literatures in the Global Scene, 
edited by Mari Jose Olaziregi (2009), dealing mainly with minority language literatures pro-
duced in the Iberian peninsula.

27  Calin  2000, 11.
28  Buelens  2015. Originally published in Dutch as Europa, Europa!: Over Dichters van de Grote Oor-

log (Amsterdam: Ambo / Manteau, 2008), the book also appeared in German, translated by 
Waltraud Hüsmert, under the title Europas Dichter und der Erste Weltkrieg (Berlin: Suhrkamp 
Verlag, 2014).

29  Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch  1992, 65-8) and Smith 1998, 56.
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pursuit of greater rights; some even sought independence or union with the 
mother country.30

Apart from the work of poets writing in languages officially recognised either with-
in the state in which they lived or in an adjacent country, Buelens ’s work discuss-
es extensively the positioning and repositioning of minority language poets whose 
languages, not officially recognised before 1914, gained official status after 1918. 
The latter group of languages passed through all the strata of the national linguistic 
programme identified by Hroch  as being part of the phases of national movement. 
However, although Buelens briefly mentions the Welsh poet Hedd Wyn,31 his study 
does not explore the positioning of authors writing in languages that failed to become 
recognised officially in all domains of life during the years immediately following 
the Great War. Just as the authors writing in languages that managed to gain offi-
cial status in all domains after the War, those writers employing languages that did 
not acquire full recognition hoped to make ‘a great step forward’ in the post-Great 
War era.32 Preoccupied with the ‘backwardness’ of their own region,33 both groups 
of authors had felt strengthened in their hopes to make that step by promises about 
self-determination for small nations made during the Great War. However, while the 
first group saw those promises fulfilled, writers of the second group were confronted 
with the fact that more autonomy or even independence for the regions in which they 
lived, was out of the question. Despite the lack of support received by the first group 
of authors from central and official authorities, the second group persevered in their 
ambition for more cultural autonomy.

This study aims to analyse from a literary-political perspective work written short-
ly after the First World War by vanguard authors who wrote in a language that re-
mained a non-state language after that War and who claimed a separate, preferably 
autonomous field for their literatures.34 It concerns the work of writers who did not 
wish their literatures to be regarded as subspecies of the hegemonic national litera-
tures of the states of which they were citizens. If their literature was already seen as 
distinct from the dominant literature, they wanted to separate it even more from that 
literature and transform the already existing field for their minority language litera-
ture into a more autonomous one.

30  Buelens  2015, 16-7.
31  Ibid., 262. Cf. 2.2.
32  Buelens  2015, 139.
33  Ibid.
34  On the autonomy of literary and artistic fields cf. Bourdieu  1993, 38-40. The more autonomous 

a field is ‘the more completely it fulfils its own logic as a field, the more it tends to suspend or 
reverse the dominant principle of hierarchization’ (Bourdieu 1993, 39). 
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Perspective: Pascale Casanova ’s ‘Littératures Combatives’

The work of the four vanguard authors is approached from the perspective provid-
ed by the French literary critic and researcher Pascale Casanova , namely that those 
literatures should be regarded as ‘littératures combatives.’35 According to Casanova, 
the minority language literatures of the small emergent nations of early twentieth 
century Europe reflect struggles which are both political and literary, and the political 
content ‘takes the quasi-systematic form of the defence of the nation.’36 

In 1999, Pascale Casanova  published La République Mondiale des Lettres, a highly ac-
claimed work which soon became very influential after its translation into English.37 
Inspired by, among others, the French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
who jointly published Kafka : Pour une Littérature Mineure (1975; translated in 1986 as 
Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 1986) and the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu , 
Casanova developed a model for understanding the production, distribution and 
valuation of literature. In this monograph, she referred the reader to Franz Kafka’s 
diaries when she broached the subject of literatures written in languages used by 
relatively few people. 

In 2011, Kafka ’s observations and the work of the French sociologist Marcel Mauss  
(1872-1950) led Casanova  to rethink her ideas about the inequality between litera-
tures, and in her most recent publications, she has presented a dichotomy between 
pacified, non-engaged literatures on the one hand, and combative, engaged litera-
tures on the other.38 Whereas she still used Bourdieu ’s term ‘dominated’ or ‘heterono-
mous’39 literatures in The World Republic of Letters (2004), she gradually came to prefer 
the term ‘littératures combatives’. She acknowledged that this binary categorisation 
– combative literature versus pacified literature – does not do justice to the reality of 
literary history with its endless shifts and changes. Still, the distinction she makes is 
useful if we want to understand the position of minority language literatures. In this 
respect two issues she discusses are of particular interest. The first one concerns the 
relationship between language and politics, and the second involves the responsibil-
ity of a linguistic community towards literature.

35  Casanova  2011.
36  Ibid., 132.
37  Casanova  2004. 
38  Cf. also e.g. Pêr Denez  in his lecture about Breton literature: ‘Our writers are not, and cannot be, 

just writers. The purely literary man is the luxury of the well-to-do state, it cannot be afforded 
by colonised countries. The role of our writers is, or should be, first, as witnesses to their times, 
to mirror their country’s national life, and then, as responsible members to their community, 
to work and struggle, with their own tools, just as the worker or the armed revolutionary 
struggles with his to make life better, fuller, and free: to make it a source of joy and human 
fulfilment.’ (Denez, Pêr 1971, 113.)

39  Cf. Bourdieu  1993, 37-8.
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Kafka ’s pre-Great War reflections on Czech and Yiddish literature made it clear to 
Casanova  that marginalisation, suppression and/or negation of languages inescap-
ably leads to engagement in politics by those who choose to write in dominated lan-
guages.40 Those literatures, she argues, ‘became a central terrain for claims to national 
existence,’ whereas old and rich literatures written in official languages saw ‘progres-
sive separation between the literary and political orders.’41 Of course, she goes on to 
say, the ‘major’ literatures can ‘also assert forms of literary and cultural nationalism, 
not least in declining countries like France,’ but they do not represent ‘the totality 
of national production nor the dominant ideological outlook.’42 According to Casa-
nova, the structural inequality between literatures written in dominant languages 
and those in dominated languages should be taken into account in the valuation of 
those literatures. ‘To despise, minimise or discredit nationalist sentiment in literature 
is merely to reproduce the ethnocentric prejudices of Western – in particular, French 
– universalism. […] To dismiss the hypothesis of literature’s national foundation in 
favour of its absolute autonomy is another way to perpetuate a relationship of pow-
er, based on repudiation of other literatures.’ In the treatment of different literatures 
she therefore pleads for ‘methods and instruments sensitive to the fact that national 
feeling is central in some literatures, while in others it is simply the object of collective 
amnesia.’43

The second issue – the responsibility felt by a linguistic community towards its liter-
ature – strengthened Casanova  in her conviction to give preference to the term ‘com-
bative literature’. Kafka  underlined the pride which speakers of minority languages 
gain ‘from a literature of their own and the support it is afforded in the face of the 
hostile surrounding world.’44 He noted that ‘the claim the national consciousness of a 
small people makes on the individual is such that everyone must always be prepared 
to know that part of the literature which has come down to him, to support it, to de-
fend it – to defend it even if he does not know it.’ The picture presented by Kafka of 
the support given to literatures written in dominated languages may seem somewhat 
exaggerated to us nowadays. Still, such support shows an extent of engagement on 
which the status and recognition of literatures written in dominated languages is 
heavily dependent, lacking as they do, the official recognition and the quantity of 
support given to dominant languages. 
They can never be as autonomous and independent as literatures written in domi-
nant languages. 

40  Cf. Casanova  2011 and Kafka  1990, in particular the entry for 25 December 1911, 312-9.
41  Casanova  2011, 129.
42  Ibid., 130.
43  Ibid., 130-1.
44  Ibid., 133.
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This study focuses primarily on the first issue as discussed by Casanova : the engage-
ment of the writers and the extent to which their commitment influenced their writ-
ings and proved to be constructive in establishing a separate, more respected field for 
the minority language literature. 

Following Casanova ’s suggestion that combative literature can be read as ‘national 
allegory,’45 a concept introduced by the literary and political theorist Fredric Jameson ,46 
one major literary work of each of the four writers will be analysed in order to find 
elements or indications signalling ways in which the authors contribute to the estab-
lishment of a separate field for their literatures in the Bourdieuian sense. In each case 
study, the strategies employed by the four authors will be analysed and discussed 
with reference to their literary output. Finally, the contribution of the four authors 
to the three main parts of the literary field as distinguished by Bourdieu  – material 
production, distribution and symbolic production – will be examined from a compar-
ative perspective.

The Irish Paradigm

The horrors of the First World War, painfully manifest to mankind in its aftermath, 
simultaneously led to increasing wariness of ideologies as well as intensified commit-
ment to ideological causes. Those ideologies often conflicted with one another. Advo-
cates of socialism sought to cross borders and, at the same time, peoples and nations 
looking for self-determination pleaded for the creation of new borders. In the liter-
ature of the period parallel movements can be discerned. In Western Europe, James 
Joyce  (1882-1941), for example, regarding the confinement to a state as an obstacle, 
moved to the continent where, rooted in his Irishness, his autonomously created liter-
ary output managed to gain a universal appeal.47 In Eastern Europe, in 1920, the Lat-
vian writing couple Aspazija (pseudonym of Elza Rozenberga , 1865-1943) and Rai-
nis  (pseudonym of Jānis Pliekšāns , 1865-1929) were welcomed as heroes after many 
years of exile in Switzerland. Although intent on building their newly created Latvia 
on poetic, socialist ideals, their work was appropriated for national purposes and, 
consequently, came to be considered first and foremost as national and nationalistic.48 

Although the drive towards cultural autonomy may have become a practically uni-
versal phenomenon among late nineteenth and early twentieth-century writers work-
ing in the world republic of letters, the lines along which the process towards this 
autonomy evolve may differ considerably. After examining the literature produced 
in Ireland in the late nineteenth and the first part of the twentieth centuries, Casano-

45  Casanova  2011, 132.
46  Jameson  1986.
47  Cf. Casanova  2004, 196-7.
48  Cf. Buelens  2015, 306-7.
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va  concluded that a pattern could be discerned in its development. In her opinion, it 
could be seen as ‘the generative model’ that would make it possible ‘to recreate and 
understand literary revolts in general and to give a comparative analysis of quite dif-
ferent historical situations and cultural contexts’.49 In this so-called ‘Irish Paradigm’ 
she observed a chronological order of the various phases in the development of Irish 
Revival Literature – the invention of tradition, the recreation of a national language, 
the realist opposition, assimilation and, finally, autonomy – which, according to her, 
could be regarded as paradigmatic of literature in general.50

In 2013, Andrew  Webb  usefully applied Pascale Casanova ’s analysis of Irish revival 
literature to the Welsh situation in his study Edward Thomas  and World Literary Studies. 
Whereas he focused on the applicability of Casanova’s analysis to Welsh writing in 
English, the following will emphasise its suitability and relevance in the context of 
discussing the development of twentieth-century devolving literature in general.

In examining one or more works of several authors, Casanova  identified several 
phases in the development of Irish literature which, in her opinion, led to a more 
central position of Irish literature in world literary space. The phases can be described 
as follows:

• The Invention of Tradition (Yeats )
  Casanova  considers ‘collective labor of accumulating a literary heritage’, and re-

viving it in poetry and drama, – successfully achieved by, for example, William 
Butler Yeats  – as ‘the indispensable condition for entering international space’.51 
Yeats’s work can be classified among the cultural practices categorised by Leers-
sen  as ‘salvage’.52

• The Recreation of a National Language (Gaelic League)
  The use of Gaelic and its revival as a language of literature represented ‘a polit-

icization of the larger movement of cultural emancipation’.53 Its promotion, led 
prominently by Gaelic League members Douglas  Hyde  and Eoin MacNeill  , ini-
tially had an overwhelming success. In Ireland, Gaelic also ‘permitted Catholic 
writers to re-appropriate literary nationalism’ and to challenge the hegemony of 
the predominantly intellectual Protestant revivalists.54 The choice between Gael-
ic or English also raised the question regarding ‘the relation between national 

49  Casanova  2004, 304.
50  Ibid., 303-23.
51  Ibid., 2004, 305.
52  Cf. Annexe 2 (Leerssen  2005, 28-9).
53  Casanova  2004, 308.
54  Ibid., 310.
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culture and language’.55 The Irish writers who opted for Gaelic were ‘recognised 
only in Ireland for literary activity connected with politics’, according to Casa-
nova , while those who chose English ‘very quickly achieved broad recognition 
in London literary circles and beyond’.56 The playwright John Millington Synge  
refused to be forced to choose between the two, and, subverting literary English, 
employed rural speech, Anglo-Irish, for his plays.

• The Realist Opposition (O’Casey)
  Under the influence of immensely successful plays, such as Sean O’Casey’s Juno 

and the Paycock (1924), situated in the poor districts of Dublin, the next phase, ‘the 
passage from neo-romanticism [...] to realism – at first rural, then associated with 
urban life and literary and political modernity’,57 began.

• Assimilation (Shaw )
  In Casanova ’s view, authors such as George Bernard Shaw , who left their home-

land, looked for artistic freedom elsewhere, and were assimilated into another lit-
erary space, contributed to the literary history of the dominated nation which they 
left, in spite of their absence. Exile, taking up ‘residence abroad in a literary capital 
in the name of denationalising literature, of rejecting the systematic appropriation 
for national purposes’58 – previously scorned by some as betrayal or defection – 
should be seen as an inevitable step, according to Casanova, in the development 
of a literature from a peripheral to a more central position in literary space.

• Autonomy (Joyce  & Beckett )
  In Casanova ’s opinion, literary autonomy and a central position in world literary 

space were achieved by such authors as James Joyce  and Samuel Beckett . By their 
works, their use and subversion of language(s) and by their refusal to conform to 
national aesthetic norms, they disrupted hierarchical orders. Yet, in spite of their 
rejection of any involvement with national ideas or norms, their work cannot but 
be regarded as the ‘product of Irish literary history’, in Casanova’s view, and so, 
‘it can be perceived and understood only on the basis of the whole of the history 
of Irish literary space’.59 

55  Ibid.
56  Casanova  2004, 310.
57  Ibid., 313.
58  Ibid., 314.
59  Ibid., 320. Prendergast  2004, 18-21 is very critical of Casanova ’s ‘Irish Paradigm’ and attacks her 

view that in Finnegans Wake James Joyce  ‘strove to give back to Ireland “une langue qui lui soit 
propre,” and her view, that Beckett  ‘switched to French in order to escape the colonising grip 
of English on Irish letters’, since it ‘would have made little coherent ideological sense’ to switch 
from one ‘imperial’ language to another.
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In his analysis of Edward Thomas ’s literary work as Welsh writing in English, An-
drew  Webb  puts his finger on three problems regarding Pascale Casanova ’s model of 
international literary space. He suggests three alterations, which, in his view, would 
enable Casanova’s model ‘to work better in Welsh literary space’.60 In short, he chal-
lenges aspects of Casanova’s concepts regarding ‘literary autonomy’, ‘literary capital’ 
and her ‘Irish Paradigm’.61

With respect to Casanova ’s concept of ‘literary autonomy’, Webb  argues that in the 
case of Welsh literary space, the literary centre’s ‘pure criticism’, and its ‘detached, 
aesthetic models’, do not act as ‘a means of generating autonomy within Wales, [...] 
thereby providing a facility through which writers can resist the national-political 
demands of being a Welsh writer, [...] but actually function as agents of Anglocen-
trism’.62 By giving precedence to aesthetic values which ignore problematic aspects of 
a language, such as the notion that it can be seen as the medium of a ‘once-colonising 
power’, and by failing to pay attention to ‘Welsh aspects’ in works written in English 
by Welsh writers, Casanova’s theory regarding literary autonomy, ‘appropriates a 
writer for a tradition of literature which, although it is supposedly international, is in 
fact, Anglocentric’.63 Instead of using the literary centre’s ‘aesthetic models’, Webb ad-
vocates that models should be employed which take into account values and qualities 
other than those of the culturally dominant group at the centre using the hegemonic 
language.

Webb  also pleads for a re-interpretation of Casanova ’s concept of ‘literary capital’. It 
may be argued that literary autonomy evolves from consecrating powers at literary 
centres, such as Paris and London, but by gaining more literary autonomy a nation’s 
capital city, such as Dublin, expands its material infrastructure as well as its intellec-
tual capital. According to Webb, concepts such as ‘literary capital’ and ‘cultivated 
public’ should not be considered as concepts that somehow float ‘above history’, but 
have to be put into their historical context.64 

60  Webb  2013, 33.
61  Ibid.
62  Ibid., 34-5.
63  Ibid., 37.
64  Ibid., 40. Cf. in this context also the distinction between ‘capital’ and ‘metropolis’, made by 

Anne  Querrien and referred to in Prendergast  2004, 20, note 10: ‘the capital is a political and 
cultural “centre,” with the power and the authority to dominate a wider “territory,” to keep 
in place a “social hierarchy” and to “subjugate a population … to a common heritage.” A me-
tropolis on the other hand “is not a centre and has no centre,” it “has no identity to preserve,” 
it “begins with the slightest desire to exchange,” is “made up of networks,” puts “an incon-
gruous mix of beings into circulation” and is “the place where migrants find their socially 
predetermined destination.” ’
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Finally, Webb  shares the critiques presented by Prendergast  and others regarding 
Casanova ’s ‘Irish Paradigm’, that ‘partial description is offered as the description’.65 
He also argues that Casanova’s claim that the Irish case ‘can be seen to be as almost 
universal’,66 does not take into account the fact that particular historical factors ‘may 
prevent the chronological development of the structure as it occurred in Ireland’.67 
One of those factors, mentioned by Webb, is the relative strength of Welsh Gaelic 
in the case of Wales, which, compared with the use of Irish Gaelic in Ireland, made 
it ‘much harder for Welsh writers in English to be accepted as Welsh’ and which 
contributed ‘to a polarised linguistic division that lasted for most of the twentieth 
century’.68 Webb contends that, if – as he sees it – historical circumstances are not of 
secondary importance to the development of literary space, it may be the case that the 
various stages described by Pascale Casanova ‘develop unevenly or simultaneously, 
and that the historical factors unique to that nation cause the stages to occur at differ-
ent times, or all at once, or not at all’.69 He therefore argues that, instead of regarding 
Casanova’s paradigm as a template that might be universally applied, it might be 
more usefully employed as ‘a looser set of critical tools, one that does not presume the 
historical inevitability of the succession of one stage by another [...], but which might 
be better considered as a range of potentialities’.70 As such, they will be referred to in 
the four subsequent case studies when and if relevant in identifying the development 
both of national literatures and of individual authors.71

Structure

Departing from the idea that the authors’ activities and their literary work are in-
fluenced by the political, socio-economic, religious and cultural forces surrounding 
them as well as their personal circumstances, the case studies in the following chap-
ters are structured more or less concentrically. Pierre Bourdieu ’s method, as described 
in The Rules of Art (1996), in which he developed his literary field theory, will be used 
to analyse the powers at work in the various fields.72 First, the position of the literary 

65  Webb  2013, 40. Cf. also D’Haen 2012, 104-8, who summarises the main issues brought forward 
in the critical reviews of Casanova ’s The World Republic of Letters.

66  Casanova  2004, 304-5.
67  Webb  2013, 41.
68  Ibid., 42. Webb  states that: ‘At the beginning of the twentieth century Gaelic (as the sole lan-

guage) was spoken by 1 per cent of the Irish population, while Welsh was spoken by 50 per cent 
of the people in Wales.’

69  Ibid., 42.
70  Ibid.
71  Although mentioned by neither Casanova  nor Webb , parallel bilingualism (or multilingual-

ism), the use of both (a) minority language(s) and (a) majority language(s) can also be iden-
tified as a phase in the development of minority language literatures. Cf. Jonkman  and Krol 
1990 and e.g. the literary work of Anne  Wadman and Wilco Berga, both of whom published in 
Frisian and Dutch, sometimes in one and the same publication (e.g. Anne Wadman, De Frou yn 
de Flesse, 1988 and Wilco Berga, Eilânliet / Eilandlied, 2000.

72  Although it can be considered inadequate to some extent, the definition of a ‘field’, according 
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field in the ‘field of power’ will be described, i.e. the literary-historical situation of 
the four languages in historical context with a focus on the most influential economic, 
political, social, religious and cultural powers.73 Next, the positions of individuals, 
groups and institutions in the literary field will be mapped out. The third section of 
the case studies provides background information on the authors and seeks to ex-
plain their motivation. After the fourth section, dealing with the combative entrance 
of each of the four authors, a more detailed examination is presented of the authors’ 
visions and missions as well as their poetical concepts. Towards the end of each chap-
ter an in-depth analysis of the first major publications of each of the four authors is 
carried out to identify their dilemmas as well as the strategies they adopted to gain 
more status for their respective literatures. Each step is taken with the aim to discern 
parallels and patterns in the development of post-Great War minority language lit-
erature and from the conviction that its publication can be regarded as ‘an act which 
speaks of its local origin’.74

to Bourdieu , can be formulated as ‘a field of forces within which the agents occupy positions 
that statistically determine the positions they take with respect to the field, these position-tak-
ings being aimed either at conserving or transforming the structure of relations of forces that is 
constitutive of the field’. (Bourdieu 2005, 30.)

73  According to Bourdieu  ‘the literary field as a microcosm bringing together agents and institu-
tions engaged in the production of literary works’ can be compared ‘to a field of forces; but it 
is not reducible to a physical field – it is the site of actions and reactions performed by social 
agents endowed with permanent dispositions, partly acquired in their experience of the social 
fields. The agents react to these relations of forces, to these structures; they construct them, per-
ceive them, form an idea of them, represent them to themselves, and so on. And, while being, 
therefore, constrained by the forces inscribed in these fields and being determined by these 
forces as regards their permanent dispositions, they are able to act upon these fields, in ways 
that are partially preconstrained, but with a margin of freedom’. (Bourdieu 2005, 30.)

74  Crawford   2000, 7.
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Figure 1  The agent in the literary field, based on Bourdieu  1996 and Dorleijn  and Van Rees  2006

Following a synthesis of the preceding case studies, the concluding chapter argues, 
from an overarching perspective, to what extent parallels and patterns as well as dis-
similarities can be discerned in the development of the four post-Great War minority 
language literatures and, more generally, how post-Great War Western European mi-
nority language literature was catalysed into modernity.
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Table 2 Structure of the four case studies

Political, socio-economic and religious context during the Great War Era

Literary field during the Great War Era

Personal background of the author

Combative entrance of the author on the literary scene

Vision and mission 

Poetics and strategies

Leadership

Analysis of one or more of the first major works of the author

Synthesis and conclusion
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1.   Frisia and the World : Douwe Kalma  during and 
shortly after the Great War

Outline

In 1915, when he was only nineteen, Douwe Kalma  made an appeal to the Frisians 
to become more aware of their language and literature. He claimed more rights for 
the Frisian language and urged his fellow authors to write ‘personal art’ instead of 
art intended to please the Frisian readers. In addition, he more or less demanded that 
his fellow countrymen demonstrate more national aspirations. He argued that Frisia 
should take up a special position between Scandinavia on the one hand, and Great 
Britain on the other. These ideas were expressed in the middle of the Great War, a time 
when the Dutch government wanted to be strictly neutral.

This chapter will examine both what Douwe Kalma ’s call for a separate literary ‘field’, 
in Bourdieuian terms, entailed, and the ways in which he positioned himself in and 
gave shape to that field. 
 
To present his case in context, the Frisian literary world will be surveyed briefly in 
relation to both the Dutch and the Frisian fields of power before, during and shortly 
after the Great War. The status of the language will be evaluated as well as what is 
known about the number of speakers and the domains in which Frisian was used 
during the Great War when Kalma  presented his first publications (section 1.1). The 
next step involves an analysis of the Frisian literary context in the early twentieth 
century: its material production, its distribution and its symbolic production. In ad-
dition, the positions of the individual writers and institutions in that literary field will 
be reconstructed (section 1.2) and, in section 1.3, Kalma’s background, the genesis of 
the author’s habitus, will be presented.

With the help of Pascale Casanova ’s theories regarding ‘combative literature’ Kalma ’s 
first four most important publications will be analysed in section 1.4 and his initiative 
to organise a new movement and the structure of his Young  Frisian Community will 
be analysed in sections 1.5 and 1.6. His vision and mission are more closely examined 
in section 1.7, while his strategies constitute the subject of section 1.8. Kalma’s pos-
turing as a leader during the first years of the Young Frisian Community will be eval-
uated in section 1.9. A general approach is taken in section 1.10 where the influence 
of Kalma’s combative stance on his literary work as a whole will be discussed, while, 
in section 1.11, a more in-depth analysis will be given of Kening Aldgillis  (King Ald-
gillis, 1920), as an example of combative literature. In section 1.12, the development 
of Kalma’s Young Frisian Community after the first turbulent years will be briefly 
outlined and, in the concluding section, a summary will be given of the literary and 
institutionalising effects of Kalma’s combative attitude.
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1.1  The Frisian Context during the Great War Era

To promote better understanding of the context in which Kalma  advanced his ideas, 
the international, national and regional political, socio-economic, cultural and reli-
gious forces at work during the Great War, in particular those relevant to Douwe 
Kalma’s position and position-taking (‘prise de position’), will be briefly outlined.1

Around the turn of the twentieth century, there was some dissatisfaction in Frisia 
with judges who could not or would not understand Frisian in court,2 but there were 
no major clashes between the central, provincial or local authorities and the Frisian 
people. At that time, there was no official recognition for the language. 

Frisian, a West Germanic language that was formerly spoken in what is now known 
as the Netherland province of North Holland along the North Sea coastal area to mod-
ern German Schleswig-Holstein, is frequently described as a language most closely 
related to English, but the extant variety used in the Netherlands (chiefly found in 
what is now officially known as the province of Fryslân3) has been influenced to a 
large extent by Dutch, also a West Germanic language. 

Three major socio-linguistic surveys demonstrate that a large majority of the inhab-
itants of Frisia understand and speak Frisian (understand: 97% in 1967, 94% in 1980 
and 94% in 1994; speak: 85% in 1967, 73% in 1980 and 74% in 1994)4. The non-Frisian 
speakers can traditionally be located chiefly in Frisia’s eleven cities and the munici-

1  The main works consulted for this section include (cultural) historical publications: Van der 
Schaaf , Skiednis fan de Fryske Biweging (History of the Frisian Movement), 1977; Zondergeld, 
De Friese Beweging in het Tijdvak der Beide Wereldoorlogen (The Frisian Movement in the Interwar 
Era), 1978; Frieswijk, Huizinga , Jansma and Kuiper (Eds.), Geschiedenis van Friesland 1750-1995 
(History of Frisia 1750-1995), 1998; Jensma , Het Rode Tasje van Salverda: Burgerlijk Bewustzijn en 
Friese Identiteit in de Negentiende Eeuw (Salverda’s Red Bag: Civil Consciousness and Frisian 
Identity in the Nineteenth Century), 1998; Breuker, Opkomst en Bloei van het Fries Nationalisme, 
1740-1875 (Growth and Prosperity of Frisian Nationalism, 1740-1875), 2014; and Popkema, De 
Kristlik-Fryske Beweging yn de Tweintichste Ieu (The Twentieth-Century Christian Frisian Move-
ment), 2014; as well as sociolinguistic studies: Gorter , Jelsma, Van der Plank and De Vos, Taal yn 
Fryslân: Undersyk nei Taalgedrach en Taalhâlding yn Fryslân (Language in Frisia: Research into Lin-
guistic Behaviour and Attitudes in Frisia), 1984; Zondag, Lange Oanrin, Koarte Sprong: Twatalich 
Underwiis yn Fryslân tusken 1800 en 1980 (Long Run, Short Jump: Bilingual Education in Frisia 
between 1800 and 1980, 2011; and Jonkman  and Versloot, Frisian Amidst Other Languages, 2018. 

2  Van der Velden 2004, 4 and 76-84.
3  The name ‘Vriesland’ was officially changed into Friesland in 1848 (cf. Jonkman  1997, 252, note 

9). The Dutch name ‘Friesland’ became officially Frisian ‘Fryslân’ in 1997 (cf. Van der Velden 
2004, 364-5). 

4  Pietersen 1969, 51, Gorter  et al. 1984, 20 and Gorter and Jonkman  1995, 8. Pietersen’s higher 
percentage can probably be explained by the fact that in his survey he did not include areas 
such as the Stellingwerven, where traditionally Frisian is not the indigenous language (Gorter 
et al. 1984, 117), nor the Heerenveen and Smallingerland municipalities, which he regarded as 
urbanised Dutchified areas (Jonkman 1999, 211, note 40).
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palities Oost- and West-Stellingwerf  and Het Bildt and also, since the 1950’s also in 
Frisia’s new towns, such as Drachten and Heerenveen.5

If it can be assumed that around the turn of the century the percentage of Frisian 
speakers could be more or less seen as the average of the percentage indirectly indi-
cated by Jonkman  for 1800 (78%) and the 73% presented by Gorter  et al. for 1980, the 
percentage would be 75.5 and the number of Frisian speakers in Frisia in 1900 would 
be approximately (75.5% of 340,263): 257,000.6

These numbers suggest that around 1900 three quarters of the population in Frisia 
would have been able to speak Frisian and that practically everybody would have 
been able to understand it. However, they do not reflect whether or not individual 
officials and dignitaries were able or inclined to understand it, even though the lan-
guage itself would not pose a considerable problem.7 The Frisian situation, of course, 
differs markedly from a situation in which an indigenous language belongs to a com-
pletely different linguistic family from that of the official state language, e.g. Breton 
(Celtic) and French (Romance) and Welsh (Celtic) and English (Germanic), and may 
explain why, for a long time, expressions in Frisian used to be mainly regarded as part 
of the Dutch cultural field.

After the introduction of the 1848 Dutch constitution and the 1851 Gemeentewet 
(Municipalities Act), the upper classes, particularly the nobility, refrained more and 
more from participating in provincial and local government. Since members of the 
States-Provincial and the municipal councils had to be elected after the introduction 
of those laws, positions at regional or local level were considered less honourable and 
less desirable. A large part of the upper classes, who could be regarded as the people 
who, for their own legitimisation, but also in the interest of the Dutch nation as a 
whole, had given shape to the concept of Frisian identity, left Frisia either to retire 
elsewhere or to become part of the central Netherlands elite. This meant that regional 
and local government came into the hands of the bourgeoisie. In contrast to the up-
per classes, the bourgeoisie did not stress that Frisian identity should be seen as an 
important constituent part of the identity of the Netherlands as a whole. Instead of 
singling out Frisian identity as a distinguishing factor, they employed language as a 
criterion to distinguish between Frisians and non-Frisians.8 

In 1844 three relatively young men, Tiede Roelofs Dykstra   , Harmen Sytses Sytstra  
and Jacobus van Loon , founded the Selskip for Fryske Tael en Skriftekennisse (Socie-

5  For the development of Frisian cf. Jonkman  1997 and Jonkman and Versloot 2018.
6  Jonkman  1997, 252 and Gorter  et al. 1984, 20.
7  Cf. Van Bezooijen and Gooskens 2005.
8  Cf. Van der Kooi 1996, 143 and Jensma  1998, 205-8.
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ty for Frisian Language and Literature) to promote the use of Frisian. They feared that 
scholarly interest in the language would decline after the Franeker Atheneum, the 
last remnant of the second oldest university of the Netherlands, had closed its doors 
definitively in Frisia in 1843.9

Meanwhile, the process of economic degeneration continued in Frisia during the lat-
ter half of the nineteenth century. When agriculture was hit by crises, the effects could 
not be countered by a shift of focus to industry or other economic sectors as Frisia 
did not have other economic resources. Moreover, the economic trade route Lon-
don-Harlingen (Frisia’s main port)-Hamburg was gradually replaced by the route 
London-Rotterdam-Ruhr.10 

Recurring economic crises in Frisia led to social tensions and emigration abroad and 
to other parts of the Netherlands.11 Social tensions in the Netherlands were more or 
less eased by introducing social reform, particularly during the first two decades of 
the twentieth century. Several bills were passed, including the Ongevallenwet (In-
dustrial Injuries Act, 1901), the Woningwet (Housing Act, 1901), the Leerplichtwet 
(Compulsory Education Act, 1901), new child welfare acts (1905) and the Ziektewet 
(Sickness Act, 1913).12 Because of growing economic and class differences and as a 
consequence of dire poverty, notably in the south-eastern part of Frisia, socialism 
found more and more response there in the late nineteenth century. Its importance 
increased in the early twentieth century, not only in the urban centres in the West of 
the Netherlands, but also in the two northernmost provinces Frisia and Groningen. 

From 1897-1924 the largest socialist party, the Sociaal-Democatische Arbeiderspartij 
(Social-Democratic Workers’ Party) was led by Pieter Jelles Troelstra  (1860-1930), one 
of the best known Dutch politicians, who was initially also famed for his Frisian po-
etry. One of the main issues to which the party devoted itself in the pre-World War 
One period was universal suffrage, but it was not until 1917 that the constitution of 
the Netherlands was amended radically. The change involved the implementation of 
universal male suffrage13 and proportional representation, as well as the equal fund-
ing for religious as well as non-religious schools. In a most turbulent time it led to 

9  Both Tiede Roelofs Dykstra    (1820-1862) and Jacobus van Loon  (1821-1903) had studied in 
Franeker; Harmen Sytses Sytstra  (1817-1862) was a self-educated philologist and elementary 
school teacher. Cf. Brouwer  and Kalma  (Eds.) 1962.

10  Van der Woude 1998, 104.
11  Cf. Galema 1996, 44-6 and Schroor 1998, 53-7. The increase in percentage of Frisia’s population 

between 1879 ( 330,000) and 1909 (360,000) was the lowest of the Dutch provinces, only 9%; in 
that same period the population of the Netherlands (1879: 4,013,000 – 1909: 5,858,00) grew by 
almost 46%. As a result of migration Frisia lost 149,797 of its population in the period 1860-1920. 

12  Van Dam 1960, 64-9.
13  Universal suffrage for both men and women became part of the constitution in 1922.
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a pacification of the four main segments of Dutch society; Roman Catholics, Protes-
tants, socialists and liberals. 

Even though the Netherlands were kept out of the First World War, it indirectly had 
stressful effects on a major part of the Dutch population. As Dutch ports were block-
aded, there was a shortage of food and supplies had to be rationed. Moreover, since 
Dutch neutrality was an armed neutrality, it meant that tens of thousands men had to 
leave their homes, because of mobilisation. Social life was also changed and partially 
disrupted in those places which were inundated by the hundreds of thousands of Bel-
gians looking for refuge, especially after the fall of Antwerp in October 1914.14 At the 
end of the war, food supplies became increasingly scarce, unemployment grew and 
the 1918 influenza pandemic – or ‘Spanish flu’ as it was popularly called – reached 
the Netherlands, causing thousands of deaths. However, the situation in the Nether-
lands was, of course, incomparably better than the predicament of its neighbouring 
countries. This different situation meant that the revolutionary spirit, which pervad-
ed parts of Europe at that time, did not automatically conquer the hearts of the Dutch 
population. Consequently, when in November 1918, after the German Emperor Wil-
helm II  had abdicated and revolution was rampant in Germany, the socialist Pieter 
Jelles Troelstra  incited the Dutch to revolt against the existing establishment, declar-
ing that the time had come for the workers to assume control of the government, he 
did not succeed. Troelstra’s call to revolution was considered ‘a mistake’.15 

After that ‘mistake’, more social reform laws were rapidly effectuated, such as the 
eight-hour working day and state pensions, although it is difficult to ascertain to 
what extent Troelstra  can be credited for their speedy implementation. However, the 
mistake also meant that the split between Troelstra’s party and the Christian parties 
became irreparable until the outbreak of the Second World War. Until that time the 
party was not invited to form a government.16

Towards the end of the nineteenth century the idea gained ground that Dutch-speak-
ing people, no matter where they lived, should cooperate culturally and education-
ally: the society promoting that idea, the Algemeen Nederlandsch Verbond (General 
Dutch League) was founded in 1895. On the one hand unifying tendencies prevailed, 
such as the cultural nationalism expressed by people adhering to the so-called 
‘Groot-Nederlandsche Gedachte’ (Greater Dutch Concept), aiming to unify Dutch, 

14  Moeyes 2001, 87-99.
15  Hagen 2010, 675-80.
16  Ibid., 690-2.
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Flemish and Afrikaans people culturally.17 On the other hand the Netherlands devel-
oped politically into an increasingly segmented society. 

Thanks to the on-going emancipation of the working classes and the wish, initially 
expressed by the Dutch Protestant politician Abraham Kuyper , to have all spheres of 
life governed by one’s own ideology, Dutch society was, metaphorically speaking, 
divided vertically into mainly four (Protestant, Roman Catholic, socialist and liberal) 
‘zuilen’ (pillars), comprising organisations and institutions concerning all aspects of 
life: churches, political parties, schools, universities, employer associations, trade un-
ions, newspapers, magazines, publishing houses, and even sports clubs.

The expanding ‘pillarisation’ also had effects on Dutch literature: Protestant, Roman 
Catholic and socialist writers had their own literary magazines.18 The problem those 
writers encountered was that, while they wanted their religion or ideology to be the 
guiding principle of their literary publications, they also had the ambition to produce 
modern, personal and autonomous work that mattered. The expressive autonomist 
thought style, introduced in the Netherlands by De Tachtigers (the Dutch literary 
1880s movement), became the literary norm. It was gradually adopted by most Dutch 
writers and prevailed well into the 1920s.19 

Unlike Flemish literature, Dutch literature was not fundamentally affected by the 
atrocities of the Great War nor did it become a prominent issue in the post-World 
War One literature of the Netherlands.20 However, although no radical changes can 
be discerned in Dutch literature, the Great War was felt as a horrendous transitional 
period, leading to a new, modern era.21 

17  Cf. e.g. Schepers  1933, 88; quoted in Veenstra  2012, 106. Supported by other prominent Frisians, 
Schepers tabled a motion, advocating a synthesis of Dutch, Frisian and Afrikaans during the 
annual meeting of the Maatschappij voor Nederlandsche Letterkunde, the prestigious Society of 
Dutch Literature. 

18  Examples of such periodicals for Protestants are: Ons Tijdschrift (1896-1914), Stemmen des Tijds 
(1911-1943), Opgang (1918-1925) and Opwaarts(ch)e Wegen (1923-1941). De Katholiek (1842-1924), 
Van Onzen Tijd (1900-1920) and De Gemeenschap (1925-1941) are Roman Catholic examples and 
De Nieuwe Tijd (1896-1918) was a leading, early twentieth-century socialist periodical.

19  Cf. Dorleijn  2007 and Van den Akker and Dorleijn 2000, 12
20  Cf. Moeyes 2001, 382-87
21  Cf. Van Boven and Kemperink 2006, 152-53.
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1.2  The Frisian Literary Field

The way in which life in Frisia was organised was not dissimilar to that of the rest of 
the Netherlands. The segmentation – its ‘pillarisation’ – implied that, in the course 
of the first part of the twentieth century, the Frisian Movement was divided into reli-
gious and non-religious groups. Thus the old Society for Frisian Language and Liter-
ature, founded in 1844, lost its unique position.22

In 1908, the Protestants, who objected to frivolous Frisian plays and dancing after 
the staging of plays in public houses, founded the Christlik [later: Kristlik] Frysk 
Selskip (Christian Frisian Society). In 1915, the Jongfryske Mienskip (Young  Frisian 
Community), led by Douwe Kalma , got under way, initially inspiring young people 
in particular, many of them young socialists. And, in 1917, the Frisian Roman Catho-
lics organised themselves, creating the Roomsk Frysk Boun (Roman Catholic Frisian 
League).

The following bar graph and tables show that, even after the other organisations 
were founded, the neutral and liberal Society for Frisian Language and Literature 
remained the largest organisation in the 1910s and 1920s.

Table 3 Frisian Movement Organisations: Membership Numbers 1914-1930

22  The main works consulted for this section include Munske, Handbuch des Friesischen / Hand-
book of Frisian Studies, 2001; Oppewal, Gezelle Meerburg, Krol and Steenmeijer-Wielenga (Eds.), 
Zolang de Wind van de Wolken Waait: Geschiedenis van de Friese Literatuur (As Long as the Wind 
Blows from the Skies: History of Frisian Literature), 2006; Dykstra    and Oldenhof, Lyts Hânboek 
fan de Fryske Literatuer. Taheakke: De Resinte Fryske Literatuer (Small Handbook of Frisian Liter-
ature. Addendum: Recent Frisian Literature), 2010; and Veenstra , ‘De Forgetten Hear Schepers ’: 
Dr. Johannes Bernard Schepers (1865-1937) as Aktor yn it Fryske en Hollânske Literêre Fjild yn it 
Tiidrek 1880-1920 (‘The Forgotten Gentleman Mr Schepers’: Dr Johannes Bernard Schepers 
(1865-1937) Acting in the Frisian and Dutch Literary Fields in the Period 1880-1920), 2012.
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Membership numbers of the four Frisian movement organisations: Selskip 1844 (Selskip for 
Fryske Tael en Skriftekennisse / Society for Frisian Language and Literature), KFS (Kristlik 
Frysk Selskip / Christian Frisian Society), JFM (Jongfryske Mienskip / Young  Frisian Com-
munity), RFB (Roomsk Frysk Boun / Roman Catholic Frisian League). Some membership 
numbers could not be retrieved: those of the Selskip 1844 in 1925 and 1928, those of the KFS 
in 1920-1922 and 1924, those of the JFM in 1926-1927 and those of the RFB in 1920-1930 (in 
1931 the membership of the RFB amounted to: 134).

Membership of the Society for Frisian Language and Literature (Selskip 1844; Selskip 
for Fryske Tael en Skriftekennisse): 23

Table 4 Society for Frisian Language and Literature: Membership Numbers 1914-1930

1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922

1378 1296 1424 1510 1607 1713 1565 1482 1546

1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930

1529 1450 ? ±1100 1000 876 848

Membership of the Christian Frisian Society (KFS; Kristlik Frysk Selsskip): 24

Table 5 Christian Frisian Society: Membership Numbers 1914-1930

1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921

56025 790 815 60026 800 950

25 26

1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930

23  Tinkboek 1948, 93.
24  Popkema 2014, 77-8 and Kamerling 1916, 105. Popkema reports that the annual reports do not 

always make clear distinctions between paying members and non-paying sympathisers. 
25  Tromp 1915, 144. The annual statement of accounts indicates that, in 1914, 560 members paid 

their fees. 
26  ‘Rekken’ 1918, 96. The annual statement of accounts indicates that, in 1917, 600 members paid 

their fees. 
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700 400 61927 703 68028 66029 64030

27 28 29 30

Membership of the Young  Frisian Community (JFM, Jongfryske Mienskip):31 

Table 6 Young  Frisian Community: Membership Numbers 1915-1930

1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922

15 2332 50 300 750 57033 372 15434

32 33 34

1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930

12835 111 106 10336 104 10937

35 36 37

Membership of the Roman Catholic Frisian League (RFB, Roomsk Frysk Boun):38

Table 7 Roman Catholic Frisian League: Membership Numbers 1917-1931

1917 1918 1919 1920-1930 1931

133 360 337 unknown 13439

39

The publication of Frisian literature during the time of ‘pillarisation’ can hardly be 
called autonomous, because of the influence of those Frisian Movement organisa-

27  Van Beem 1927, 65.
28  Van Beem 1928, 66.
29  Bruggenkamp 1929, 90.
30  Bruggenkamp 1930, 92: ‘sa’n goede 640’ (rather more than 640).
31  Kalma  1927a, 281.
32  Zondergeld 1978, 86.
33  Herder 1922, [1].
34  Herder 1923, Byblêd.
35  Herder 1924, Byblêd.
36  ‘Oersjuch Mienskip’ 1928, 192.
37  Archives of the Jongfryske Mienskip, Tresoar.
38  ‘Nammelist’ 1917, presents the names of 133 members in 1917; ‘List’ 1919, gives the names of 

227 new members; ‘Forslach’ 1919, mentions 337 paying members.
39  ‘Ledelist’ 1931, constitutes a list with 134 names.
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tions. The various Frisian Movement groups constituted a force which acted upon the 
production and distribution of Frisian literature,40 and vice versa, as Frisian writers 
greatly influenced the Frisian Movement. An indication of this may be given by a 
comparison of the persons portrayed in Sjoerd van der Schaaf ’s Skiednis fan de Fryske 
Biweging (History of the Frisian Movement) with those portrayed in Klaes Dykstra   ’s 
Lyts Hânboek fan de Fryske Literatuer (Small Handbook of Frisian Literature), both dat-
ing from 1977. More than one third (10 out of 26) of the separately depicted persons 
described up to the Second World War in Dykstra’s book are also portrayed in Van 
der Schaaf ’s publication.41 Until World War Two most (if not all) early twentieth cen-
tury Frisian writers were members of a Frisian Movement organisation for a short or 
long period. 

To get a better understanding of the literary scene which Kalma  entered during the 
Great War, Tsjerk Veenstra ’s description of it in Bourdieuian terms can be consulted. 
In his study about Johannes Bernard Schepers ,42 Veenstra presented a general de-
scription of the Frisian literary field between 1880 and 1920.

That scene, dominated by Waling Dykstra    (1821-1914), a writer prolific in a great va-
riety of genres, can be characterised by the development from a period during which 
oral transmission of texts played a central role to a phase during which the reading 
of texts became more important.43 Even Pieter Jelles Troelstra , whose It Jonge Fryslân 
(The Young  Frisia, 1881)44 – an anthology of songs and poems by young Frisian po-
ets – was published by himself and Onno  Harmens Sytstra  at the beginning of the 
period defined by Veenstra , put much emphasis on the oral tradition of Frisian po-
etry. Well into the nineteenth century the only Frisian literary icon had been Gysbert   
Japicx (1603-1666), a Renaissance poet who had re-established Frisian as a cultural 
language after 1498, the year in which Frisia came under foreign control thereby los-
ing its freedom and the position of its language as a language of law and public life.45 
Frisian nineteenth century literature was much influenced by German romanticism 
on the one hand and the enlightened, moralistic-realistic thought style on the other. 
Harmen Sytstra’s romantic works seek to restore Frisia’s heroic past, and both Eel-
tsje Halbertsma ’s and Pieter Jelles Troelstra’s poems owe much to German romantic 

40  Cf. Jensma  2009. 
41  Van der Schaaf  1977 contains 34 illustrations of separately depicted persons described up to 

World War Two. Both books, Van der Schaaf  1977 and Dykstra   , Klaes 1977, contain illustrations 
of portraits of Gysbert   Japicx, Joast Halbertsma , Eeltsje Halbertsma, Harmen Sytstra , Waling 
Dykstra, Piter Jelles Troelstra , Jan Jelles Hof , Douwe Kalma , Eeltsje Boates Folkertsma  and 
Fedde Schurer . 

42  Veenstra  2012, 33-62.
43  Cf. De Vries, Abe 2015, 74 en Jensma  2017.
44  Troelstra  and Sytstra  1881.
45  Fridsma et al. 2012, 528.
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folk songs, whereas the works written by Waling Dykstra and Tsjibbe Gearts van der 
Meulen  (1824-1906) represent a humorous didactic realism. 

In the 1880-1914 period, discussed by Tsjerk Veenstra , the work of some poets such 
as Johan Bernard Schepers  (1865-1937), Simke Kloosterman  (1876-1938) and Rixt   
(pseudonym of Hendrika Akke van Dorssen , 1887-1979) had already shown signs of 
breaking away from Dykstra   ’s and Van der Meulen ’s dominating folk tales and folk 
poetry trend. The rather more personal character of those poems connects them to the 
expressive thought style of the Dutch (Eighteen) Eighties Movement.

If we examine the various constituent parts of the 1880-1914 field as described by 
Veenstra , the question is whether this literary field can already be called ‘Frisian’. 
The main literary concern of the institutions Veenstra mentions (such as publishing 
houses and schools) and of a fair section of the media (such as the daily newspapers 
in Frisia) was Dutch, not Frisian.

In the Netherlands, school education had been improved and centralised in the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century. As a result of this centralisation Frisian ‘as a me-
dium was in fact banished from the elementary school’.46 Teachers had been advised 
‘not to allow the children to speak Frisian nor to speak Frisian to them themselves’.47 
Nevertheless, thanks to the activities of Frisian ideologues the first steps towards bi-
lingual education were made in 1907. Frisian was then taught as a subject, after regu-
lar school hours, at 17 primary schools, to 247 children’.48 It would take another thirty 
years, however, before more significant change with respect to bilingual education in 
Frisia would take place when, in 1937, changes in the 1920 Dutch Primary Education 
Act allowed the teaching of ‘a regional language’ during Dutch lessons.49

During the Great War some of Douwe Kalma ’s contemporaries, had they known 
about Bourdieu ’s field theory, would certainly have located the position of Frisian 
literature within the larger literary field of the Netherlands. Even though the Frisian 
language was seen by linguistic scholars as distinctly differing from Dutch, Frisian 
culture was generally seen as being an integral part of Dutch culture.50 Indeed, the in-
tricacies of demarcating a literary field in the Bourdieuian sense are not easily solved. 
If, for example, we have a look at the diagram representing the Dutch literary field 
around 1900 published by Dorleijn  and Van Rees  in their article ‘Het Nederlandse 

46  Feitsma 1981, 166.
47  Ibid.
48  Cf. Gorter  1997, 118, Zondag 2011, 45 and Jensma  2017, 155.
49  Cf. Zondag 2011, 68-71 and 151-2.
50  Cf. e.g. Buitenrust Hettema 1904.
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Literaire Veld’ (The Dutch Literary Field),51 the explicit exclusion of Flemish litera-
ture is, as indicated by the authors themselves, problematic.52 But one can also query 
whether the Afrikaans and Frisian literary production should not have been included 
in the diagram representing the Dutch literary field at that time, because of the lit-
erary infrastructure and the prominence of the ‘Greater Netherlands-idea’ in many 
anthologies and (literary) history books in that era of colonialism.53 

During the Second Boer War (1899-1902) most of the Dutch people in the Nether-
lands and certainly the supporters of the Greater Netherlands-idea would consider 
literature in Afrikaans, a daughter-language of Dutch,54 part of Dutch culture. Many, 
if not most, of the inhabitants of the Netherlands would also have regarded Frisian 
literature as part of that culture. The diagram of the Dutch literary field around 1900 
presented by Dorleijn  and Van Rees  therefore seems to have been drawn from a late 
twentieth and/or early twenty-first century Dutch national and standard language 
perspective. Veenstra ’s perspective, based on the examples of Dorleijn and Van Rees , 
on the other hand, also tends to be too one-sidedly Frisian-national. Because of those 
Greater Netherlands sentiments, it would be more realistic to assume a more hybrid 
and fluid literary field around 1900 in which material and symbolic production took 
place not only in standard Dutch, but also in varieties of Dutch, or in languages that 
were seen as belonging to the Dutch language continuum. Analogous to T.S. Eliot ’s 
use of the term ‘satellite culture’55 to describe Welsh, Irish and Scottish culture, de-
pendent on the English language context, one could refer to the material and symbol-
ic production written in Frisian around 1900 as a ‘satellite literature’. 

Bourdieu  described the literary field as ‘a force-field acting on all those who enter it’ 
and as ‘a field of competitive struggles which tend to conserve or transform this force-
field’.56 Of course, many tactics and approaches are used in those on-going conflicts. 
With respect to works written in linguistic varieties differing from the hegemonic 
language, strategies of ignoring, condescension, negation and subversion57 may be 
applied to push those works into a peripheral position or, conversely, approaches to 
legitimise them may give them a more prestigious position.

51  Dorleijn  and Van Rees  2006, 33.
52  Ibid., 23, note 17; cf. also Bourdieu  1985, Dubois and Bourdieu 1998 and Denis  and Klinkenberg 

2005.
53  Cf. e.g. the anthologies by Buitenrust Hettema 1892, Rijpma 1908, and Prinsen 1913. 
54  Afrikaans gained more and more autonomy and official recognition in 1925. It can be seen as 

an ‘Ausbausprache,’ a language with an independent cultural status, even though it would be 
mutually intelligible with other languages from the same continuum. Cf. Kloss 1967 and Goebl 
1989.

55  Eliot  1948, 55-8.
56  Bourdieu  1996, 232.
57  Bourdieu  1991, 68-9.
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When Douwe Kalma  entered the Frisian literary scene with his programme De Jong-
fryske Biweging (The Young  Frisian Movement, 1915) and his inaugural address Frys-
lân en de Wrâld (Frisia and the World, 1916), a scene coinciding more rather than less 
with the arena of the Frisian movement, he claimed more space for Frisian in the 
literary field. He did not want to join those who dedicated themselves to the cultiva-
tion and development of the small Frisian plot within the literary field of the Great-
er Netherlands. Instead, he expressed his ambition to create an autonomous Frisian 
field, which he situated not within the literary field of the Netherlands, but between 
those of Great Britain and Scandinavia. In the next section this combative attitude will 
be more closely examined: where it originated from and how it evolved.
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1.3  Kalma ’s Background: the Genesis of his Habitus

Douwe Kalma  was born in the Frisian village of Boksum on Good Friday, 3 April 
1896, at 3 p.m.,58 a date and a time with a resonant significance for somebody who, 
later on during his life, spoke and wrote a lot about Frisia’s resurrection and the re-
birth of Frisian literature.59 Both his parents, Sytske Gerrits Schukking  (Reduzum, 21 
August 1866 – Huizum, 9 May  1942) and Petrus  Douwes Kalma (Boksum, 30 April 
1863 – Sneek, 2 September 1907), had agricultural backgrounds.60 The Kalmas, whose 
family name probably derived from ‘Kollum’, a small town in the eastern part of 
Frisia, mainly farmed lands near the villages of Raerd, Boksum and Eastermar.61 In 
addition to dairy-farming, they specialised in horse-breeding. Petrus Douwes Kalma 
loved horses: he owned race horses and frequented horse races.62 Douwe Kalma, who 
was to remain an only child, later honoured his father, not only in his poetry, but also 
by erecting a new tombstone for him on which a flying horse had been engraved.63 
 
In 1907, when Douwe was eleven years old, his father became very ill and was admit-
ted to hospital, suffering from intestinal disorders. As assistance on the farm was ur-
gently needed, the family advertised for a senior farmhand and a haymaker.64 In the 
autumn of 1907 Petrus  Kalma  drowned himself in the pond near the Sneek hospital, 
thus putting an end to his sufferings.65 All this must have had a huge impact on the 
young Douwe Kalma. He was subsequently raised by only his mother. 

58  The main works consulted for this section include: Krol, Jelle (et al.), Douwe Kalma  (1896-1953), 
1996; Krol, ‘Ynlieding’ (Introduction) to Kalma’s Samle Fersen (Collected Poems), 1996; Sijens, 
Douwe Kalma yn Piama en Oare Stikken oer de Fryske Literatuer (Douwe Kalma in Pyjamas and 
Other Articles on Frisian Literature), 2004; De Vries, ‘Wat Douwe Kalma Losmakke’ (What 
Douwe Kalma Stirred Up), 2015; the articles in ‘Hûndert Jier Jongfryske Mienskip’ (The Young  
Frisian Community’s Centenary), Jubilee Edition of Nij Frisia: Tydskrift foar Fryske Striid and 
Skriftekennisse, (New Frisia: Journal for Frisian Combat and Literature), Volume LXIV, 4, De-
cember 2015; and, Jensma , ‘Meartaligens en Autonomisearring fan de Fryske Literatuer om 
1900 hinne’ (Multilingualism and Autonomisation of Frisian Literature around 1900), 2017.

59  Cf. e.g. Kalma  1923b, Opstanning fen Fryslân (Frisia’s Resurrection) and Kalma 1996, 471-2: 
‘Werberte’ (Rebirth).

60  Cf. Kok-Draijer 1993, 864, Nanninga 1970 and, particularly about Kalma ’s maternal family: Van 
Wijngaarden 1974, 180 and 187-88. (Kok-Draijer has 13 September 1865 as Sijtske Schukking ’s 
date of birth. That should be 21 August 1866.)

61  Kok-Draijer 1993, 10-3.
62  Cf. e.g. Leeuwarder Courant, 13 August 1897.
63  The first part of Kalma ’s collection of poetry De Lytse Mienskip (1944) is dedicated to his father 

and his paternal family, Kalma 1996, 681-90. The illustration of the flying horse on the tomb-
stone may refer to the ancient folk myth of the Wild Hunt. In Kalma’s poem ‘Oan Heit’ (To 
Dad), Kalma 1996, 685-6, there is an explicit reference to the Wild Hunter (‘De Wylde Jager’). 
Cf. Krol (et al.) 1996, 37, illustration 184.

64  Nieuwsblad voor Friesland: Hepkema’s Courant, 22 May  1907.
65  Nanninga 1970, 319.
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Both Kalma ’s father and mother knew about near-drowning. In 1895 during an ice 
skating trip they fell through the ice and were miraculously rescued by a schoolmas-
ter and a farmer.66 By all accounts their marriage does not seem to have been a very 
happy one.67 There was ‘something’ in Petrus  Kalma his son later wrote in his poem 
‘Oan Heit’ (To Dad) which drove him out of his and his mother’s reach.68 Of course, 
Douwe Kalma’s poetic description of his father, written many years later, cannot be 
seen as factual biographical information, but it certainly gives an indication of the 
distance he must have felt between him and his mother on the one hand and his 
father on the other.

There was a divide and a certain restlessness in the small Kalma  household. They 
moved from farm to farm and although they owned, sold and rented farmland, they 
never stayed long in one place and never had a big farm comparable to the fam-
ily’s ancestral homestead built by Karsjen  Jetses Kalma (1801-1862) near Boksum. 
Later Kalma immortalised this farm in his poem ‘De Pleats’ (The Homestead).69 When 
Douwe was only one month old they moved from Boksum to Wirdum, where they 
remained until 1901. From then until 1904 they lived in a small farm in the centre of 
the village of Dearsum, after which they moved to a farm in Baarnsterbuorren, a ham-
let between Raerd and Dearsum.70 Following her husband’s death, Douwe’s mother 
continued the dairy-farm work in Baarnsterbuorren until 1915, when she retired to 
Leeuwarden.

The young Douwe Kalma  did not have many friends.71 Family migrations from one 
farm to another may partly account for this. Another reason may have been his moth-
er’s protective attitude towards her only child after the loss of her husband. Douwe 
did not join the other boys, when they went pole-jumping (‘fierljeppen’, a favourite 
sport among the Dearsum lads, meaning literally ‘jumping far’) across ditches and 
canals. Again, this may be accounted for by his parents’ fear of drowning. When they 
lived in Dearsum, the Kalma family stood slightly apart from the rest, according to 
Marie Meijer , the daughter of the Dearsum headmaster, with whom Douwe kept in 
touch after she left the village. 

66  Petrus  Kalma  reports this incident extensively in his letter to his mother-in-law: letter from 
Petrus Douwes Kalma (1863-1907) to Sytske van Wijngaarden (1840-1915), Boxum, 8 January 
1895 (Collection Douwe Kalma Stifting, Tresoar).

67  Nanninga 1970, 319 and Krol 1996b, 14-5.
68  Kalma  1996, 685: ‘yn dyn wyld, grutsk herte / Dreau eat aloan dy út ús grinzen wei’ (in your 

wild, proud heart / There was something which drove you beyond our reach).
69  Kalma  1996, 683.
70  Cf. Jelsma 1996 and Krol 1996a.
71  Krol 1996b, 13.
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Marie also observed that, in contrast to the others whose family language was Frisian, 
Kalma ’s parents used Dutch when they talked with their son,72 perhaps hoping that 
he would become more proficient in that language. As Kalma himself stated that his 
family spoke Frisian, when he looked back on his early years,73 perhaps the parents 
used Dutch only for a certain period of time. The young Douwe was depicted by his 
uncle, the Reverend W. H. Snethlage , as a very sensitive boy, when he wrote to Dou-
we’s mother after the death of her husband.74 Douwe was also known for his precoci-
ty. It was rumoured that, at the very early age of six, he already read the newspapers.75 

As Douwe did very well at school, it was decided that he could sit the test to be ad-
mitted to the Hogere Burger School (the former Dutch High School education for the 
12-17 year age group), but later on, just before the beginning of the new school year, 
he also sat the test for the Gymnasium (the grammar school for the 12-18 year age 
group with the emphasis on education in classical languages). Having passed both, 
he went to the Gymnasium in Sneek.

Probably because he was very much prone to colds, Douwe Kalma  lived in boarding 
houses for several periods of time during his grammar school years. The distance 
between Baarnsterbuorren and Sneek was slightly more than ten kilometres, a dis-
tance which under favourable weather conditions could be easily travelled by bike. 
In a ‘ “Persoanlike” Bydrage’ (“Personal” Contribution) to the periodical Sljucht en 
Rjucht (Plain and Straightforward) Kalma described in 1927 how his life took shape 
during this time: ‘My life was almost completely intellectual: I really did not have any 
friends, did not care for boys’ sports; only nature influenced me profoundly, and, fur-
thermore, I had my books. For me they did not represent collections of paper and let-
ters, but a wondrous living world […]’.76 He later praised his grammar school years in 
a poem, describing them as ‘a happy time’.77 He discovered the beauty of poetry, the 
importance of metre and rhythm and learnt long passages from particularly Greek 
poetry by heart. He tried to write sonnets and verses in the classical hexameter. At 
first he did not think much of Frisian poetry, but during his last two grammar school 
years his attitude towards Frisian changed radically.78

72  Ibid.
73  Kalma  1943, 9.
74  Letter from W.H. Snethlage  and G. Snethlage-Schukking  to S. Kalma -Schukking, Lisse, 4 Sep-

tember 1907 (Collection Douwe Kalma Stifting, Tresoar): ‘hij heeft zulk een gevoelig karakter’ 
(he has such a sensitive character).

75  K[rol] 1997, 8.
76  Kalma  1927b, 566-7: ‘Myn libben wier frijwol hielendal yntellektueel: frjeonen hie ik eigentlik 

net, jonges-sport seach ik net nei om, allinne de natûr wurke djip op my yn, en fierders hie ik 
myn boeken, for my gjin samlingen fan pompier en letters, mar in wûnder libbene wrâld […]’.

77  Kalma  1996, 393: ‘in lokkige tiid’.
78  Scholten 1965, 12.
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At the Sneek grammar school at least three teachers participated in Frisian cultural 
organisations: Dr J. L. Chaillet , Mr P. Sipma  and Dr G. A. Wumkes . Chaillet taught 
Latin and Greek and was a distinguished member of the Society for Frisian Language 
and Literature, P. Sipma taught Dutch and G. A. Wumkes – a minister in Sneek’s 
Dutch Reformed church – taught Hebrew, an optional subject at that school. Both 
Sipma and Wumkes were very active in various Frisian organisations, but because 
Kalma  did not choose Hebrew it is hardly likely that Wumkes and Kalma had much 
contact in those days.79

Pieter Sipma  in particular, whose Phonology & Grammar of Modern West Frisian had 
been published with the Oxford University Press (1913), must have been a singularly 
inspiring teacher. In an article commemorating Sipma, Jelle Brouwer  – four years 
younger than Douwe Kalma  – comments on Sipma’s didactic skills and his Frisian 
sympathies: 

We, boys from the country with Frisian sympathies which were not much ap-
preciated by some of the teachers, felt that Sipma  was a man who understood 
us and, if necessary, could be our advocate. When we complained to him about 
all the subject matter we had to study for a test, he would say casually that that 
could be changed; if we produced a good sonnet, we would not get an unsat-
isfactory mark. That sonnet, a Frisian sonnet, he would get, of course, and we 
would also do the test.80 

Undoubtedly Douwe Kalma  was inspired by Sipma . The Dutch essays which he 
wrote for his teacher scored very high marks.81 One of those, written 5 April 1914, is 
especially noteworthy as it discussed homage and paying tribute, clearly revealing 
an anti-Holland sentiment. In it he scolded the Frisians for their imitation of Dutch 
behaviour and their lack of initiative. He also fiercely criticised the members of the 
Anti-Revolutionaire Partij (Anti-Revolutionary Party) who, in 1906, took undue ad-
vantage of the unveiling of the statue of William Louis , Count of Nassau Dillenburg 

79  Wumkes  1949, 203 mentions a meeting with Douwe Kalma  after Kalma’s publication of De 
Jongfryske Biweging (October 1915). If Kalma had been one of his grammar school pupils, he 
would not have failed to mention that in his memoirs.

80  Brouwer  1952, 69: ‘Wy, jonges fan bûten mei Fryske sympathyen, dêr’t guon leararen net al to 
folle fan hawwe moasten, fielden yn Sipma  in man, dy’t ús bigriep en as ’t moast ús pleitbi-
soarger wie. As wy tsjin Sipma klagen oer de stoffe, dy’t wy foar syn repetysje troch moasten, 
koed er sa yn ’e romte sizze: dat kin ek wol oars; hwa fan jimme my in goed sonnet leveret, 
kriget gjin ûnfoldwaende op syn rapport. Dat sonnet, in Frysk sonnet, krige er fansels en – de 
repetysje makken wy like goed’. In Brouwer 1956, 163 this characterisation of Sipma is repeat-
ed.

81  Douwe Kalma  preserved two copybooks containing the essays he made for Dutch (Collection 
Douwe Kalma Stifting, Tresoar). The corrections and marks are added in Sipma ’s handwriting. 
The marks are generally 4 or higher, the maximum being 5.
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(1560-1620), in the city of Leeuwarden to propagate the Dutch monarchy.82 The essay 
concluded with the remark that it would be a terrifying idea to have a similar statue 
erected for the ‘grand old man’ of Frisian letters Waling Dykstra    (1821-1914): a less 
ornate monument would command more respect.

Only a few months before the death of Dykstra    (15 January 1914) Douwe Kalma , a 
grammar school pupil, had corresponded with this grand old man about his first con-
tributions to Sljucht en Rjucht (Plain and Straightforward). This Frisian weekly, edited 
by Dykstra, had been the basis for Douwe Kalma’s elementary knowledge of Frisian 
as a written language. He later recounted that, as a child, he had taught himself how 
to write Frisian with the help of the lessons provided by Madzy  [pseudonym of Jan-
tsje Terpstra ] in that periodical.83 

The first literary endeavours which Kalma  submitted to Dykstra    were refused. In 
August 1913, just before he started his last grammar school year, his contribution 
‘Needwaer’ (Heavy Weather) was rejected and his idea to translate Alfred Tennyson ’s 
poem ‘Enoch Arden’ was dismissed, as adaptations of that poem had already been 
published both in Frisian and in Dutch. Dykstra concluded his short ‘Briefwiksel’ 
(Correspondence) in Sljucht en Rjucht with Kalma with some doggerel to warn Kalma 
against hasty publications.84 

December 1913 saw Kalma ’s debut, a translation entitled ‘Knud Nielsen’. The subti-
tle reads ‘Nei it Deensk fen E. Longé  – biwirke troch Friso . – ’ (Following the Danish 
[written] by E. Longé – adapted by Friso. –).85 As the manuscript of this debut has 
been preserved, we know that Friso is the pen name adopted by the seventeen year 
old Douwe Kalma and that Kalma’s original translation was almost completely re-
written by the ninety-two year old Dykstra   .86 With the help of modern library cata-

82  William Louis  was strongly opposed by Karel Roorda (1530/1531-1601). William Louis want-
ed Frisia to be part of the Union, whereas Roorda favoured an independent Frisia. In 1932 
Frisian students, gathering in Leeuwarden for their yearly Congress, had draped the statue 
of William Louis with a black cloth on which the text ‘Ivich skande det Karel Roorda hjir net 
stiet’ (Eternal shame, that it is not Karel Roorda who is standing here) could be read. After the 
upheaval which the students caused, Douwe Kalma  published a play about Roorda’s allies, De 
Roardisten, Snits, 1934 (cf. Zondergeld 1978, 214). The incident can be regarded as an example 
of patriotioc agitation, typical of Hroch ’s phase B of national movement.

83  Kalma  1943, 9. The first lesson appeared in Sljucht en Rjucht on 3 March 1906, 56-7. The last one, 
lesson 17, was published in Sljucht en Rjucht on 23 May  1908, 200-2.

84  [Dykstra   , Waling] 1913, 336. Dykstra’s Frisian adaptation of ‘Enoch Arden,’ ‘Enne Harmens,’ 
was published in De Bijekoer, 1871, 3-32. There were three translations into Dutch: Henoch Arden 
by S. J. van den Bergh (’s-Gravenhage, 1869), Henoch Arden by J. L. Wertheim (Amsterdam, 
1882) and Henoch Arden by Soera Rana [pseudonym of Isaac Esser jr.] (Haarlem, 1897).

85  Cf. Scholten 1965
86  ‘Knud Nielsen. Nei it Deensk fen E.Longé , troch Friso  biwirke,’ Leeuwarden, Tresoar, Manu-

scripts Waling Dykstra    (folder 265@g).
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logues we now know that ‘Knud Nielsen’ was written by the Danish author Cornelia 
von Levetzow  (1836-1921) who used ‘J’ as her pseudonym, and that Elisabeth Longé 
translated her stories from Danish into German. ‘Knud Nielsen’ was included in Neue 
Erzählungen von J. aus dem Dänischen übersetzt von E. Longe (New Stories by J. Trans-
lated from the Danish Language by E. Longe. Bremen, 1877). Perhaps Kalma used 
this translation to make his adaptation, but it is quite feasible that somebody had 
produced and published a translation into Dutch which Kalma adapted into Frisian. 

The epic poem ‘Knud Nielsen’, written and translated in blank verse, is about an only 
child from humble descent who lost his mother when he was born and who later has 
the opportunity to study theology. Raised by his father, Knud, who has very high 
hopes for him, Niels grows up and tries to be respectful towards his father, but the 
distance between them increases and eventually Niels dissociates himself completely 
from him. Instead of studying theology he chooses to study law. He becomes a well-
to-do citizen, marries and has a son. When Niels’ son becomes very ill, he remembers 
his father and sends him money, which Knud returns. The story ends happily as Niels 
recognises that he has wronged his father, repents and goes back to him to make 
amends. 

The striking similarities in this story with Kalma ’s own life must have appealed to 
the young Douwe. The obvious lesson from ‘Knud Nielsen’, not to renounce one’s 
origins, may have induced Kalma to reflect on his own background, his attitudes and 
his future. From the fact that he submitted contributions to Sljucht en Rjucht we may 
deduce that, at the age of seventeen, Kalma was trying to master the Frisian language 
and that he showed an eagerness to publish the Frisian products of his pen. 

It is remarkable, that although he had literary aspirations, Douwe Kalma  did not 
become a member of Dicendo Discimus (By Speaking We Learn), the literary society 
of the Sneek grammar school which was founded during his last semester at school.87 
Perhaps he did not join, because the society concentrated its activities on Dutch liter-
ature, but another plausible explanation may have been that he wanted to focus at-
tention on his exams. The Sneek Gymnasium, being a very small grammar school, only 
had four candidates for the exams in 1914, two of them majoring in science (Gymna-
sium β) and two in the humanities (Gymnasium α). During the last semester Kalma, 
a Gymnasium α-candidate, scored the highest average test results for Greek, Latin, 

87  Wadman 1958, 90-1 states 7 February 1914 as the foundation date of this literary society. Cf. 
also the school’s archives kept by the municipality of Súdwest-Fryslân, ‘Nieuw Archief Sneek, 
Magister Alvinus’.
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Dutch, French, English and History. As could be expected the Gymnasium β-candi-
dates had better results for Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry, but a Gymnasium 
β-classmate also surpassed Kalma in German.88 

In the summer of 1914, just before the outbreak of the Great War, Kalma  passed his 
exams and had to think about what he was going to do next. More than a year elapsed 
before he enrolled as a student of theology.89 In his curriculum vitae published in 
Sljucht en Rjucht 1923, he described the work he did during the years 1914-1916 as 
‘tarissing for syn Frysk wirk’ (preparation for his Frisian work).90 

Of course there may have been quite mundane reasons to explain Kalma ’s sabbat-
ical. His mother may have needed his help on her farm or there may not, at that 
stage, have been enough money for him to go to university.91 Still, it is clear that 
Douwe Kalma did prepare himself for his Frisian work. During the summer of 1914, a 
marked change took place in his attitude towards Frisian. In his Koarte Ynlieding ta J. J. 
Hof ’s ‘Fjirtich Jier Taelstriid’ (Short Introduction to J. J. Hof’s ‘Forty Years of Linguistic 
Struggle’, 1943) he recalled how it came about:

Then, one summer day near the Sneek Lake, I read the work of Harmen Syt-
stra . / The great Frisian national poems from his Blomlêzing (Anthology) were 
written in the language of a poet [...]. But it was not a language other than life; 
from the outset I was convinced of its truth. It was as if a fog, that until then 
had covered all of Frisia, was being lifted. From that moment I knew: the lan-
guage is expression of our being Frisian; that essence of national being, rooted 
in the distant past, still connects us to anyone having Frisian blood; for our 
national being we have to fight with all the available means of our time, just 
as our ancestors fought with the resources of their time; that struggle is our 
first task, and nothing on earth should have power to unite us more firmly and 
deeply than that fight. Thus a lifetime conviction was born; and since then my 
life would have no value without it.92

88  The test results can be found in archives kept by the municipality of Súdwest-Fryslân ‘Nieuw 
Archief Sneek, Magister Alvinus’. The other Gymnasium α-candidate was Klaas Siebren van 
Andringa. He took up law after his grammar school studies and became head of the Woudsend 
Insurance Company. The two Gymnasium β-candidates were Pieter Flieringa and Jan Leonard 
Hartog. Both were sons of protestant ministers and both studied medicine and became general 
practitioners.

89  The Jaarboek der Rijksuniversiteit te Groningen 1915-1916, 1916, 50, gives 28 September 1915 as the 
date of his enrolment.

90  Kalma  1923a, 629.
91  Kalma ’s mother sold some of her farmland and moved, together with her son Douwe Kalma, 

from their farm in Baarnsterbuorren/Raerd to Leeuwarden on 12 May  1915. (Collection Dou-
we Kalma Stifting)

92  Kalma  1943, 14: ‘Do, op in simmerdei by de Snitsermar, lies ik it wirk fen Harmen Sytstra . It 

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   56Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   56 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



57

Of course, the recollection of this revelatory moment, written down during the Sec-
ond World War, should be regarded as a reconstruction which has to be interpreted in 
the context of the book in which it was published and the time during which it was 
written. Nevertheless, it is clear that Kalma  saw himself as a man with a vocation. The 
word ‘vocation’ or ‘call’ often recurs in his vocabulary.93 After this ‘epiphany’ Kalma 
set up a programme for himself and for Frisia and started a well-nigh endless stream 
of publications.

wier de tael fen in dichter, de greate Frysk-nasjonale fersen út de Blomlêzing […]. Mar it wier 
gjin tael bûten it libben om; ik wier fen ’e miet ôf oan oertsjûge fen hjar wierheit. It wier oft in 
dize omheech loek, dy’t oant dy tiid ta oer hiel Fryslân lein hie. Fen det pas wist ik: de tael is 
utering fen ús Frysk, ús eigen folkswêzen; det folkswêzen woartelet fier yn it forline, bynt ús ek 
hjoed-de-dei oan allegearre dy’t fen Frysk bloed binne; for det folkswêzen moat striden wirde 
mei alle middels fen dizze tiid, lyk as de foarfaers striden hawwe mei de middels fen hjarres; 
dy striid is de earste dy’t ús ropt, en neat op ierde mei macht ha ús djipper en fêster to binen 
as dy striid it docht. Sa waerd der in oertsjûging berne dy’t in hiel libben drage scoe; en myn 
libben hat sûnt gjin wearde hawn dêrsûnder’. The anthology Kalma refers to in this quotation 
is: Blomlêzing út ’e gedichten fen H. S. Sytstra / byinoar brocht fen O.H. Sytstra (Ljouwert, 2e Nije 
útjefte, 1911).

93  Cf. e.g. the following titles: D. Kalma , Ropping en Striid (Vocation and Struggle, Boalsert, 1920), 
D. Kalma, Roppen as Minske (Having a Vocation as a Human Being, a play performed 17 April 
1922, focusing on the theme of duty versus vocation: a farmer’s son senses that his vocation is 
to help improve the world socially, but he feels restricted by his duties as an heir to the parental 
farm; his response – comparable to Kalma’s own – is to listen to his vocation; Ms.: Collection 
Douwe Kalma Stifting), D. Kalma, ‘Us Ropping yn Fryslân’ (Our Vocation in Frisia) Leeuwarder 
Courant, 28 December 1931 and D. Kalma, Wy Roppe de Libbenen (We Call on Those who Live, 
(two volumes), Dokkum, 1938-1941).
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1.4  Kalma ’s ‘Combative’ Entrance into Frisian Literature

When Douwe Kalma  entered the literary arena, he almost immediately took a com-
bative stance. He showed himself as an eager, committed writer, who made an appeal 
on fellow Frisians to engage themselves in literary and political struggles. In a rela-
tively short time he presented his vision, his mission, his strategies and his – rather 
fewer – concrete ideas on how to realise his plans.

Kalma ’s first articles in the Frisian daily the Leeuwarder Courant and his contributions 
to De Telegraaf, one of the national newspapers in the Netherlands, caused a sensa-
tion. In J. P. Wiersma ’s more or less documentary novel Aldfaars Grûn: Byld fan in 
Tiidrek (1860-1940) (Ancestral Soil: Picture of a Period (1860-1940)) Wiersma com-
pared the articles to ‘paper bombs’ thrown on the editorial desks of the newspapers.94 
De Jongfryske Biweging (The Young  Frisian Movement, 1915), Kalma’s manifesto, and 
his inaugural address to the Young Frisian Community, Fryslân en de Wrâld (Frisia and 
the World, 1916), both published when he was only nineteen, were seen as even more 
epoch-making, because they advocated radical literary and political changes.

Kalma ’s most stirring contributions during the 1914-1918-period can briefly be de-
scribed as follows:

(1) His series of articles ‘Fen Fryslâns Fjilden’ (From Frisia’s Fields), begun in the 
Leeuwarder Courant in 1914 and continued in the Nieuwe Sneeker Courant in 1918, are 
mostly reviews in which he advocates ‘personal art’. In the articles, he strongly con-
demned most nineteenth century Frisian writers. According to Kalma  they had satis-
fied popular demand, but not expressed themselves personally.

(2) In his manifesto De Jongfryske Biweging, Kalma  exhorted young Frisians in par-
ticular to insist on the use of Frisian and to advance the publication of ‘personal liter-
ature’. He opposed ‘folkskinst’ (popular art), which he defined as art for the people 
with calculated effects and influences on them, and ‘persoanlike kinst’ (personal art), 
which according to Kalma came into being when the artist gave true and harmo-
nious expression to the feelings which forced themselves upon the artist without 
taking into account the influences or effects on others.95 Although Kalma recognised 
the need for other contributions than those resulting from ‘personal art’, he urged 
authors to refrain from writing boorish and crudely humorous Frisian texts or plays. 
Frisians needed more cultured prose, he argued. 

94  Wiersma  2001, 602, ‘pompieren bommen […] op ’e redaksjetafels fan de Amsterdamske 
‘Telegraaf’ en de Ljouwerter krante’.

95  Kalma  1915b, 18-9.
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(3) In the three articles published in De Telegraaf (16, 29 January and 14 February 
1916), titled ‘De Zaak van Friesland’ (Frisia’s Case), Kalma  addressed the Dutch pub-
lic at large. He reacted to articles published in the Dutch media which described the 
Young  Frisian Movement as an imitation of De Tachtigers, the Dutch literary 1880s 
movement.96 Kalma stressed that the ambitions of the Young Frisian Movement were 
not merely literary and that Dutch and German influences threatened the Frisian lan-
guage in such a way that the Young Frisians would have to seek the assistance of 
those who spoke a language most akin to Frisian: the English.97 Moreover, Frisians 
should no longer see themselves as a ‘stam’ (a clan or a tribe), but as a ‘natie’ (na-
tion), according to Kalma.98 He also responded to those who adhered to the concept 
of a Greater Netherlands (‘Groot-Nederlandsche Gedachte’). According to them the 
Frisian people had to be regarded as part and parcel of the Greater Netherlands’ peo-
ples. Kalma stipulated that, if their reasoning was sound, they should also include 
the East and the North Frisian peoples in Germany in their conception of the Greater 
Netherlands. However, they were too afraid to do so, according to Kalma, because 
that would impinge on Dutch neutrality. Furthermore he expressed his conviction 
that not only the language, but also the soul (‘de volkspsyche’) of the people in Hol-
land differed considerably from that of the Frisian people whose language and soul 
are closer to those of the English than to any other people.

(4) In Fryslân en de Wrâld, Kalma  articulated his vision and his ideas about what 
should become the Young  Frisian Community’s mission. In this speech, delivered on 
29 January 1916, he first distinguished four European civilisations: Slavic, Latin, Teu-
tonic and Anglo-Scandinavian. According to Kalma, the Dutch are influenced both 
by Latin and Teutonic civilisations, but the Frisians should be categorised among the 
Anglo-Scandinavians. In the remainder of his speech, Kalma recounted the dream of 
a young man. The dreamer, located on a dune on the island of Terschelling, feels that 
the spirit of the English poet Rupert Brooke  is beside him, and he has a vision of Fri-
sia situated in the centre of an arching bridge between Britain and Scandinavia. This 
symbolism spelled out the important task of the Frisians: to build a bridge between 
Britain and Scandinavia with the help of their arts and aspirations.99

96  Cannegieter 1914-1916, Tj[alma] 1915 and Tolman  1915.
97  Kalma  1916c, ‘De Zaak van Friesland I’: ‘door Hollandsche en Duitsche invloeden wordt de 

Friesche taal bedreigd; dus dienen de vijandige talen in de Friesche landen met man en macht 
bestreden te worden; dus is het wenschelijk, steun te zoeken bij het meest verwante volk en 
de machtige zustertaal, de Engelschen en het Engelsch’ (the Frisian language is threatened 
by Dutch and German influences; so the hostile languages should be resisted with might and 
main; so it is desirable to look for the support of the most kindred people and the mighty sister 
language, the English people and the English language).

98  Kalma  1916c, ‘De Zaak van Friesland I’.
99  Cf. Krol 1994, 86-8.
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1.5  Kalma ’s Initiative to Organise a New Movement

Around 1900, young people in the Western world seized the opportunity to organise 
themselves in all kinds of groups. In The Generation of 1914, Robert Wohl  discussed a 
generation looking for new ideals. Ger Harmsen , in his dissertation, Blauwe en Rode 
Jeugd (Blue [= teetotal] and Red [= socialist] Youth), presented a picture of predomi-
nantly Dutch young people in the last part of the nineteenth and the first half of the 
twentieth century. More than ever before young people, largely from middle class 
and rural backgrounds, had the time and means to meet, to organise activities, to 
correspond with each other and to publish. This offered opportunities to all kinds of 
youth movements, not only young people with religious or political ideals, but also 
those with cultural and linguistic ambitions.

Harmsen  offers a very useful definition of youth movement (‘jeugdbeweging’), de-
scribing it as a movement resulting from a ‘specific motivation’ that ultimately entails 
‘a desire for renewal both of man and society’ and that ‘can be characterised by its 
dissociation from and even opposition to an older generation by not accepting, and 
therefore lacking, adult leaders’.100 

In twentieth-century Frisia, young people supporting the ideas of the Frisian move-
ment were united for the first time in 1905 in a union called Boun Jong-Fryslân (League 
Young  Frisia). This League was structured according to the ideas and wishes of the 
board of the Society for Frisian Language and Literature and had statutes before it 
even began its work.101 Jan Jelles Hof  (1872-1958), also a member of this Society, be-
came its main leader. One of the reasons why the League Young Frisia failed to attract 
many young Frisians may well have been that it was led by a man who was already 
thirty-three years old when it began its work. If one accepts Harmsen ’s definition, it 
must be concluded that the League Young Frisia fell short of the criteria he used: it 
accepted an adult leader and did not oppose the older generation. Precisely because 
the principles of this League had been pre-arranged beforehand, there seemed to be 
little room for spontaneous ideas and individual initiatives; the League soon fell into 
decline. 

During his grammar school days the young Douwe Kalma  (1896-1953) could have 
opted for a membership of the League Young  Frisia, but instead he confidently chose 
to start a new movement all on his own.

100  Harmsen  1961, 3: ‘specifieke, aan bepaalde historische omstandigheden gebonden, jeugdbe-
wogenheid die in uiterste consequentie, uit onbehagen over de maatschappelijke toestanden 
en verhoudingen, een verlangen inhield naar een nieuwe mens en een nieuwe gemeenschap, 
wordt gekenmerkt door een zich afgrenzen van en soms zelfs door een verzet tegen de oudere 
generatie en derhalve ook het niet accepteren en dus ontbreken van volwassen leiders’.

101  Zondergeld 1978, 31.
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In a small room adjacent to the entrance of the Leeuwarden Oranje Hotel the Jong-
fryske Mienskip (literally: Young  Frisian Community) was founded on 20 Novem-
ber 1915.102 The name ‘Mienskip’ (Community) stems from Bokke Reinder Pollema .103 
Kalma  had initially opted for Boun fen Jong-Friezen (League of Young Frisians), but 
because that name could be easily confused with Jan Jelles Hof ’s Boun Jong-Fryslân 
(League Young Frisia) Pollema’s suggestion was preferred. The other persons present 
were Kalma’s former teacher Pieter Sipma , then 43 years of age, Sipma’s 19 year old 
daughter Klaske  (an arts student with whom Kalma, a theology student at that time, 
shared a house along with other students at the same Groningen address),104 the 25 
year old constructional engineer Meint Hylkes Bottema (later also known under his 
pen name Marten Baersma), the 21 year old veterinary student Rintsje Piter Sybesma  
and the 20 year old Elbertus Reinier Regenbogen , a sea cadet stationed on the island 
of Ameland, where Kalma had first met him.105 At the time of the first meeting, Kalma 
was 19 years old and the journalist Pollema 32.106 So the average age of the founders 
of the Young Frisian Community meeting was 25. Each of them demonstrated literary 
interests or aspirations.107

Kalma ’s ambitions contrasted with the goals of other Frisian Movement organisa-
tions. He did not want the Frisian literary works to be complementary to Dutch cul-
ture, or the culture of the ‘Greater Netherlands’. Frisian literature should be seen in 
its own right, and to achieve this Kalma needed to create what, later, in Bourdieuian 
terms, would be referred to as a separate ‘field’.108 As a real exponent of ‘littérature 
combative’, he sharply demarcated the borders of that field. Purposefully, he created 
a distance between Frisian and Dutch culture and he made overtures to the English, 
the Scandinavians and the Frisians in Germany. He wanted to fill that ‘field’ as soon 

102  S[ybesma] 1971, 3.
103  Archives of the Jongfryske Mienskip (Young  Frisian Community), Minutes of the meeting held 

20 November 1915. Cf. Sijens 2000, 215.
104  Noorderstationstraat 31a., Groningen. Retrieved from the Groningen municipal register, Gro-

ninger Archieven.
105  Letters E. R. Regenbogen  addressed to Douwe Kalma , 1915, Douwe Kalma Collection, Tresoar.
106  Names and dates according to the official registers: Meint Bottema (Oostermeer, Tietjerk-

steradeel, 25 March 1890 – Leeuwarden, 13 November 1918), Douwe Kalma  (Boxum, Me-
naldumadeel, 3 April 1896 – Leeuwarden, 18 October 1953), Bokke Reinder Pollema  (Makkum, 
Wonseradeel, 2 June 1883 – IJlst, 21 September 1948), Elbertus Reinier Regenbogen  (Sneek, 1 
December 1894 – Laren (Noord-Holland), 26 December 1976), Klaaske Sipma  (Groningen, 28 
February 1896 – Oranjewoud, Heerenveen, 12 May  1992), Pieter Sipma (Dronrijp, Menaldu-
madeel, 26 February 1872 – Leeuwarden, 3 October 1961), Rintje Pieter Sybesma  (Tjerkgaast, 
Doniawerstal, 22 January 1894 – Heerenveen, 5 February 1975). Retrieved from www.alle-
friezen.nl, www.allegroningers.nl en www.delpher.nl. (Consulted 9 October 2017.)

107  Even E. R. Regenbogen , now sunk into oblivion, produced some poetry. In the anthology It 
Sjongende Fryslân (Frisia Singing, 1917) Kalma  included two of his poems: ‘Foar de Dage’ (Be-
fore Day-Break) and ‘Stille Joun op Sé’ (Calm Evening at Sea), 154-5.

108  Cf. Bourdieu  1993, 40-3 on the struggle for the boundaries of the field of cultural production.
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as possible with high-quality literary products. Observing that some literary genres 
were scarcely or not at all represented in Frisian, he rushed to fill in the blanks. To 
enrich Frisian literature, he produced reviews and essays, long epic poems, plays and 
prose. Realising that another way to give capital to the Frisian literary field might 
consist in the translation of highly-appreciated texts, he gave renderings into Fri-
sian of both classic and contemporary English poetry. However, recognising that he 
would not be able to carry out the things that needed to be done all by himself, he 
looked for people to assist him; first of all writers. And so, he organised, more or less 
grandly, the ‘konstituante’,109 the constituent meeting, during which the Young  Fri-
sian Community was to be established.

From the minutes of the meeting, written by Douwe Kalma  himself – even though 
Kalma had been the person chairing the meeting and Rintsje Sybesma  had been ap-
pointed secretary – it becomes clear that the Young  Frisian Community has to be 
regarded as a league of Frisian writers. The first statutes of the newly founded or-
ganisation also point in that direction (Article 9): ‘The Community will comprise: A. 
18 Ordinary Members, to wit: I. twelve writers of Frisian literature, whose talents are 
such that one can be sufficiently confident to expect from them good literary works; 
II. six leaders committed to fighting for the Frisian language, who by their deeds 
demonstrated that the public battle for our language can be entrusted to them; B. 3 
Special Members, for which group North Frisians and English people can be select-
ed’.110 

Kalma , who, together with Rintsje Piter Sybesma  and Klaske  Sipma , had made a draft 
of the first statutes, initially envisaged a small membership of his Young  Frisian Com-
munity. The realisation that his ambitions had to be supported by a larger group led 
to the addition (which can be found in Kalma’s handwriting on the last blank page 
of the printed statutes kept in the Tresoar archives) that the Community can take on 
patrons or supporters ‘whose rights and duties are to be laid down by order of the 
Young Frisian Community’.111

Kalma ’s aspirations to create a separate field for Frisian literature are also clearly re-
flected by the Community’s first statutes. The influences of the Dutch language had 

109  Archives of the Young  Frisian Community, Minutes of the meeting, held 20 November 1915. 
Leeuwarder Courant, 17 November 1915.

110  Karbrief [1915], 6: ‘De Mienskip scil bistean út: A. 18 gewoane leden, to witten: I. toalve bioe-
feners fen ’e fryske skriftekennisse, op hwaens talint men foldwaende bitrouwe kin, om fen 
hjarren goed letterkindich wirk to forwachtsjen; II. seis lieders fen ’e fryske taelstriid, dy der 
yn hjar dieden bliken fen joegen, det hjarren de iepenbiere striid fen ús sprake tabitroud wirde 
kin; B. 3 bûtengewoane leden, hwerta ek Noardfriezen en Ingelsken bineamd wirde kinne’.

111  Copy of Karbrief fen De Jongfryske Mienskip, Ljouwert: Fa. I. S. Bouman & Soan, [1915], book 
mark 679 fr, kept at the Tresoar library, Leeuwarden.
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to be held at bay: Article 5 rules ‘With regard to the linguistic battle, it shall be taken 
into account, that the decline of the Frisian language was caused by the nefarious 
influences of the Dutch language, and one has to look for counterbalance to resist 
them’.112 Article 6 indicates how the influences are to be resisted, and where the Fri-
sian literary field should be positioned: ‘Taking the view that a counterbalance can 
be achieved by continuously getting into closer contact with the North Frisians, the 
members of the Young  Frisian Community will consider a possibly more vigorous 
tightening of the bonds with them. Appraising that the language as well as the char-
acter of the English is closely related to ours, and that this relatedness may lead to 
practical advantages, one should draw attention to those facts when and where it is 
right and proper’.113 

The most important article, dealing with literary and authorial autonomy, is rep-
resented by Article 3: ‘With regard to literature, the members of the Young  Frisian 
Community should always be guided by the principle that, also in Frisian, complete 
freedom of expression should be granted to authors, considering that literary decline 
will set in, when one takes into account the intellectual capacities of the masses’.114 
However, even though it was not the immediate concern of the literary authors, the 
masses were also to be provided with texts in their own languages. The fourth article 
takes up that issue: ‘To assist in bridging the gap between the people and their lan-
guage, the members should consider the urgency, also in our language, to introduce 
the publication of sophisticated texts, and thus to express in Frisian one’s opinion 
about anything relating to culture’.115 

In De Jongfryske Biweging (The Young  Frisian Movement) Kalma  had already made a 
plea for the introduction of Frisian in all domains of life.116 He had urged that Frisian 
should get its rightful place in administration, schools, churches and courts.

112  Karbrief [1915], 4: ‘Hwet de taelstriid oanbilanget, scil men der rekkenskip mei hâlde det it for-
fal fen Frysk binammen ûntstie troch de ôfbrekkende ynfloed fen it Nederlânsk, en det men to 
siikjen hat nei tsjinwicht, om soks op to kearen’.

113  Ibid.: ‘Fen bitinken, det sok in tsjinwicht ûntstiet troch aloan inger forbân mei de Noard-
Friezen, scille de leden fen ’e Mienskip oandacht wije oan in mûlke libbenskrêftiger oansluting 
mei hjarren. Fen miening, det de sprake fen ’e Ingelsken, allyk hjarren aerd, nei bisibbe is oan 
uzes, en dat fen dizze bisibbens praktyske foardielen it gefolch wêze koenen, scil men hjirop 
wize, hwer’t soks foech jowt’.

114  Ibid., 3: ‘Hwet de sk[r]iftenkennisse oanbilanget, scille de leden fen ’e Mienskip hjar jimmer 
liede litte troch it bigjinsel, det ek yn Frysk oan in skriuwer folsleine frijdom fen utering jown 
wirde moat, en troch it bitinken, det letterkindich bidjer it gefolch wirdt, as men yn it stik fen 
skriftenkennisse rekkenskip hâldt mei de geastelike draechkrêften fen ’e greate kliber’.

115  Ibid., 4: ‘Om derta mei to wirkjen, det it folts dochs sa ticht mûlk by syn sprake komt to stean, 
scille de leden teffens foar eagen hâlde, det it heech tiid wirdt ek yn ús tael ûntwikkeljende 
utering yn to fieren, en dos ek yn Frysk yens bitinken to sizzen oer alles, hwet mei kultuer yn 
forbân stiet’.

116  Kalma , 1915b, 62.
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1.6  The Young  Frisian Community: A Free Idealistic Youth Movement 

Organisation 

Even though the Great War raged in the countries surrounding the Netherlands, the 
period during which Kalma  started and developed his Young  Frisian Community 
can be seen as the heyday of youth movement organisations. Among the youth, new 
optimism and idealism was prevalent. That optimism and the creation of new move-
ments have since been depicted by a wide variety of people.117 

The war itself caused young people particularly to rethink old patterns and values. To 
a certain extent, the description of the cult of youth during World War One, given by 
Elizabeth Harvey , also applies to Kalma  and some of his fellow Young  Frisians, when 
she writes: ‘The plunge into war conjured up […] the prospect of new beginnings, 
the breaking of political moulds, the strengthening of patriotism, perhaps even – in 
newly unified nations – the forging of a popular national identity for the first time’.118 

Kalma ’s vision of a new Frisia with international ambitions appealed to the imagi-
nation of particularly the more educated young people from the Frisian rural areas.119 
When one of them, Anne  Jousma , a school teacher, later recalled the impact of Kal-
ma’s new organisation, he wrote: ‘It struck like lightning: new life opened up in an 
environment one had not dreamt of’. And, a bit further on: ‘One can twist and turn 
things, as one pleases: Frisia as an independent concept, Frisian as its language, Fri-
sians as a separate people, that was a reality for us’.120

Whereas Jan Jelles Hof ’s League of Young  Frisians had been part of a larger organ-
isation – the Society for Frisian Language and Literature – and, Jan Jelles Hof com-
paratively old, thirty-three, when he had started it, the Young Frisian Community 
was independent and Kalma  only nineteen. Independence and youth undoubtedly 
explain part of the initial success of Kalma’s new movement, and the fact that chiefly 
young people were attracted to it. However, the increasing tension between succes-
sive generations, as a result of the war, can also be regarded as a contributing factor. 

117  Cf. e.g. Brouwer , 1956, 162 and De Haan, 2008, 28 with respect to Frisia; Dendermonde, 1988, 
95-6 with regard to Groningen; more generally, with respect to the Netherlands, Harmsen  1961 
(reprint 1975), Harmsen 1969, Meilof 2000, Van Boven and Kemperink 2006, 83-4, and Van 
Lieburg 2012; and, internationally, the literature mentioned by Harvey  2006, 80-1.

118  Harvey , 2006, 71.
119  Kramer, 1992, 12-4. In his MA thesis Kramer offers an analysis of the profiles of 22 members of 

the Young  Frisian Movement who had been interviewed by members of the Ynteruniversitêre 
Stúdzjerie Frysk (Inter-University Council of Frisian Studies), providing data with regard to 
date and place of birth, place of residence, education, professional occupation and professional 
occupation of the father. 

120  Jousma , 1965a, [2]: ‘It sloech yn as wjerljocht: der gie nij libben iepen yn in formidden, dêr’t 
men net fan dreamd hie’. and ‘Men kin it draeije en keare sa’t men wol: Fryslân as selsstannich 
bigryp, it Frysk as de eigen tael, de Friezen as folk op himsels, dat wie foar ús in réaliteit’.
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In ‘The Cult of Youth’ Elizabeth Harvey  observes: ‘[...] accentuated by the watershed 
of World War One, the impression of a rapid succession of age cohorts, each identified 
as a “generation” in relation to a distinct historical moment, served to underline the 
sense of discontinuity and rupture in the modern world. Those who sought to base 
a political programme on the idea of generations tended to reject class struggle and 
parliamentary government in favour of “organic notions” of solidarity and vaguely 
conceived “renewal.”’ 

Initially, the Young  Frisian Community can indeed be characterised by a sense of sol-
idarity and aspirations to change the existing order. In Kalma ’s vocabulary renewal 
is often referred to as (Frisia’s) ‘werberte’ (rebirth) and ‘opstanning’ (resurrection); 
words with which he managed to kindle enthusiasm in the hearts of young people 
during the first years of his new movement.

Quite a number of women were also attracted to and became members of the Young  
Frisian Community, an exceptional phenomenon in the Frisian Movement at that 
time. From the very beginning, coinciding with the latter part of the first-wave femi-
nism period in the Netherlands, women made up around a third of the membership. 
At the time, free association between the sexes was by no means generally accepted in 
social life, but could be found in free youth movement clubs and societies. 

Since the cult of youth is associated with strength and virility, women in youth move-
ment organisations were often described as having strong and manly characteristics. 
According to Harvey : ‘Young  women’s inclusion within the positively charged dis-
course of youthfulness, their access to the social power bestowed upon the young, 
would entail them being constructed as more boyish or androgynous, more “com-
radely”.’121 While the Young Frisian lady members could definitely not all be labelled 
‘boyish’, most of them had been well-educated and were quite independent. 

A large number of the Young  Frisians, men and women alike, had been trained to 
become elementary school teachers. According to Ger Harmsen , the teacher training 
colleges provided the environment in which the first signs of the free youth move-
ment could be observed: ‘Put up in generally cheerless boarding houses, subjected 
to harsh school discipline, torn away from the parental environment and, because 
of their education, estranged from home, these young people found themselves in 
exceptional situations, ever since their fourteenth year of age’.122 Just like the student 

121  Harvey , 2006, 67.
122  Harmsen , 1969, 16-20. According to Harmsen 1897, the year in which Baknieuws: weekblad 

voor den Nederlandschen Kweekeling was first published, can be seen as the starting point of the 
free idealistic youth movement in the Netherlands. Harmsen, 1969, 17: ‘Gehuisvest in vaak 
ongezellige kosthuizen, levend onder een strenge schooldiscipline, losgerukt uit het ouderlijk 
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teachers, Kalma  had lived in a boarding house when he went to the Sneek grammar 
school. For a young Frisian-minded man or woman who had been employed as a 
teacher in a village which he or she scarcely knew, the Young Frisian Community 
represented a great attraction.123 

For his Young  Frisian Community, Kalma  used the organisation model of the free 
idealistic youth movement associations as a mobilisation strategy to attract young 
people.124 Kalma, and all those who assisted him in the early years of his new move-
ment, such as Jacobus Pieters Wiersma  (1894-1973) and Anna Maria Catharina Buma  
(1889-1963), rode the current trends. They knew how to stir the imagination of the 
young people from the Frisian countryside. They educated and entertained them, 
but they also knew how to involve them in the process to reach the Young Frisian 
Community’s goals: to give prestige to the Frisian language and its literature. Kalma 
supervised a huge number of courses, lessons and lectures that positioned the Frisian 
literary field in accordance with his ideas: e.g. courses about Norse mythology and 
English literature. 

J.P. Wiersma  became the leader and conductor of the Jongfrysk Sjongkoar (Young  Fri-
sian Choir, founded in 1917) and Anna Buma  directed the Jongfrysk Toaniel (Young 
Frisian Theatre founded in 1920). Since 1917, yearly ‘lângeannen’ (conventions) were 
held, but also more entertaining boat and bicycle trips were organised. Special poems 
and songs were written for the summer camps that took place on the Frisian islands.125 
While all those educating and entertaining activities tightened the bonds between the 
members of the Young Frisian Community, they also resulted in more productivity 
in the Frisian literary field. Prose, poetry, reviews and essays were published in Fri-
sia, the Young Frisian Community’s literary periodical (1917-1936), propaganda was 
made for Frisian literature and for the Young Frisian Community by the Mienskips 
Propaganda Club (Community Propaganda Club, founded in 1917), courses were or-
ganised by the Ynstitút foar Fryske Folksûntjowing (Institute for the Development of 
the Frisian People, founded in 1919126) and, last but not least, books were published, 
distributed and sold by De Fryske Bibleteek, (The Frisian Library Association, found-
ed in 1923).
 

milieu en door hun opleiding daar ook van vervreemd, verkeerden deze jongeren vanaf 14 jaar 
in een uitzondelijke situatie’.

123  Cf. e.g. Jousma , 1980, 142-3 and the Afke de Langen interview (Archives Ynteruniversitêre 
Stúdzjerie Frysk [Inter-University Council of Frisian Studies]).

124  Cf. Jensma , 2009.
125  Kalma  1922a.
126  Six years later, in 1925, the more important Algemiene Fryske Underrjucht Kommisje (General 

Frisian Education Committee was founded). Kalma  was one of the first leading members of the 
board of this influential committee. Cf. Zondergeld 1978, 144 and Hiemstra 2015, 31-4.
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Kalma  played a central role in initiating those activities and wrote much of the ed-
ucational material needed for the Frisian courses himself.127 Apparently inspired by 
the numerous history plays Kalma later wrote about the Frisian kings, Anne  Jousma  
wrote a poem fifty years after the heyday of the Young  Frisian Community, in which 
one of the lines reads: ‘Kalma was our king’.128 

Kalma ’s language struck the right chord with many of the young aspiring Frisian 
poets and, although his literary work was also met with criticism, it found a lot of 
positive response. In De besleine spegel (The Misted Mirror), the memoirs of the poet, 
journalist and politician Fedde Schurer  (1898-1968), first published in 1969, described 
the enchantment Kalma’s work had for him: ‘What struck me most, were his [Kal-
ma’s] literary qualities. [...] It was as if an old violin, that had been hanging on the 
wall as a surviving ornament, was taken up and played again, in such a way that it 
could not but be a Stradivarius’.129 

With respect to the Frisian language, one should not forget that in the 1910s and 
1920s the stage of its development as a language of culture differed considerably from 
its late twentieth, early twenty-first-century position.130 The elevated Frisian register 
which Kalma  cultivated and advocated was relatively new. To a certain degree, the 
language still had to be built and shaped to create this register. In that respect, poets 
who could not rely on the work of predecessors were more creative and experimental 
than one would expect.131 Kalma was certainly not the first one to write e.g. sonnets 
in Frisian, but more than those who preceded him in this genre in Frisian (e.g. J.B. 
Schepers , Rixt  , Rinke Tolman ), he arrested the attention because of his persistent use 
of an elevated vocabulary. Unlike Schepers, who deliberately used a less cultivated 
language in Frisian than in Dutch,132 Kalma seemed to refuse to water his poetic wine. 

As an orator Kalma  knew how to entice people. According to Schurer , his melodious 
Frisian diction resembled the language of a priest.133 Yet, according to Wouter Zwart  
and Pyt Ratsma , he was not straining after effect, but wanted to provide insight and 
enlightenment. His communication skills were such that he almost managed to turn 

127  Cf. e.g. Scholten and Wumkes  1941, 11 and 59.
128  Jousma  1985, 181: ‘Kalma  wie ús kening’.
129  Schurer  2010, 58: ‘Wat my it meast rekke, wiene [Kalma ] syn literêre kwaliteiten. [...] It wie oft 

ien in âld fioele, dy’t altyd as in oerlibbe fersiering oan it sket hongen hie, yn hannen naam en 
der sa op spile, dat it net oars wêze koe as in Stradivarius’.

130  Cf. Wadman’s remark: ‘Hwat 100 jier lyn net folle mear as in boeretael wie is net yn in flok en 
in sucht tsjinstber to meitsjen oan de forfine, subjektive, yntellektuële utering’ (A language, 
a century ago not much more than a peasant’s vernacular, cannot become the instrument of 
refined, subjective, intellectual expression overnight). Wadman 1950, 71.

131  Cf. ibid.
132  Veenstra  2012, 132-3.
133  Schurer  2010, 59: ‘as in soarte fan preestertaal’.
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us into healthier, sounder, better-intentioned and more accurately knowing beings’.134 
They regarded Kalma as an inspiring creator exhorting them to develop themselves’.135 

The poet Anne  Jousma  also extolled Kalma ’s qualities, but in one of his descriptions 
of him, he also strikes a critical note: ‘Being artistic, philosophical, intelligent, clas-
sically-educated, widely-read, eloquent, convinced of his vocation regarding Frisia 
and demonstrating that in every – not always easily appreciable – way; a personality, 
the fluidity of which was enthralling; sometimes evoking strong feelings of affection, 
sometimes the other way round, Kalma was not somebody who could forge lasting 
unity within an association’.136

From the ways in which Kalma  has been portrayed it is evident that he must have had 
charismatic qualities. As a leader, he managed to persuade others to commit them-
selves voluntarily and enthusiastically to the objectives of the Young  Frisian Com-
munity,137 yet one should not fail to overlook the roles and the attitudes of those who 
wrote those portrayals, since their testimonials not only tell something about Douwe 
Kalma, but also present a reflection on themselves.138 

134  Zwart  and Ratsma , 1971, 6: ‘wie [it] him [...] net to dwaen om troch opsieren fan syn rede mei 
passende mimyk de hearders mei to krijen. Mar [...] om troch ynhâld en foarm fan hwat er 
iepenbiere, ynsjuch to jaen en forromming by to bringen. Syn formogen om oer to dragen wie 
sá great, dat er ús suver omfoarme ta in souner en gever en better wollend en krekter wittend 
skepsel’.

135  Ibid., 7: ‘de skepper fan de bisieljende oantrún ta ûntjowing’.
136  Jousma , 1965a, [2]: ‘Artistyk, filosofysk, yntelligint, klassyk foarme, bjuster bilêzen, maklik 

sprekker, oertsjûge fan syn ropping foar Fryslân oer en dat blike littend op alle – net altyd like 
maklik to weardearjen – wizen; in persoanlikheit, hwerfan’t men it fluïdum om jin hinne fielde 
as in ban; soms sterke gefoelens fan tagedienens oproppend, soms krekt oarsom, wie Douwe 
Kalma  net immen dy’t in foriening bliuwend ta ienheit smeije koe’.

137  Cf. e.g. House and Howell, 1992, 82 on charisma: ‘According to charismatic leadership theo-
ry, such leaders transform the needs, values, preferences, desires and aspirations of followers 
from self-interest to collective interests. Further, they cause followers to become committed to 
the leader’s mission, to make significant personal sacrifices in the interest of the mission, and 
to perform above and beyond the call of duty’.

138  Cf. e.g. Meindl, Ehrlich and Dukerich, 1985. In their research they choose to approach charis-
ma, which they see as a social construct, from the point of view of the followers.
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1.7  Kalma ’s Vision and Mission

In Fryslân en de Wrâld Kalma  cleverly put his vision into the head of a so-called ‘dream-
er’. That dreamer envisioned a more autonomous Frisia, definitely with regard to Fri-
sia’s literature. The dreamer saw it as his mission to make Frisia and, more particularly, 
its literary field, more autonomous. By using the image of the dreamer and leaving 
open to whom he referred, Kalma made an appeal to his fellow Young  Frisians to share 
his vision and persuaded them to collaborate with him to make it come true. 

The Young  Frisians’ realisation of that dream implied that they would have to con-
cern themselves with the completion of what Miroslav Hroch  later referred to as the 
‘linguistic program of a nation’: (1) language as a subject of scientific research and of 
aesthetic value; (2) language as an expression of national character, involving three 
steps (2a) language as a literary medium, (2b) standardisation and codification of the 
language, and (2c) cultural intellectualisation, implying the use of the language in 
science, media and translations; (3) use of the language as a medium of instruction 
in all types of schools; (4) the use of the language in administration and the judicial 
systems.139 

Some of the aims formulated by Hroch  as part of the linguistic programme had al-
ready been achieved. Various people, including some from abroad, had demonstrat-
ed scholarly interest in the Frisian language and aesthetic appreciation for its oral and 
written forms, especially during the nineteenth century. With regard to the written 
form the Old Frisian texts and Gysbert   Japicx’ poetry served as icons of an existent 
Frisian literary tradition. Since 1879 a broadly accepted standard spelling of the lan-
guage had been introduced De Fryske Boekstavering (Frisian Orthography), and on a 
lexical level, Frisian could boast a three-volume Friesch Woordenboek (Frisian Diction-
ary, 1900-1911).140 However, for the language to become equal to the language of the 
‘ruling’ nation, the use of Frisian by people from all layers of society would be neces-
sary. Kalma ’s earliest contributions show that he realised this, but he did not yet place 
much emphasis on language equality in the educational, religious, administrative 
and judicial domains,141 the third and fourth parts of Hroch’s linguistic programme. 
Instead, Kalma and his fellow Young  Frisians still focused very much on the second 
part of Hroch’s linguistic programme. The goals they targeted can be divided into 
general ones concerning the language and more specifically literary aims.

139  Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch  1992) and Introduction, Phases and Processes in Cultural History.
140  Cf. Tinkboek 1948, 223-8. Short introductions to the history of Frisian orthography and lexico-

graphy can be found in Feitsma 2001 and Dykstra   , Anne . 2001 respectively. For the compilation 
of dictionaries (Salvage) and the orthography debates (Fresh cultural productivity) as compo-
nents of the cultivation of culture process cf. Annexe 2 (Leerssen  2005, 28-9).

141  Kalma  1915b, 59-60 demonstrates that Kalma was well aware that explicit attention had to be 
given to those domains.
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Regarding the more general aims Kalma  stressed:

•  the freedom of expression and the unhindered development of the Frisian spirit 
According to Kalma , the Frisian people would never be able to develop their cultural 
potential fully if they continued to use languages other than their own. Not only 
did he emphasise freedom of expression, but he indicated that writers should detach 
themselves from nineteenth century literary traditions and the aims of the existing 
Frisian movement groups, thus advocating a more autonomous literature. Yet, he did 
appeal to them to join his own Young  Frisian Community. And although Kalma prop-
agated freedom of expression, he urged people, for the sake of the unity and the de-
velopment of the language, to use pure standard Frisian without dialectal variation.142

•  the need for more sophisticated Frisian texts, such as essays, newspaper articles 
and sermons

Kalma  maintained that because of their artfulness, literary texts are not always suited 
to developing a language into a more cultured language.143 Therefore he insisted on 
the creation of other Frisian texts, thus emphasising what Hroch  referred to as ‘cultur-
al intellectualisation’.144 Initially, in 1916, he aimed to achieve a Frisian Frisia in which 
Frisian would become the first medium of communication in every sphere of life and 
where Dutch and English were taught as subsidiary subjects.145

•  the need of the Frisians to partake in the exchange of values represented by cul-
tures other than their own

He referred the Frisian people in particular to the English and the Nordic cultures, 
but also to the cultures of ‘other small dependent nations’.146

Regarding the specifically literary aims Kalma  stressed:

• the need for a fund to which writers of proven merit can apply for grants147

142  Kalma  1985, 37-8.
143  Kalma , 1985, 43: ‘Hwa’t hjar folk omhegen winskje to lieden, binne der op oanwiisd, det to 

dwaen lâns de wei fen ’e ûntwikkeljende utering (fryske preken, fryske forhannelings en in 
fryske krante), hwent de kinst is dêrfor lang net praktysk genôch […] (They who want to lead 
a people forward, should do so by expressing themselves in a cultured way (Frisian sermons, 
Frisian essays and a Frisian newspaper). 

144  Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch  1992, 68).
145  Kalma 1916b, 13.
146  Fryslân for de Friezen! 1916, 7-8: ‘it cultuer-libben […] by oare lytse foltsen, dy’t net op hjar sels 

steane’.
147  Ibid., 9.
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• the need for a diversity of literary genres
Kalma  explicitly asked for open and relevant criticism,148 but he also drew attention 
to the lack of epic poetry and novels.149 Kalma’s ‘Fen Fryslâns Fjilden’ can be seen 
as the first series of serious literary criticism in the Frisian language. With regard to 
epic poems and novelistic prose Kalma also tried to fill the gaps. However, he soon 
recognised that he lacked talent for both those genres.150 

• the need for expressive literature
In his literary criticism Kalma  denounces the mimetic and rhetorical-moralistic litera-
ture of the nineteenth century and takes a more expressive-autonomist stance. How-
ever, in his critical contributions one can discern his misgivings about the national 
element in literature. On the one hand he wants to embrace a cosmopolitan thought 
style,151 but on the other he concedes to appreciate ‘true Frisian feeling’ in art.152 

•  the need for translations
From the outset, Kalma  translated works into Frisian, mostly from English. During 
the Great War he translated Shelley ’s ‘Adonais’ and, together with Rinke Tolman , 
Shelley’s ‘Alastor’.153 Kalma saw the importance of translation as a means of what 
Casanova , much later, would call ‘the accumulation of literary capital’ for a lan-
guage.154 To accumulate more literary capital for a language it is not only important 
that literary works are translated into that language (which in French is sometimes 
referred to as ‘intraduction’), but also to have literary works translated into other 
languages (‘extraduction’). The more prestige there is attached to the translator, the 
language into which the work is translated and the publishing house that publishes 

148  Ibid.
149  Kalma  1985, 39.
150  Kalma  1985, 40: Kalma here declares that both the epic poem ‘Nachten en Dagen’ (published 

in instalments in Forjit my net, 1915) and the story ‘Wûndere Wytske’ (published in instalments 
in Sljucht en Rjucht, 1916) were unworthy products. About Kalma’s prose and his inability to 
create convincing characters cf. Dam 1977, 67 and Sijens 2004, 78-90. 

151  Cf. e.g. Kalma  1985, 42: ‘der [kinne] net folle wêze, dy’t mear earbied en ljeafde hawwe for 
hwet wezentlik frysk is as ikke, ik scoe sa minlike graech wolle, det men nou ris bigoun yn to 
sjen, ef ljeaver dêrfor útkaem, det de kinst, lyk as de wittenskip en it kosmopolitisme, mear 
eindom is fen it hiele minskdom, as fen ien inkeld, hoe heechsteand en earweardich folk.’ 
(there cannot be many who have more respect and love for what is essential Frisian than I, but 
I would very much like people to recognise, or rather express, that the freehold of art, like that 
of science and cosmopolitanism, is not the possession of one, no matter how noble and respect-
able people, but rather of all mankind). 

152  Cf. e.g. Fryslân for de Friezen! 1916, 7-8: ‘it heart priizge to wirden as immen yn syn wirk wiere 
Fryske fieling wit to jaen’ (it deserves praise if someone manages to express true Frisian feeling 
in his work).

153  Shelley  1916 and Shelley 1918.
154  Casanova  2010, 291. Cf. also Kalma  1927c. In this article Kalma pleads for approximately twen-

ty good Frisian translators: ‘Fryslân hearde in tweintich goede, earnstige oersetters to hawwen’ 
(Frisia should have some twenty good, serious translators).
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the translation, the more celebrated a work will become. Kalma must have realised 
this at a very early stage in his life, establishing contacts not only with non-Frisian 
literati from within the borders of the Netherlands, but also from abroad, sometimes 
managing to get attention for his writings or his Young  Frisian Movement.155

155  During the Great War Kalma  corresponds with e.g. I. I. Brants (Algemeen Handelsblad / Cornhill 
Express), Marcel le Hodey (Belgique Magnissime), Antoon Jacob (Vlaamsche Stem), Carl Kjers-
meier (the Danish Spectator and Liv og Legende) and A.J. van Vessem (Dietsche Stemmen). Leeu-
warden, Tresoar, Collection Douwe Kalma Stifting.
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1.8  Kalma ’s Strategies

Even though the famous historian Johan Huizinga  (1872-1945) managed, in my opin-
ion, to give one of the most apt characterisations of Douwe Kalma , the ‘irrational’ 
aspect he attributed to Kalma when he described Kalma’s ‘impérialisme irrationel’ 
may well have been more rational than Huizinga thought.156 Kalma’s schemes and 
actions frequently seem ill-advised or ill-considered, yet they demonstrated certain 
strategies which were not without design. Depending on the perspective, they can be 
seen as strategies used to create both distance and unity. Kalma wanted to increase 
the distance between ‘Holland’ and Frisia, but he also aimed at decreasing the dis-
tance between Britain, Scandinavia, German North Frisia and East Frisia on the one 
hand and Dutch West Frisia in the province North Holland on the other. His main 
concern was to obtain a strong position for Frisian literature. In Bourdieuian terms 
that meant he used strategies to demarcate the Frisian literary field within the global 
literary field and to mobilise those who could assist him to strengthen that field. 

156  Huizinga  1922, 209-210: ‘Ik vrees, dat Ernest Seillière, indien hij Friesch verstond, Kalma  be-
schouwen zou als het meest volkomen type, wat de hedendaagsche litteratuur kan opleveren, 
van wat hij ‘le mysticisme esthétique’ noemt. In Kalma’s geschriften ligt de geestesgesteldheid, 
die de Fransche philosoof bedoelt, bijzonder duidelijk aan de oppervlakte: een machtswil, 
die ongetemperd door een bewustzijn van het redelijk als bereikbaar en doelmatig erkende, 
zonder eenige rem der traditioneele ervaring, in een vast besef van uitverkorenheid, den aes-
thetischen impuls als uitgangspunt en norm van wereld- en levensbeschouwing neemt. Ken-
merkender uiting van een ‘impérialisme irrationnel’ is nauwelijks mogelijk; waarbij men niet 
eens aan Kalma’s politisch Friesch imperialisme van eenige jaren geleden behoeft te denken, 
dat hij spoedig weer verloochend heeft. / Het schijnt wel, of de vertegenwoordigers van al die 
door den loop der geschiedenis provinciaal geworden eigen culturen steeds door elken vorm 
van mysticisme onweerstaanbaar worden aangetrokken. Hun buitengewoon innig en warm 
nationaal gevoel, geïsoleerd binnen den wijderen kring van het geheel, waartoe zij behooren, 
afgesloten van bevrediging door staatkundige of maatschappelijke daden, zoekt die bevredig-
ing òf in den droom van het verleden òf in de schemerige verbeeldingen van een vage en 
buitenaardsche toekomst’. (I fear that Ernest Seillière, if he had been able to understand Frisian, 
would have regarded Kalma […] as the most perfect example of what he calls ‘le   mysticisme 
esthétique’. Kalma’s writings clearly show the mindset to which the French philosopher refers: 
a will to power, not restrained by a consciousness of what could be reasonably achieved and 
what would be recognisably practical, and unhindered by any traditional experience, in the 
firm belief of being chosen, taking the aesthetic intuition as a starting point and standard of 
one’s world view and one’s outlook on life. A more outspoken manifestation of ‘impérialisme 
irrationnel’ can hardly be imagined, even without taking into account Kalma’s political Frisian 
imperialism to which he adhered only a few years ago, but which he was soon to repudiate 
afterwards. // It seems that the representatives of these cultures, which in the course of history 
became provincial, are always irresistibly attracted to every form of mysticism. Their extraor-
dinarily intimate and warm national feeling, isolated within the wider circle of the whole to 
which they belong, is excluded from the satisfaction which can be gained from pol itical or 
social acts, and therefore seeks gratification either in a dream of the past or in the dim images 
of a vague and extra-terrestrial future.) 
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In order to delineate the Frisian literary field Kalma  employed distancing strategies, 
accentuating how, according to him, Frisians differed from non-Frisians with regard 
to their history, their ethnic background, their character and their language: 

• a different history
Kalma  stressed Frisia’s rich history, indicating that it diverged considerably from the 
history of the rest of the country, notably during the Middle Ages. In his contributions 
he urges the Frisians to respect their history and heritage. When, for example, the 
Skierstins, a medieval building in Feanwâlden, threatened to be demolished, Kalma 
wrote a letter to the editor of the Leeuwarder Courant, making an appeal to the Frisians 
to save it from disaster. Frisians should preserve their pride and Kalma emphasised 
that it would not do to leave it to people from Holland to save it.157 

• a different character, spirit and soul
Particularly in Fryslân en de Wrâld Kalma  underlined how Frisians differed from oth-
ers. He divided the civilisations of the European peoples into four categories. They 
could either be Slavic, Latin, Teutonic or Anglo-Scandinavian in character. The Dutch 
were influenced by the Latin and Teutonic civilisations, according to him, but the Fri-
sians were Anglo-Scandinavian in character.158 According to Kalma the spirit of Hol-
land was dead, whereas the soul of the Frisian people was pure and bright, unpreten-
tious yet powerful.159 Although Kalma claimed that he had no knowledge of a similar 
categorisation of European peoples,160 Ismee Tames  clearly shows in her PhD thesis 
that during the Great War the differences in character between the various peoples 
were more frequently and starkly contrasted, not only in the countries at war, but also 
in the Netherlands.161 It seems therefore unlikely that Kalma would not have been 

157  Leeuwarder Courant, 10 January 1916: ‘lit men alteast safolle fen ’e fryske greatsken biwarje, 
det men ynsjocht, det it wis-wier net oangiet hjirfor [it keapjen fan de Skierstins] Hollanners 
soargje to litten’ (let people keep at least so much of the Frisian pride, that they realise, that it 
certainly does not do to have the people from Holland take care of this [the purchase of the 
Skierstins]). Letters from P. Peereboom to Kalma  (11 and 17 January 1916) show that Kalma 
even put in an offer himself to buy the Skierstins, but it was sold for f 2811,-- to a Frisian 
foundation which already owned another historic building the Dr. Henricus Popta Gasthuis 
(Leeuwarder Courant, 13 January 1916). 

158  Cf. Krol 1984, 87-8.
159  Kalma  1916a, 13: ‘de geast fen Hollân is dea’ (the spirit of Holland is dead; Kalma’s italics), whereas 

the Frisian soul is described as ‘de suvere en kleare, dy’t ynbannich is en krêftich’ (the pure and 
bright one, unpretentious and powerful).

160  Kalma  1916a, 13: ‘Alhowol’t ik der gjin witnis fen haw, dat de yndieling […] earder makke 
waerd en earder fordigene’ (Although I do not have any knowledge of the fact whether this 
categorisation […] was ever made or defended before).

161  Tames  2006, 189-93.
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abreast of Just Havelaar ’s essays collected in Strijdende Onzijdigheid (Combative Neu-
trality, 1915) in which similar characterisations were made, the more so because he 
kept a copy of this book in his library.162 However, whereas Havelaar praised Holland 
incommensurably,163 Kalma equally loathed it. In his contributions written during the 
Great War, Kalma kept struggling to define the essential distinction between Frisians 
and people from Holland. In one of the concluding essays written in the series ‘Fen 
Fryslâns Fjilden’ he reformulated his definition of what he saw as an adequate de-
scription of the essence of Frisian being. Instead of defining it as ‘the unpretentious 
power in search of light’ he changed it to ‘the pure power in search of eternity’.164 

• a different language
In De Telegraaf Kalma  accentuated the historical likeness of Frisian with English and 
the threats Dutch and German presented to the purity of the Frisian language. In his 
view Dutch and German were hostile languages that should be vigorously opposed.165 

After having thus demarcated the Frisian literary field, Kalma  needed allies and 
bonding strategies to strengthen and shape it. His former school teacher Pieter Sip-
ma  and the Rev. Dr G.A. Wumkes , not only a minister of the Reformed Church and 
also a teacher of Hebrew at Kalma’s former grammar school, can be regarded as his 
strongest allies during the Great War years. Both helped and supported him, even if 
they disagreed sometimes. Because they held respectable positions in Frisian Move-
ment organisations, their regard and support were important factors to boosting the 
success of Kalma’s endeavours.

With respect to the movements within Frisia, Kalma  contrasted his Young  Frisian 
Movement with the activities of the Society for Frisian Language and Literature, de-
picting members of the latter as old pipe-smoking men, thus encouraging young peo-
ple to dissociate themselves from that Old Society (Ald Selskip). 

162  In Kalma ’s library (Collection Douwe Kalma Stifting) the book is marked ‘I 210’ in Kalma’s 
handwriting.

163  Havelaar  1915, 67: ‘Is Holland niet een heerlijk land? Wij weten ’t nauwelijks zelf hoe we houd-
en van dit land der groene vlakten en der grijze duinen en stranden aan de grijze zee onder de 
zilverige lucht’ (Is not Holland a lovely country? We hardly know ourselves how we love this 
country with its green plains and its grey dunes and beaches bordering the grey sea under the 
silvery sky).

164  Kalma  1985, 54.
165  Kalma  1916c, 16 January 1916: ‘door Hollandsche en Duitsche invloeden wordt de Friesche taal 

bedreigd; dus dienen de vijandige talen in de Friesche landen met man en macht bestreden te 
worden’ (the Frisian language is threatened by Dutch and German influences; so in the Frisian 
countries the hostile languages have to be most forcibly opposed).
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Finally, with regard to Kalma ’s strategies, it should be noted that he more or less ig-
nored those inhabitants of Frisia whose vernaculars differed significantly from either 
Dutch or Frisian, e.g. the relative large amount of ‘Town-Frisians’-speakers and the 
speakers of Stellingwarfs, a variety of Lower-Saxon, used in the south-eastern part of 
Frisia. In that respect he did not observe the so-called golden rule that one should not 
treat others in ways that one would not like to be treated, thus employing a unifying 
strategy with regard to Frisia and the Frisian language.
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1.9  Kalma ’s Posturing as a Leader

In Everything to Nothing (2015) Geert Buelens  sketched the role played by poets in pre-
Great War ethnic groups and linguistic communities striving for autonomy:

Their role was to find words for what lay in the hidden depths of their nation’s 
soul, and thus to help shape that soul. Even when nationalist movements 
made the transition from the cultural to the political (and sometimes even the 
military) sphere, poets played leading roles. Besides mastering the rhyming 
dictionary, aspiring poets of the nation had to mount the speaker’s platform 
and the barricade.166

Kalma  clearly aspired to become a new leading Frisian poet, if not the new leading 
poet, and he understood its political implications in the way described by Buelens .167 
In his early writings he seems to be thrilled by that dual role. When he wrote an essay 
about the Frisian poet Harmen Sytstra  (1817-1862), he expressed his longing for a 
Frisian D’Annunzio  who ‘would lash out at our inferior cowardice’ and who would 
exhort the Frisians, united with and supported by their brothers overseas (the Scan-
dinavians and the English respectively), to win back their freedom.168 

The reports about the fiery speeches of the Italian poet Gabriele D’Annunzio  (1863-
1938) concerning Italy’s claims to territories outside Italy in which Italians formed 
a majority of the population (‘Italia irredenta’) must have impressed Kalma  greatly. 
Kalma’s indignation has already been noted regarding those who pretended to be 
supporters of the Greater Netherlands-idea, yet refused to give up Dutch neutrality 
to help the indigenous North and East Frisians in Germany.169 However, it should also 
be observed that Kalma situated the dreamer in Fryslân en de Wrâld on the island of 
Terschelling, an island where Frisian dialects could (and still can) be found, but which 
at that time was not part of Frisia.170 

During the latter part of the Great War, Kalma  and his Young  Frisian Community 
gradually became less vociferous regarding their demand for more autonomy for 
Frisia. In his speech Fen ’e Lytsen Ien (One of the Small Ones; 1918), Kalma presented 
Iceland as an example to his fellow Young Frisians.171 According to him, the way in 

166  Buelens  2015, 17.
167  Cf. also Van Boven and Kemperink 2006, 141 about the poet’s role as a leader.
168  Kalma  1915a, 187: ‘dy’t ús minderwirdige leffens giselet […] en oanmoannet yn foriening mei 

de rizige biwenners oer de Sé yn it Noard, stipe fen ús wrâld-bihearskjende broerren efter hjar 
wite, ivich-rûzjende rotsen werom te winnen de frijdom’.

169  Kalma  1916c, 29 January 1916.
170  During the Second World War the Germans incorporated the municipality of Terschelling into 

the province of Frisia. In 1951 Terschelling officially became part of Frisia.
171  Kalma  1918a, 10-1.
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which that small country, numbering less than 100,000 inhabitants, was to become 
a sovereign state under the Danish Crown would be worthy of imitation. ‘But only 
figuratively speaking’, he added, asking for Frisia only complete intellectual autono-
my.172 And, as soon as the war was over, the Young Frisian Community accepted the 
proposal to send a telegram to President Woodrow  Wilson, praising him for his ideas 
to create a League of Nations but not asking him for home rule. Shrinking away from 
any political consequences, they adopted only a motion in which they demanded free 
space for the Frisians in the Kingdom of the Netherlands for ‘intellectual autonomy’ 
and ‘excellent intellectual development’.173 

In his contributions written during the Great War, Kalma  frequently referred to the 
role of poets as leaders and language militants. Kalma, however, exempted women 
from these roles. In one of his essays about Simke Kloosterman  he stated that, because 
of her womanhood, she would not have the duty to ‘promote our language’ and ‘to 
protect the purity of its literature’.174

Kalma  continued to accentuate his role as ‘leader’ in such a way, that people began to 
make jokes about it, even suggesting that a statue should be erected for him.175 Oth-
ers, such as Dr Wumkes , defended Kalma, saying that, on account of his encourage-
ment and elevation of the Frisian people, he already had a statue in their hearts.176

172  Ibid., 10.
173  Leeuwarder Courant, 27 December 1918: ‘geastlik selsbistean’ en ‘swide geastlike ûntjowing’. Cf. 

also Zondergeld 1978, 98-9. ‘Het Kerstcongres van de Mienskip in Leeuwarden verzond […] 
een telegram met sympathiebetuigingen aan president Wilson met het verzoek mee te willen 
werken aan het tot stand komen van een vrij Friesland binnen het Nederlands rijksverband’ 
(The Community’s Christmas Conference […] sent a telegram to President Wilson containing 
expressions of support and requesting him to cooperate [with the Young  Frisian Communi-
ty] to bring about a free Frisia within the Dutch Kingdom). Zondergeld erroneously links the 
telegram and the motion. The telegram contains only praise for President Woodrow  Wilson; 
the motion adopted by the Young Frisians deals with ‘geastlik selsbistean’ (intellectual auto-
nomy), not political autonomy.

174  Kalma  1985, 32: ‘net de plicht om ús tael to stypjen yn syn striid, en to fordigenjen de suverens 
fen ús letterkinde […]’.

175  IJntema 1916 and Wumkes  1949, 204-5.
176  Wumkes  1916 and Wumkes 1949, 204-5.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   78Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   78 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



79

1.10  The Influence of Kalma ’s Combative Stance on his Literary Work

In her propositions regarding combative literature, Casanova  connects Fredric 
Jameson ’s reading of third world literary texts as ‘national allegories’ to Kafka ’s de-
scription of the literatures of emergent twentieth century ‘small nations’.177 Both Kaf-
ka and Jameson argue that in those literatures a direct link can be established between 
literature and politics. Even though the use of the Jameson’s term ‘national allegories’ 
has provoked a lot of criticism and may not be applicable to the totality of third world 
texts,178 it may provide a more adequate perspective on both literatures of emergent 
twentieth century ‘small nations’ and third world literary texts: not in the sense of ‘a 
one-to-one table of equivalence’,179 but as ‘ways in which the psychological points to 
the political and the trauma of subalternity finds itself “projected outwards” (allegor-
ically) into the “cultural”.’180 In the context of Western European linguistic minorities 
at the beginning of the twentieth century the words ‘trauma’ and ‘subalternity’, seem 
unduly heavy. Perhaps ‘trauma of subalternity’ should be toned down to feelings of 
negation, underestimation, frustration and/or indignation as a result of marginali-
sation. Putting the literary work of Kalma  and his fellow non-state language writers 
into this context helps to explain its essence.

It has already been shown that Kalma ’s decision to write novelistic prose and a long 
epic poem was prompted by the urge he felt to add genres to Frisian literary field. His 
zeal to create a more autonomous field for Frisian literature not only determined his 
selection of genres, but also affected his criticism, the choice of his translations, the 
contents and imagery of his work and his language. 

1.10.1  Criticism

In his criticism Kalma  showed his preference for ‘personal art’, the artistic expression 
of the writer’s own feelings and thoughts without being influenced by his readers. 
On the other hand he indicated that whatever the author writes should be genuinely 
‘Frisian’. His norms reflect not only the autonomist thought style which began to 
dominate the Dutch literary field around 1900,181 but also his desire to apply those 
norms to a specifically Frisian literary field, a field deserving parity of esteem with 
other fields. In his critical contributions Kalma constantly struggled to combine these 
two apparently conflicting ideas: autonomous expression and Frisian genuineness. 
He therefore not only praised Harmen Sytstra ’s authentic Frisian national poetry,182 

177  Casanova  2011, 131-3.
178  Szeman 2001.
179  Ibid., 807.
180  Ibid., 810.
181  Dorleijn  2007, 135.
182  Kalma  1918b, 43. Kalma described Harmen Sytstra  as ‘in man […] yn hwa’t it egen-Fryske út-

komd is yn heechste suverens en geefste krêft, immen dy’t in libben en weardich stik wier fen 
it Fryslân, det hy rizen seach for syn forearjende eagen en dêr’t er for fochten hat, al de dagen 
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but also extolled the lyrical talents of Rixt   (pen name of the woman poet Hendrika 
Akke van Dorssen , 1887-1979).183 In his introduction to It Sjongende Fryslân (Frisia 
Singing, 1917), an anthology of poems written mainly by fellow Young  Frisians se-
lected by Kalma, he found a way to resolve the problem of combining autonomy with 
nationalist elements in art by drawing a line between Kinst (Art) and that which is 
not ‘Kinst’.184 If the maker intentionally included or glorified national elements in his 
work, his products should not be regarded as art, according to Kalma. It would be 
the task of the reader to examine meticulously whether the work should be consid-
ered art or not.185 However, Kalma unfortunately did not present the reader with any 
instruments to show how to distinguish between intentionality and unintentionality 
on the part of the maker.

1.10.2  Translations

Kalma  wanted to add capital to the Frisian literary field. His desire was to position 
that field between the English and Scandinavian fields and to open the eyes of his 
Frisian readers to a world of literary treasures. So, what better way than to translate 
works from ‘consecrated’ – to use the Bourdieuian term – English and Scandinavian 
authors into Frisian? Probably due to his insufficient knowledge of the Scandinavian 
languages, he concentrated on translations from English. He had already started a 
series in 1916 which he called Oersettings fen Ingelske Masterstikken (Translations of 
English Masterpieces). In his Prefatory Note he explained that the series was ‘meant 
as a clear testimony of the new, complete and elevating spiritual unity between the 
British Empire, that Mother of all Freedom and Glory, and the small Frisian nation 
standing not under but beside it’.186 Although only one volume was published in this 

fen syn koart libben troch’ (a man […] in whom the elements peculiar to Frisians express them-
selves with the most noble purity and the most perfect strength; somebody who embodied a 
vivid and worthy part of Frisia, which elevated itself before his revering eyes and for which he 
fought every day of his short life).

183  Kalma  1985, 49-52. He described Rixt   as a ‘Fryske kinstneresse […] hja dy’t alles sei hwet hja 
sizze moast en neat, hwet hja net hoechde to sizzen […] hja dy’t it bliidste geniet en de greatste 
smerte forhearlike yn dûrjende sang, en dennoch hjar deistige wei giet as ien fen de tûzen 
minsken’ (Frisian artist […] she who expressed everything what she had to say and nothing 
which she need not say […] she who praised the most joyful delight and the greatest anguish 
in enduring song, and yet went about her daily business like thousands of other people).

184  Kalma  1917, 11: ‘Folle wezentlike Kinst scil in stipe wêze for de Folks-mienskip en for it 
apart-nationale, mar sadré hja bislút it eigene fen it folts op hjar ynwirkje to litten en wille-
moeds to forhearlikjen, hâld hja op Kinst to wêzen’ (Much of true Art can give support to the 
Community of a people and to the national elements that distinguish it, but as soon as it is 
decided that those elements should be included in Art deliberately, and should be glorified 
intentionally, it will cease to be Art).

185  Kalma  1917, 11: ‘en der bliuwt yen allinne oer, skerp-ûndersiikjend en krekt tahearrend, út to 
meitsjen eft it yndied in dichter is’ (and the only thing that still can be done is to examine me-
ticulously and to listen closely to decide whether he or she is indeed a poet). 

186  Shelley  1916, 3. ‘miend as in dúdlik blyk fen de nije, folsleine en forheegjende geastes-ienheid 
fen it Ingelske ryk, dy Mem fen alle Frijdom en Gloarje, en it lytse net dêrûnder mar dêrnêst 
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series – Shelley ’s Adonéis – throughout his life Kalma would continue to accumulate 
literary capital for the Frisian field by producing an immense number of translations.187

1.10.3  Contents and Imagery

Kalma ’s frequent references to the gods of Nordic mythology, notably in his long epic 
poem ‘Nachten en Dagen’ (Nights and Days, 1915)188 can be seen as a counterbalance 
to his translations from English. On the one hand he paid tribute to English by trans-
lating works from that sister-language; on the other, he honoured the Scandinavi-
ans by incorporating their mythology into his works. By putting those elements into 
the Frisian field, he endeavoured to strengthen its position between the English and 
Scandinavian literary fields and to distance it from the Dutch one.

Another clear example of Kalma ’s combative stance and his drive to create a distance 
between Frisian and Dutch literary fields can be found in the contents and imagery of 
his poem ‘De Skierstins’, about a Frisian fortress dating from the Middle Ages.189 As 
noted earlier, he wrote a letter to the editor of the Leeuwarder Courant about the impor-
tance of this medieval stronghold for Frisian history, but in the poem, published on 
the same page of the same paper, he also used it as a symbol. In the poem there is an 
angel heralding good news; if the garden surrounding the stronghold is in full bloom 
again, the people will be free, delivered from the distressing and dreadful cares of the 
times,190 thus suggesting that if the Frisians value their history, they can regain (a de-
gree of) freedom. In this way Kalma’s poem can be read as a ‘national allegory’ in the 
sense used by Fredric Jameson ; directly and indirectly it is urging the Frisian people 
to assume responsibility for their own history.

1.10.4  Language

‘Language’, Casanova  argues, ‘is another major component of literary capital’.191 Kal-
ma ’s plea to use Frisian in all domains, particularly the most prestigious ones, has 
already been signalled. In his own texts, he used a style which aspired to be literary 
but they were often perceived as long-winded and stilted. In his early contributions 
his sentences seem to replicate the classical Latin and Greek ones which, as a gram-
mar school boy, he had had to translate into Dutch. When Dr Wumkes  complained 
to him about the length of his sentences, Kalma jokingly answered that they would 
become even longer.192 Fortunately, they did not, but they never became short, and 

steande Fryske laech’. Cf. Krol 1994, 92.
187  Dykstra   , Klaes 1962, 73. The number of Kalma ’s translations from other languages into Frisian 

amounts to 250 according to Dykstra.
188  Kalma  1996, 73-106.
189  Kalma  1996, 109-10.
190  Ibid. ‘Dan is dit folk wer frij, ûntslein / Fan tiden earme en eange noed’.
191  Casanova  2004, 17.
192  Wumkes  1949, 204.
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always retained a certain grandeur. By introducing a fairly elevated register to the 
language Kalma added capital to the Frisian literary field, and also gave new life 
to old words, such as ‘yet’, (English: ‘yet’) ‘leedzje’ (English: ‘grief’, ‘sorrow’) and 
‘lângeanne’ (more or less equivalent to a yearly gathering with cultural events), thus 
demonstrating the historical richness of the Frisian language and its distance from 
the Dutch language.
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1.11  Kening Aldgillis  as an example of ‘Combative Literature’

In 1920, Kalma ’s first major history play, Kening Aldgillis  (King Aldgillis), was pub-
lished. The play had first been printed in instalments in the Young  Frisian literary 
journal Frisia, in 1919, and was dedicated to Frisia and to ‘E.R.R.’, one of the co-found-
ers of the Young Frisian Community, Kalma’s Ameland friend, Elbertus Reinier Re-
genbogen .193 The play clearly reflects Kalma’s ambitions. The clothbound edition and 
the performance of the play in Frisia’s most prestigious theatre, De Harmonie, in 
Leeuwarden, demonstrate that Kening Aldgillis was evidently intended to make a 
substantial contribution to the status of Frisian literature.

Following a short summary of the plot and main theme of the play, this section will 
provide a more in-depth analysis with respect to the following questions: to what 
extent does Kening Aldgillis  add capital to the Frisian literary field, how does it reflect 
Kalma ’s distancing and mobilising strategies and how does it relate to Kalma’s vision 
regarding the position of Frisian literary field? Finally, with the help of contemporary 
reviews, the question will be examined as to whether or not Kalma was successful in 
achieving or nearing his goals.

The setting of the play is King Aldgillis ’ royal Frisian court in A.D. 667, the time when 
Frisian pagans were converted to Christianity by the English missionary Wilfrid . 
Wilfrid’s previous mission had infuriated the King of the Franks, whose messenger, 
Ebroïm , demands the extradition of Wilfrid. King Aldgillis refuses to comply, thus 
declaring war on Francia. Meanwhile King Aldgillis’ mother, Thied , and his son, Rad-
bod , stick to the old heathen beliefs, whereas Aldgillis’ sister, Jûle , and his daughter, 
Ydwine , embrace the new Christian faith. 

Radbod , sympathising with grandmother Thied ’s ideas, determines to have Wilfrid  
killed. However, he mistakes Arthur  , Prince of England, for Wilfrid, as Arthur is dis-
guised as a pilgrim and therefore resembles him. Arthur is rendered unconscious by 
a heavy blow. King Aldgillis  tells his son Radbod that he will have to send him into 
exile on the island of Heligoland for what he has done. Ydwine , the King’s daughter 
and Prince Arthur’s lover, thinks that Arthur, her lover, is dead and curses the Cross. 
Her aunt Jûle  regretting her action, asks for a miracle, but is rebuked by Wilfrid for 
doing so. However, Arthur regains consciousness, and Arthur and Ydwine marry. 
For her wedding Ydwine asks that her brother Radbod’s rights to the throne will be 
restored after their father’s death. She is granted her request. 

193  The explicit dedication ‘E. R. R,’ found in Frisia 1919, 1, is omitted from the 1920 book edition, 
although it still contains the ‘Opdracht’ with references to Kalma ’s Ameland friend (Kalma 
1920, 6).
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Peace is restored in Frisia. Radbod , his fiancée Rixt   and his grandmother Thied  go 
to Heligoland, and King Aldgillis , King Dagobert  (the new King of the Franks), and 
Prince Arthur   agree to a peace treaty. 

In the last act, Jûle  prophesies that a time will come when Frisia will lose its freedom. 
However, it will regain it and ultimately will have a bright future, dedicated to the 
cause of humanity.
 
The evident main theme that runs throughout the play deals with the dichotomy 
between high-principled religious convictions, represented by Thied  and Radbod  on 
the one hand and Wilfrid  and Jûle  on the other, and a more overarching, reconciliato-
ry attitude, represented by Aldgillis .

The classically-educated Kalma  introduced a high form of literary art in Frisian lit-
erature when he published Kening Aldgillis , thus challenging both himself and his 
audience. On the one hand Kalma continued the more orally-oriented Frisian literary 
tradition of writing plays, but on the other hand, he completely broke away from that 
tradition by opting for a classical five act history play and non-quotidian, elevated 
language. As in Shakespeare ’s plays, blank verse, the iambic pentameter, is used in 
Kalma’s Kening Aldgillis and there is no strict observance of the Aristotelian unities of 
time, place and action. By using an elevated register Kalma clearly intended to con-
tribute to the prestige of the Frisian language. His choice of subject matter, an episode 
from Frisia’s glorious past, was not a coincidence either. It had to remind the Frisians 
of their former independence and demonstrated that Frisia’s history differed from 
Dutch history, thus exemplifying the validity of Kalma’s ambition to create a separate 
literary field. By referring to Norse mythology and introducing characters from Brit-
ain (Wilfrid , Arthur  ) Kalma positions the play geographically between Britain and 
Scandinavia, a position coinciding with the one he delineated for the Frisian literary 
field. Britain is associated with the new era (Christianity), whereas the Nordic gods 
are connected to the pagan past. Ydwine ’s marriage with Arthur leads to widening 
horizons, whereas clinging to the gods of the past leads to isolation (to Heligoland). 
The position of Aldgillis is that of a wise, unbiased, and loving king, who assumes his 
responsibility to secure peace in his kingdom.

By extension, this theme can be seen as a metaphor for the literary situation as Kalma  
saw it: there were those who clung to the past and those who looked to new horizons. 
Kalma, performing, presumably not coincidentally, the role of Prince Arthur   in the 
stage premiere of the play,194 looked for possible allegiances with English literature, 
whereas others, in his view, clung to old traditional and non-ambitious ways of pro-

194  Leeuwarder Courant, 3 January 1921.
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ducing Frisian literature. Kening Aldgillis  seems to suggest that the way forward to 
the new era should be pursued, and that wisdom, impartiality and love should be the 
guiding principles.

The fact that Kalma  had written a play, rather than a novel or a collection of stories 
or poems, meant that other Frisians could be directly engaged in the production and 
performance of it. As Kalma had also included choirs in the play, even more people 
were able to participate. Moreover, as the play was meant to be staged, audiences 
had to be incited to watch it. The publication of Kening Aldgillis  can therefore also be 
regarded as part of Kalma’s strategy to involve and reach as many people as possible. 
However, the play itself proved much too long for a one evening performance. 
Consequently it was divided into two parts, the first, comprising the first two acts, 
and the second, consisting of act III, IV, and V. The premiere staging of the first part of 
the play, produced by the Young  Frisian Theatre and the Young Frisian Choir, was on 
New Year’s Day, 1921, the second part was performed 15 May  1921. The performance 
of the first part received the more favourable reviews, even in the Dutch national 
press; the second part was criticised because of its ornateness and lack of structure.195 
Nevertheless, despite the fact that all the players and singers were volunteers, both 
parts were subsequently staged in Drachten and in the municipality of Gaasterland.196 
Despite its shortcomings, the play eventually became one of the best-known Frisian 
theatre pieces. In adapted form, it was also staged after the Second World War when 
the cultural council of the municipality of Opsterland chose to endorse a policy with 
high literary aspirations and singled out Kening Aldgillis to be produced for its 1950 
open air theatre season.197 As recently as 2011, the Súdwesthoeke Lokaasje Teater, 
a relatively prestigious Frisian theatre company in the south-western part of the 
province of Frisia, selected Kalma’s plays to celebrate its fifteenth anniversary. Kening 
Aldgillis and Kalma’s other history plays about Frisian kings,198 formed the basis for 
this production, a completely new play, Redbad , written by Eric Hoekstra  and Pieter 
Stellingwerf .199 However, the themes, how to deal with new challenges and the fear 
of losing old values, remained the same.

Kalma ’s play can be seen as ‘modern’, in the sense that the past is used to provide 
symbols to express contemporary issues regarding Frisia.200 However, it can also be 
read as a ‘national allegory’, as defined by Fredric Jameson .201 To a certain extent, the 

195  Cf. e.g. Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant, 17 May  1921.
196  Drachten 25 June and 9 July 1921 and in Gaasterland 5 May  1921 and 5 June 1922 (Leeuwarder 

Courant, www.dekrantvantoen.nl (Consulted 2 March 2015.)
197  Gezelle Meerburg 1997, 138-9.
198  Kalma  1949-1951.
199  Cf. Leeuwarder Courant, 9 September 2011. Hoekstra  and Stellingwerf  2011.
200  Cf. Wittig 1958, 338; quoted in Shirey 2007. 
201  Jameson  1986, 69: ‘the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the em-
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‘embattled situations’ of Kening Aldgillis ’ main characters can be interpreted similar-
ly to the way Enda Duffy  applied Jameson’s definition to analyse the predicament 
of Stephen Dedalus , the anti-hero in James Joyce ’s Ulysses (1922).202 In Fryslân en de 
Wrâld Kalma had already demonstrated that Frisian literature was at the crossroads 
of defining itself, not only within the context of Dutch literature, but also in a wider, 
international context. The fear of losing the old values, and by extension also Frisian 
literary traditionalism, is reflected most strongly in Thied  and Radbod . In E. B. Folk-
ertsma ’s review of the play they are seen as Kalma’s most convincing characters, 
whereas the representatives of the new order are seen as weak.203 
Folkertsma  used a striking metaphor to depict the set-up and the characters of Kal-
ma ’s play. In his review he sketched the elaborately-structured play as a castle with 
a huge forefront and towers and turrets in all sizes. As King Aldgillis  has a central 
role, one would expect that his would be the tallest tower, from which the complete 
site could be surveyed; instead the towers that represent Thied  and Radbod  were far 
more impressive. King Aldgillis, according to Folkertsma, becomes a prototype of 
well-intentioned idealism; his idea to reconcile two fundamentally different parties 
does not work: the gap between them cannot be bridged. His efforts become an un-
convincing tour de force.204 

Seen in the perspective of Kalma ’s own ambitions, it is remarkable how many par-
allels can be observed between King Aldgillis  and Kalma’s reconciliatory efforts to 
combine old and new. On the one hand Kalma wanted to respect traditional charac-
teristics defining the Frisian people, on the other he looked for ways to international-
ise Frisian culture, but his overarching, integrative ideas on how to achieve this also 
ultimately failed to convince.

battled situation of the third-world culture and society’.
202  Duffy  1994, 32-40.
203  Folkertsma  1922.
204  Cf. also Canne 1921, 125.
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1.12  From Mienskip (Community/Fellowship) to ‘Kalmaskip’ 

(‘Kalmaship’)

In his description of Kalma  as a poor team builder, quoted in section 1.6, Jousma  put 
his finger on Kalma’s weak spot. The Young  Frisian Community did not thrive for 
a very long period of time. It reached its heyday in 1919, when it had 750 members; 
after that year the number of members decreased rapidly, stabilising at around one 
hundred in 1924 until the outbreak of the Second World War. 

Ultimately the ‘vaguely conceived “renewal,”’ mentioned by Elizabeth Harvey , did 
not prove to be enough to keep the Young  Frisian Community unified. It lacked a 
firm foundation; basic political and social principles, shared with conviction by each 
of its members. Initially it was enthusiasm, zest and zeal that counted and politi-
cal colour did not matter: in Rintsje Sybesma ’s rhyming words: not the ‘kleur’, but 
the ‘fleur’.205 However, after 1919 the ‘kleur’, the political colour, became the main 
problem. Eventually the Mienskip (Community/Fellowship) became a ‘Kalmaskip’, a 
circle centring around Douwe Kalma . The pun, in which Frisian ‘skip’ has the same 
meaning as English ‘ship’, can be found in an open letter, signed by five concerned 
members of the Young Frisian Community, dating from 1932.206 By that time, due to 
the many changes of political direction, the Young Frisian Community had already 
lost much of its authority in Frisian Movement circles.

In the mid 1920s, when the decline of the Young  Frisian Community had begun, Dou-
we Kalma  went to university again. In 1931 he completed his English studies at Gro-
ningen University and from then on until 1942 he worked as a teacher of English at 
the Eindhoven gymnasium, in the southern part of the Netherlands.207

Already during the early stages of the Young  Frisian Movement it was apparent that 
the foundation of the Young Frisian Community should comprise more than a few 
slogans about Frisia and the world. Kalma  realised, also at that stage, that a political 
choice had to be made in a country which became increasingly ‘pillarised’. Yet initial-
ly, he did not want to make any other choice for the Young Frisian Community than 
for ‘Frisian’ and for ‘Frisian-national struggle’.208 In 1914, he had unequivocally stated 
that he was not socialist.209 However, the remaining position in the political spectrum 
for a new Frisian Movement organisation was on the left. So, when in 1920 some mem-

205  Sybesma , 1971, 3.
206  Letter addressed to all Young  Frisian Community Members (‘Oan de Mienskipsleden’), dated 

‘Lekkum, 31 October [1932],’ signed by Tsj. de Jager, J. M. van der Goot , W. J. Nijenhuis, R. P. 
Sybesma  and J. Siebenga; Correspondence Collection W. L Zylstra, Tresoar. 

207  Krol 1996b, 33 and 38.
208 Kalma , 1922c, 3.
209  Greida [=Kalma ], 1914, 361: ‘ik bin sels gjin socialist’.
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bers of the Young Frisian Community advocated the adoption of socialist principles, 
Kalma presented a compromise. He advanced J. J. van der Leeuw’s ideas about ‘his-
torical-idealistic politics’, ideas that had been much influenced by the English Practi-
cal Idealist Association, and he succeeded in having them adopted.210 Later, towards 
the end of 1924,211 the Young Frisian Community embraced socialism, but in 1926 that 
political wind subsided.212 In 1928, Kalma began a real political adventure. Influenced 
by his friend Fedde Schurer , he became a member of the Christelijk-Democratische 
Unie (Christian Democratic Union, 1926-1946), a small left-wing Protestant party. He 
wrote the party’s national manifesto for the 1929 elections, trying, in vain, to include 
a section about linguistic rights for the Frisians. For the Frisian-speaking part of the 
Netherlands he managed to publish a Frisian version: ‘Manifest oan alle Friezen en 
Friezinnen’ (Manifesto Addressed to All Frisian Men and Women).213 In 1929 Kalma 
was elected as National Executive Committee member, but apparently he did not feel 
at ease among orthodox Protestants and resigned in 1931.214 

In the early 1930s, Kalma  still opposed the strongly nationalistic and fascist ideas 
advanced by Jan Melles van der Goot  (1903-1940), who undermined Kalma’s position 
in the Young  Frisian Community,215 but in the course of the 1930s he was more and 
more influenced by German national-socialism. Finally, in the summer of 1940, after 
the outbreak of the Second World War, he even joined Van der Goot ’s Fryske Folks-
partij (Frisian People’s Party).216 During the Second World War, Kalma collaborated 
with the Germans. He became a member of the German controlled Nederlandsche 
Kultuurkamer (Dutch Chamber of Culture), he received grants, and was awarded 
the Harmen Sytstra -Prijs (Harmen Sytstra Prize), an award the Departement van 
Volksvoorlichting en Kunsten (Department of Public Information and Arts) had in-
stituted for Frisian literature.217 After the war, Kalma was tried, but he did not lose 
his civil rights. However, a seven year ban on the publication of his writings was 
imposed on him by the Eereraad voor de Letterkunde (Council of Honour for Liter-

210  Kalma , 1922c, 3 and Zondergeld, 1978, 117-30. A copy of J. J. van der Leeuw’s Historisch-Idealis-
tische Politiek ([Amsterdam]: 1920) is kept in Douwe Kalma’s library (Collection Douwe Kalma 
Stifting).

211  Leeuwarder Courant, 6 January 1925.
212  Zondergeld 1978, 150.
213  Langeveld 1989, 35-6 and Krol 1996b, 34.
214  Langeveld 1989, 51.
215  Cf. Van der Goot  1932, Kalma  1933, Zondergeld 1978, 201-5; 224-233 and Krol 1996b, 34-7. 

Kalma also featured on the 1930 list of prominent revolutionaries, people about whom data 
were collected by the Dutch Central Intelligence Service, cf. http://resources.huygens.knaw.
nl/watermarker/pdf/cid/1000-1099/1057.pdf. (Consulted 1 February 2018.)

216  Zondergeld 1978, 325.
217  Zondergeld 1978, 438-9 and Krol 1996b, 44-5. After the summer of 1944, when it became clear 

that the Germans would almost certainly lose the war, Kalma  attended the official ceremony 
during which he was awarded the prize, but he cunningly returned the money he received 
from the Department of Public Information and Arts. 
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ature). As a result of his political vagaries before and during the Second World War, 
his ideas, which, despite the Eereraad’s verdict, he still managed to publish under 
pseudonyms or his own name after the war, were taken less seriously. His post-Sec-
ond World War years can be characterised by isolation. 

From the very beginning Kalma ’s political ideas to support his concept of Frisian 
artistic autonomy had been very vague. Every time he tried to give a more concrete 
political interpretation to his ideals, he lost part of the support from his fellow Young  
Frisians. Time and time again, the road to a clearly demarcated autonomous Frisian 
literary field was diverted, because of digressions to other issues. Moreover, numer-
ous internal conflicts within the Young Frisian Community thwarted the process as 
strong personalities clashed over a huge range of subjects. According to the socio-
logist of culture Alfred von Martin (1882-1979) the polemic element is characteristic 
of groups of intellectuals and is likely to create schisms.218 However, disagreements 
need not become lasting obstacles, according to Von Martin  , if the aim to which the 
members of a group aspire is unequivocally clear. In the case of the Young Frisian 
Community, the objectives remained too vague. Kalma did not succeed in finding the 
formula which would give a firm foundation to his Young Frisian Community and 
which would unite its members, despite personal differences. As soon as Kalma was 
joined by men of intellectual stature, such as Pieter Sipma  and E. B. Folkertsma  in the 
initial period of the Young Frisian Community, he managed to disagree with them in 
such a way that, after a while, their paths separated. 

Although the Mienskip (Community/Fellowship) had lasting effects on Frisian liter-
ature, what eventually remained of the Community itself was not much more than 
a ‘Kalmaskip’ (Kalmaship), a small circle of people, who followed Kalma  loyally, no 
matter which direction he chose. The image Jousma  uses in his acrostic poem about 
Douwe Kalma is therefore not only apt to describe Kalma, but can also be applied 
to the Young  Frisian Community as a whole: ‘And profusely the dream flower bled 
open: Short was its day’.219

218  Quoted in Faber and Holste 2000, 7.
219  Jousma , 1965b, 5: ‘En heftich is de dreamblom iepenblet: Koart wie syn dei’.
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1.13  Conclusion

Kalma ’s combative stance and his determination to create a more autonomous Frisian 
literary field influenced his literary work on all levels. The examples given above 
show that Pascale Casanova ’s ideas on ‘combative literature’ and Fredric Jameson ’s 
concept of ‘national allegory’ can be applied meaningfully to his early works. 

If Douwe Kalma  had not been a Frisian, but ‘in Indiaen’ (a Native American), he 
could have called himself ‘singing lobster’ or ‘grim lark’, the Rev. Sipke Huismans  
wrote in an article in which he refuted Kalma’s allegations about the role of the Chris-
tian Frisian Society literature in the Boun fen Frysk-Nasjonale Selskippen (League of 
Frisian-National Societies).220 Huismans praised Kalma as poet and fighter, but by us-
ing these two epithets he also suggested that Kalma mixed his poetry with his fights 
and his fights with his poetry.

Driven by his aesthetic impulse, combined with personal and national ambitions as 
well as a sense of justice, Kalma  began to publish his first works during the Great War. 
As Huismans  rightly observed, they show the marks of both his poetical and political 
ambitions. In essence they are largely determined by his desire to detach Frisian lit-
erature from Dutch culture and to create a separate, autonomous Frisian literary field 
between the English and Scandinavian fields. He presented himself as the leader of a 
new generation, formulated his vision and mission and challenged his fellow Frisians 
to help him realise his ambitious schemes. His works reflect an acute awareness of the 
needs and requirements of such a separate field. He used strategies to create a greater 
distance between Dutch and Frisian culture, and, in his eagerness to fill some of the 
gaps in the Frisian literary field, he rushed to write literary works in various genres. 
He soon realised, however, that he did not have talents for all of those genres, but also 
that much more had to be done. He effectively rallied others to join him in his Young  
Frisian Movement and initiated all kinds of activities with the intention to expand the 
Frisian literary field and to increase its autonomy as soon as possible. In spite of his 
political shifts, Kalma delineated the borders of the Frisian literary field more clearly 
and, together with others, he established and consolidated various constituent parts 
of the distribution and the material and symbolic production of Frisian literature.

220  Huismans  1921, 38-40.
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2.  Reconnecting Wales to Europe:
Saunders Lewis  in the Interwar Years

Outline

In the decade when the Irish freed themselves from British Imperial shackles, Saun-
ders Lewis , a student of English who had joined the British Forces after the outbreak 
of the Great War, discovered the importance of his Welsh roots during his service in 
France. Sharing his enthusiasm about newly published work by Irish writers with his 
girlfriend Margaret Gilcriest , a fellow Liverpool University student of Irish descent, 
Saunders Lewis entered the Welsh literary field in the late 1910s and early 1920s by 
proclaiming that, in order to create a meaningful Welsh literature, a more professional 
attitude to Welsh drama would be necessary and a direct connection between Welsh 
and European, notably French, culture would be vital as well as a continual explora-
tion of pre-Reformation Welsh culture by Welsh authors.

This chapter focuses on Saunders Lewis ’s position and position-taking in the Welsh liter-
ary field during the interwar years; on how and to what extent he wanted to strengthen 
that field and influence its demarcation, and on how and to what degree he succeeded.

To contextualise Saunders Lewis ’s position, a sketch will be given of the major forces 
at work in Wales during and shortly after the Great War (section 2.1) and the chief 
characteristics of the Welsh literary field at the start of the twentieth century will 
be briefly highlighted (section 2.2). Following an examination of Saunders Lewis’s 
background and the genesis of his habitus (section 2.3), his ‘combative’ entrance into 
Welsh literature will be analysed with particular reference to his comments on Welsh 
drama (section 2.4). In section 2.5, it will be argued that Lewis’s ‘Welsh aesthetic’, 
assertively aiming to give Welsh literature more prestige and a universal dimension, 
should be linked to his Roman Catholic ethic. With the help of Pascale Casanova ’s 
theories regarding ‘combative literature’, the distancing, unifying and connective 
strategies in six texts published in English by Lewis during the interwar years will be 
analysed in section 2.6. Lewis’s political leadership, inescapable according to Lewis, 
if he wanted to pursue his ‘Welsh aesthetic’, will be put into the context of his cultural 
and literary ambitions in section 2.7. Referring to Pascale Casanova’s ‘Irish Paradigm’ 
– the strategies and phases of the process of moving from a peripheral to a more cen-
tral position in literary space – the influence of Saunders Lewis’s combative stance on 
his interwar literary work will be elaborated and commented upon in section 2.8. An 
in-depth analysis of Saunders Lewis’s play Blodeuwedd  (‘The Woman made of Flow-
ers’) in section 2.9, seeks to demonstrate Lewis’s combative stance and to examine 
the distancing and mobilising strategies which he employs. In addition, the section 
will illustrate that Blodeuwedd has engendered combativeness, ever since its first pro-
duction. The concluding section attempts to summarise Lewis’s contribution to the 
Welsh literary field as the result of his combative attitude.
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2.1  The Welsh Context during the Great War Era

In order to put Saunders Lewis ’s position and position-taking (‘prise de position’) in 
a frame of reference, the international, national and regional political, socio-econom-
ic, cultural and religious forces at work in Wales before, during and shortly after the 
Great War will be briefly sketched.1

In the first decades of the twentieth century, one of the most unsettling Welsh issues 
was the land question, ‘and in particular the fears of the British establishment that the 
agitation seen in Ireland would spread to Wales’.2 

The issue of Home Rule had been prominently on the agenda of the Cymru Fydd 
(Young  Wales) movement,3 ever since its foundation in 1886, in particular by the 
Liberal politicians David Lloyd George  and T. E. Ellis . David Lloyd George (1863-
1945), the Welsh Manchester-born liberal who was later to become Prime Minister, 
tried to merge Cymru Fydd with the South Wales Liberal Federation in 1896. How-
ever, he was fiercely opposed by the South Wales liberals who feared Welsh domina-
tion. His failure to connect the Liberal Party organisation with Cymru Fydd not only 
marked the collapse of Cymry Fydd, but meant that Lloyd George and the Liberal 
Party in Wales no longer ranked Home Rule as their main objective.4 

After the turn of the century the Liberal Party, which had been the party of the Non-
conformists and therefore the dominant party in Wales, gradually lost ground to the 
Socialists, particularly in the industrialised valleys. While the Labour Party in Wales 
recognised the importance of Welsh issues, it did not make self-government a major 
issue of its programme.5 In March 1914, when the Liberal MP, E. T. John  (1857-1931), 
introduced a Government of Wales Bill at Parliament, it did not proceed any ‘further 
than a formal first reading’.6 After the First World War, the concept of devolution 
was on the agenda of a few conferences, but it was not given priority by the tradition-
al political parties in Wales during the interwar years.

Welsh social issues became increasingly important after the Great War. Whereas be-
fore and during the war there had been economic growth, thanks to the extractive 

1  The main works consulted for this section include: D. Gareth Evans  , A History of Wales, 1815-
1906, 1989; John Davies , A History of Wales, 1994; Philip Jenkins, A History of Modern Wales, 
1536-1990, 1992; Geraint H. Jenkins, A Concise History of Wales 2007; and, Geraint H. Jenkins 
and Mari A. Williams (Eds.), Let’s Do Our Best for the Ancient Tongue: The Welsh Language in the 
Twentieth Century, 2015.

2  Webb  2013, 79.
3  Literally: ‘Tomorrow’s Wales’, but in English usually referred to as ‘Young  Wales’. 
4  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 8-9.
5  Ibid., 11.
6  Ibid., 14.
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and steel industries, the enormous profits gradually dwindled after 1918. The pre-
Great-War optimism turned into bleak pessimism for most miners and industrial 
workers, and unemployment and socio-economic problems were generally seen as 
more pressing than questions regarding culture and devolution. Prosperity turned 
into depression and destitution within the span of a few decades.

The coalfields had attracted thousands of non-Welsh workers during the latter part 
of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth. Between 1860 and 
1914 Wales was the only area in the British Isles experiencing a net immigration.7 
More than a hundred thousand people from outside Wales immigrated to the South 
Wales industrial valleys during the first decade of the twentieth century.8 Of course, 
this immigration influenced the language frontier. In Rhondda, for example, in 1911, 
only 58 per cent of the population had been born in Glamorgan, the county in which 
Rhondda is situated; 19 per cent originated from the rest of Wales, 7 per cent from 
England and the remainder from ‘elsewhere; Ireland, Scotland, but also Spain, Italy 
and other lands’.9 In the Rhondda valleys, the number of Welsh speakers dropped 
by 9 per cent, from 64 to 55 per cent in the decade 1901-1911.10 

In the nineteenth century the influx of immigrants had still been beneficial to the 
number of Welsh speakers, as the newcomers adapted their language to that of the in-
digenous population. However, ‘the frenzied growth of period 1890-1914’ was detri-
mental to the development of the language.11 Since the turn of the century, Welsh 
speakers had lost their majority in Wales and the percentage of the total population of 
Wales speaking Welsh had declined rapidly in the subsequent decades, even though 
the absolute number of Welsh-speakers in Wales reached its peak – almost one mil-
lion – shortly before the outbreak of the Great War.12

In the same period, a similar peak was reached regarding religious membership in 
Wales. In 1907, 750,000 people were church and chapel communicants.13 As a result 

7  Jenkins, Philip 1992, 237.
8  Evans  , D. Gareth 1989, 319.
9  Jenkins, Philip 1992, 240.
10  Evans  , D. Gareth 1989, 241.
11  Davies , John 1994a, 499.
12  Cf.: 1891: 51% (910,000), 1901: 49.9% (929,800), 1911: 43.5% (977,400), 1921: 37.1% (922,100), 1931 

36.8% (909,300), 1951: 28.9% (714,700), 1961: 26.0% (656,000), 1971: 20.8% (542,400), 1981: 18.9% 
(508,200), 1991: 18.5% (500,000), 2001: 20.8% (582,400) 2011: 19% (562,000) (The census data re-
garding 1891 can be found in: Lewis , Glyn 1978, 282; those relating to the years 1901-2001 have 
been extracted from http://www.clickonwales.org/wp-content/uploads/5_Factfile_Lan-
guage.pdf, and those reflecting the 2011 census have been derived from https://statswales.
wales.gov.uk/Catalogue/Welsh-Language/WelshSpeakers-by-LocalAuthority-Gender-De-
tailedAgeGroups-2011Census.) (Consulted 10 March 2016.)

13  Davies , John 1994a, 500.
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of, among other things, a combination of the desire to be evangelical and/or Cal-
vinistic Christians, and the dissatisfaction with the duty to pay tithes to the Angli-
can church (in spite of the fact that its frequently non Welsh-speaking bishops and 
clergy were often absent), the established church had gradually alienated itself from 
the Welsh population during the eighteenth and nineteenth century. The 1851 census 
demonstrated that the Welsh had become predominantly Nonconformists; chiefly 
Calvinistic Methodists, Congregationalists (or Independents), Baptists and Wesley-
ans. Thanks to William Morgan ’s complete Welsh Bible translation (1588) and his 
new edition of the Welsh Book of Common Prayer (1599), the language already had 
a relatively strong position in the religious domain in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The position of the language was buttressed by growing philological inter-
est in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century, which had resulted in, among other 
publications, William Owen  Pughe ’s Welsh and English Dictionary (1793-1803).14 

In the nineteenth century the Nonconformists, ‘bringing all kinds of activities, cul-
tural, theological and recreational under the umbrella of religion’, expanded the use 
and increased the strength of Welsh.15 However, towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, and during the beginning of the twentieth, the Nonconformist middle-class 
church leaders ‘failed to give social leadership in the new coal communities’ and 
seemed far more concerned with the civil and political rights regarding their church-
es, than with those of the new ‘industrial work-force’.16 Consequently, after the first 
decade of the twentieth century, in which there had been a last, marked Nonconform-
ist revival, the 1904-1905 Welsh Revival, the membership numbers, and the strong 
influence of the Nonconformist denominations, gradually lessened. The number of 
Welsh Nonconformists declined even more after ‘the years of disillusionment and de-
pression’ that followed the Great War.17 On the other hand, even though the absolute 
numbers never became spectacular, the mostly non-Welsh-speaking Roman Catholics 
became a more ‘vital wing’ of Welsh Christianity in Wales, chiefly due to the huge 
number of new immigrants.18 At the beginning of the twentieth century, for most 

14  This lexicographical work can be regarded as being part of Hroch ’s phase A (scholarly interest 
in national culture) and as the first component of his linguistic programme (language as a sub-
ject of research). Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch 1992, 65-7). Alternatively, it can be classified as ‘Salvage’ 
in Leerssen ’s Cultivation of Culture matrix. Cf. Annexe 2 (Leerssen 2005, 29).

15  Evans  , D. Gareth 1989, 242.
16  Ibid., 1989, 243. One of the main results achieved by the Nonconformist denominations through 

the Liberal Party was the Welsh Church Act, disestablishing the Church of England in Wales 
and Monmouthshire. The Act was passed in 1914, but – due to the War – did not come into 
effect as of 1920.

17  Coupland  1954, 339.
18  Davies , John 1994a, 502: In 1907, 65,000 Roman Catholic worshippers were recorded in Wales, 

ten times as many as in 1851. They were concentrated in the main towns – Cardiff, Swansea, 
Newport, Merthyr and Wrexham – and the overwhelming majority of them were descendants 
of immigrants from Ireland’. 
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Welsh Christians, the Roman Catholic Church still was ‘a foreign and vaguely sinis-
ter institution’ and it was viewed ‘with hostility and fear’.19 The second Archbishop 
of Cardiff, Francis  Mostyn  (appointed in 1921), however, did much to convince the 
Welsh that ‘Roman Christianity represented the continuation of the classic Welsh tra-
dition which the poets of the princes and medieval noblemen, and the Welsh Catholic 
humanists of the Renaissance, had embodied with such distinction’.20

In the nineteenth century, the passions of the Nonconformists had been much in-
flamed by the 1847 publication of the so-called ‘Blue Books’ – the ‘Reports of the 
Commissioners of Inquiry into the State of Education in Wales’. The non-Welsh-
speaking commissioners, appointed by the British government, had drawn up their 
reports regarding the state of education in Wales, relying heavily on the testimonies 
provided by members of the Anglican clergy and thus, according to the Noncon-
formists, given a much biased view.21 The reports concluded that education in Wales 
was appallingly inadequate, and that the Welsh were both ignorant and immoral. 
The Welsh language was seen as one of the main causes of this perceived plight. ‘The 
Welsh language is a vast drawback to Wales, and a manifold barrier to the moral pro-
gress and commercial prosperity of the people. It is not easy to over-estimate its evil 
effects’, the report said.22 

Even though quite a few prominent Anglican clergymen refuted the allegations made 
in the ‘Blue Books’, the reports given by the commissioners nonetheless led to po-
larisation between Anglicans and Nonconformists and incited the latter to become 
more involved in politics, in particular the politics of education.23 The ensuing school 
reform, and – eventually – the establishment of the first University College in Wales 
at Aberystwyth (1872), resulted in more educational opportunities in Wales. Howev-
er, as English was considered to be the appropriate medium of instruction, even in 
Welsh university circles and by Welsh scholars, such as Sir John Rhŷs , the first Profes-
sor of Celtic Studies at Oxford, appointed in 1877, the reform did not automatically 
imply that more Welsh language education was provided.24 Welsh literacy, it was 
thought, could be acquired during the lessons in Sunday school. Particularly in those 
areas in which the use of Welsh was under threat, the employment of English as the 
sole language in education meant ‘a heavy blow to Welsh’.25 

19  Morgan , D. Densil 2001, 151.
20  Ibid.
21  Cf. Davies , John 1994a, 391.
22  http://digidol.llgc.org.uk/METS/SEW00003b/frames?div=66&subdiv=0&locale=en&-

mode=reference (Consulted 10 March 2016.)
23  Cf. Davies , John 1994a, 391-2.
24  Cf. Smith, Robert 2015, 284-5, Jenkins, Geraint H. 2007, 216; and Williams, Ifor 2009.
25  Ibid., 437.
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Although the practice of passing on the ‘Welsh Not’ or ‘Welsh Note’ – a piece of wood 
inscribed with W(elsh) N(ot),26 given to pupils overheard speaking Welsh during the 
school-day and which signified that the child in possession of it at the end of the day 
would be punished for having spoken Welsh – may not have been very widespread 
anymore in nineteenth and twentieth century Wales,27 the fact that the use of Welsh 
was frowned upon gave rise to feelings of injustice and indignation. To counter the 
disparaging attitudes towards the Welsh language, numerous initiatives were taken 
during the latter part of the nineteenth century. In 1890, these efforts resulted in Welsh 
being given the status of a specific optional school subject and that, after 1893, Welsh 
could be used as a medium of instruction for certain subjects in elementary schools in 
Welsh districts.28 In 1907, the British Board of Education set up a special Welsh Edu-
cation Department, which, having its own inspectorate, encouraged Welsh language 
teaching, both in elementary and intermediate schools.29 

Partly due to the enormous in-migration, the concern for Welsh incited more than 
fifty local societies to create a more effective pressure organisation to ‘foster and pre-
serve the language’, namely Undeb Cenedlaethol y Cymdeithasau Cymraeg (The 
National Union of Welsh Societies).30 Founded in 1913, it united over a hundred 
societies in 1920, ‘representing a total membership of 10,000’.31 Its main achieve-
ment, resulting from ‘Deiseb yr Iaith’, the Language Petition (1938), with more than 
300,000 signatories, was The Welsh Courts Act (1942), the first piece of legislation in 
the United Kingdom, giving a certain status to the Welsh language and permitting 
limited use of the language in the courts of law.32 Undeb Cenedlaethol y Cymdeitha-
sau Cymraeg helped in setting up Urdd Gobaith Cymru (The Wales Order of Hope, 
generally known in English as the Welsh League of Youth).33 With regard to gaining 
official recognition for the Welsh language, Urdd Gobaith, founded in 1922, played 
a significant role. This huge organisation, open to those aged from eight to twen-
ty-five, attracted tens of thousands of young people and had hundreds of branches all 
over Wales. Its emphasis on Welsh language and culture affected complete post-First 
World War generations. The Urdd Movement not only stressed the Welsh past but 
also developed and expanded the language by using Welsh for contemporary issues 
and popular sports. Its promotion of Welsh-medium education contributed greatly to 
the establishment of the first Welsh-medium primary school at Aberystwyth in 1939.34 

26  Cf. the use of the Symbole in France and the Signum Linguae in Flanders.
27  Davies , John 1994a, 455.
28  Bruce, William N. 1927, 85.
29  Ibid., 90-1.
30  Prys Davies  2015, 220.
31  Ibid.
32  Löffler 2002, 141.
33  Löffler 2015, 183.
34  Cf. Löffler 2015, 211 and Davies , John et al. 2008, 902-3.
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The Great War itself had direct and indirect effects on all aspects of life, including the 
Welsh language and identity. Of the total of 272,924 Welshmen who served in the Brit-
ish armed forces (21.52 per cent of the male population35), around 35,000 were killed.36 
Apart from everything else, this meant a considerable loss of Welsh-speaking young 
men, who would not be able to pass on Welsh to the next generation.37 Moreover, the 
Welsh-speaking servicemen who did return from the war had been confronted with 
a negative attitude towards their language. Not only had it been looked down upon: 
its use had been proscribed.38 Cynically, while Welsh had been employed to recruit 
soldiers from Wales, its use in letters home had been officially prohibited.39

Referring to Wales as one of ‘the little five-feet-high nations’, fighting in defiance of 
‘the road hog of Europe’ and to Wales’s martial prowess in the past, David Lloyd 
George , at the beginning of the war, had gone so far as to express the wish that Wales 
should bring its own army into the field.40 However, when the peace treaties follow-
ing the war were held, hopes in Wales that its nationality would be recognised, like 
the political rights of many central and eastern European nationalities, were frustrat-
ed. As long as David Lloyd George had been in power, most of the Welsh had been 
optimistic about the chance of Home Rule for Wales,41 but Lloyd George’s Liberal 
Party split over the question of conscription during the war, and after the war its 
power waned, when in 1922 Labour began to dominate the Welsh political scene.

35  This percentage was below the percentages for England (24.02 per cent) and Scotland (23.71 per 
cent). Cf. Wilson, Ross  J. 2012, 55.

36  Davies , John et al. 2008, 284.
37  Cf. Jenkins, Geraint H. and Mari Williams 2015, 3-4. The authors also refer to the figures given 

by Glyn Lewis  in: Lewis, Glyn 1978, 295-6, illustrating the decline. They observe that: ‘Between 
1911 and 1921 the percentage of Welsh monoglots fell from 8.5 per cent to 6.3 per cent, and 
around 10 per cent of bilingual speakers aged 15-25 in 1911 had become monoglot English 
speakers by 1921’.

38  Ibid., 3-4.
39  In spite of official prohibition, many letters home were written in Welsh, and indeed published 

in newspapers and periodicals during the war. Cf. Ifor ap Glyn’s Lleisiau’r Rhyfel Mawr (Voices 
of the Great War, 2008).

40  Lloyd George  19 September 1914: ‘I should like to see a Welsh army in the field. I should like 
to see the race who faced the Normans for hundreds of years in their struggle for freedom, the 
race that helped to win the battle of Crecy, the race that fought for a generation under Glen-
dower, against the greatest captain in Europe--I should like to see that race give a good taste 
of its quality in this struggle in Europe; and they are going to do it’. Soon after the speech was 
made on 10 October 1914, the War Office, ‘under pressure from Lloyd George, sanctioned the 
formation of a Welsh Army Corps of two divisions’ (Richards 1994, 219). 

41  Cf. Coupland  1954, 367.
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2.2  The Welsh Literary Field

In modern Welsh history, the Great War can be conceptualised as a watershed be-
tween two eras,42 not only socio-economically, politically and linguistically, as has 
been argued in the previous section, but also from a literary point of view. In this sec-
tion a brief sketch will be given of the Welsh literary field before, during and shortly 
after the First World War to provide information about the context in which Saunders 
Lewis  operated when, in 1921, he presented the publication of his first play, The Eve 
of Saint John.43 

In terms of Welsh literary history, the decades leading up to the Great War are gener-
ally referred to as a period of literary revival. The representatives of this new move-
ment, which began in the latter part of the nineteenth century, reacted against Victori-
an materialism, but also showed a Victorian optimism, an optimism in the intellectual 
and cultural development of the common people, the gwerin.44 Whereas the revival 
before the First World War can be characterised by a liberal outlook on life, question-
ing and rebelling against narrow puritanism and Victorian morality, the literature of 
the interwar years reflects an increasing tension between nationalism and socialism.

Consistent with economic prosperity and educational reforms, the Welsh newspaper 
market and periodical press had its golden age at the end of the nineteenth and dur-
ing the beginning of the twentieth century.45 Undoubtedly the most popular author 
of the pre-First World War Welsh literary scene was the historian O. M. Edwards  
(1858-1920), a man interested in folk-culture, who edited several widely-read Welsh 
periodicals, such as Cymru (Wales),46 but who also served the non-Welsh reading 
public by publishing in English. At Oxford, O. M. Edwards had been one of the 
founders of the Cymdeithas Dafydd ap Gwilym (The Dafydd ap Gwilym Society, also 
known as The Oxford University Welsh Society, 1886). John Morris -Jones  (1864-1929), 
a co-founder, influenced Welsh letters perhaps even more. His authoritative works, 
Welsh Orthography (1893), A Welsh Grammar, Historical and Comparative: Phonology and 

42  Cf. Gaffney 1998, 9.
43  The main works consulted for this section include Dafydd Johnston, The Literature of Wales, 

1994; Gerwyn Wiliams, ‘The Literature of the First World War’, in Dafydd Johnston (Ed.), A 
Guide to Welsh Literature, 1998; Perdur Lynch, ‘Twentieth Century Welsh Literature’, in Séamus 
Mac Mathúna, Ailbhe Ó Corráin and Maksim Sergeevič Fomin (Eds.), Celtic Literatures in the 
Twentieth Century, 2007; and, R. Gerallt Jones , ‘Welsh Literature since 1914’, in Geraint H. Jen-
kins and Mari A. Williams (Eds.), Let’s Do Our Best for the Ancient Tongue: The Welsh Language in 
the Twentieth Century, 2015.

44  Cf. Johnston 1994, 81.
45  Webb  2013, 82. Referring to Jones , Aled 2000, 5, Webb states that ‘the peak decade for the launch 

of new newspaper and periodical titles in Wales was the 1880s’, when eighty new English-lan-
guage and twenty new Welsh-language publications were launched. The two subsequent dec-
ades ‘saw similar numbers of launches’.

46  In 1894 Cymru (1891-1927) had over 3,000 subscribers. Cf. Ballin 2013, 31.
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Accidence (1913) and Cerdd Dafod (literally: Tongue Craft, a study of the strict metres 
and prosody of the various Welsh poetic verse forms, 1925), provided standards for 
the use of Welsh and gave status to the language. However, whereas Morris-Jones  
and his Oxford tutor Sir John Rhŷs  (1840-1915) emphasised the purity of the language 
and its links with medieval Welsh, O. M. Edwards sought to bridge the gap between 
those using a more vernacular Welsh and those preferring a more literary Welsh. 
Moreover, by publishing Wales (1894-1897), the English-language equivalent of Cym-
ru, Edwards tried to reach the increasing number of people interested in Wales, but 
unable or reluctant to read Welsh, proclaiming that it would provide ‘a literature that 
will be English in language and Welsh in spirit’.47 Although Edwards’s work can be 
regarded as slightly Welsh-nationalist in sentiment, both Edwards and Morris-Jones 
were unanimous in their support for the recruitment of Welshmen for the British Im-
perial Armed Forces to fight in the Great War.48 

In contrast to the nationalist character of the pre-World War One revival poetry in 
Ireland, Welsh revival poetry written before the outbreak of the Great War general-
ly lacked this nationalist tone, arguably on account of the strong influence already 
exerted by Home Rule adherents in the Cymru Fydd movement and by leading pol-
iticians, such as David Lloyd George .49 The rejection of the moral, often hypocrit-
ical, standards of the preceding generation can be seen as one of the chief features 
of the Welsh pre-World War One literary revival. A more expressive thought style, 
emphasised for example in personal and lyrical poetry, replaced a didactic and rhe-
torical thought style. Partly due to the influence of leading literary figures, such as Sir 
John Morris -Jones , the pre-Great War Welsh revival poetry also featured ‘a deliberate 
recovery’ of the Welsh classical tradition, with regard to content as well as form.50 
Exemplary is T. Gwynn  Jones ’s ‘Ymadawiad Arthur  ’ (The Departure of Arthur), an 
‘awdl’, a traditional Welsh long end-rhyme poem, which takes its content from Celtic 
history. This poem won the Chair of the National Eisteddfod in 1902.

The ‘eisteddfod’ (literally meaning ‘session (of the poets)’), the origins of which can 
be traced to medieval times, had become a hugely popular cultural event in the Welsh 
calendar, ever since its revival and its national organisation in the 1860s, attracting 
tens of thousands of visitors. From the outset, the location of the venue of the Nation-
al Eisteddfod, alternated annually between north and south Wales, so that problems 
with distance were more or less evenly distributed. In 1899, when Pan-Celticism was 
celebrated at the Cardiff National Eisteddfod, ‘the sober Welsh’ felt embarrassed by 

47  Cited in Webb  2013, 96.
48  Webb  2013, 95.
49  Ibid., 93.
50  Johnston 1994, 83.
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‘the kilted exuberance of the Scots and the political intensity of the Irish’.51 According 
to the staunch Irish nationalist Patrick Pearse  the chief concern of the Welsh was ‘to 
keep in harmony with England’.52 Towards the end of the nineteenth century and 
in the first decades of the twentieth century, the National Eisteddfodau became in-
creasingly anglicised and it was not until 1937 that the Eisteddfod Court accepted the 
declaration that Welsh would be the official language of the Eisteddfod.53 

Although National Eisteddfodau play and played a major part in Welsh cultural life, 
the often mediocre quality of the literary output of the Victorian ‘eisteddfodau’, led 
to scorn and criticism. Yet, in spite of its shortcomings, the National Eisteddfod of-
fered, among other things, an important support structure for Welsh literature and 
drama and a significant forum for Welsh literary debate.54 The standards, set by John 
Morris -Jones ’s authoritative criticism, also elaborated in his literary journal Y Beir-
niad (The Critic, 1911-1918), greatly influenced the literary criticism in the National 
Eisteddfod and the Welsh revival poets.55 Except for 1914, the eisteddfodau went on 
almost as before, throughout the First World War, but the war itself was never a sub-
ject for a long, prize-winning poem during that time.56 The bulk of war poetry and 
prose written in Welsh by the men who went to war was very small. One of the few 
poets who could ‘technically be categorised as a soldier-poet’, was Hedd Wyn (pseu-
donym of Ellis  Humphrey Evans  , 1887-1917), whose name became widely known in 
the 1990s, mainly thanks to the film, named after the poet, written by Alan Llwyd  
and directed by Paul Turner  (1992).57 However, if ‘war poetry’ can also be interpreted 
as poetry written by pacifists and men who conscientiously objected to the war, the 
work of poets such T. E. Nicholas , T. Gwynn  Jones  and T. H. Parry-Williams  must 
also be considered.58 In their poetry, pre-war neo-romanticism, aestheticism, symbol-
ism and optimism were replaced by a greater directness, agnosticism and a tone of 
disillusionment in human nature.59 Moreover, the war indirectly created ‘a more in-
tellectually-charged’ artistic climate.60 Preceding the war, the very act of writing, es-
pecially of Welsh poetry, had meant ‘a kind of ‘return to nature’’ in the classical idyllic 
sense.61 Post-war writing involved the absorption of war experiences and Continen-
tal influences, such as the effects of war and war technology on (human) nature and 

51  Edwards  2000, 304.
52  Ibid.
53  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 214, note 60.
54  Cf. Jones , R. Gerallt 2015, 410.
55  Cf. Johnston 1998, 6.
56  Lloyd 1972, 18.
57  Cf. Wiliams 1998, 22 and 33.
58  Ibid., 33 and Davies , John 1994a, 514.
59  Cf. Lynch 2007, 104-6.
60  Lynch 2007, 106.
61  Lloyd 1972, 18.
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psychology. In Wales where, thanks to the numerous eisteddfodau – probably more 
than anywhere else – the arts, and poetry in particular, had always been assumed to 
be everybody’s business, the gap between ‘the common man’ and the avant-garde 
widened considerably with regard to the appreciation of poetry after the war.62 

The post-Great War Welsh-language avant-garde was largely constituted by litera-
ti employed by the University of Wales’s Welsh Departments.63 The University of 
Wales, founded in 1893, initially with colleges at Aberystwyth, Bangor and Cardiff, 
progressed substantially in the 1920s. Despite financial difficulties, it opened a new 
college at Swansea in 1920, and doubled its number of students between 1913 (1,250) 
and 1930 (2,500).64 The academic literati made themselves most felt in Y Llenor (The 
Man of Letters, 1922-1955), edited by W. J. Gruffydd , Professor of Celtic at University 
College, Cardiff. The scholarly approach to Welsh language and literature, includ-
ing modern Welsh literature, by the lecturers and professors of the newly founded 
Welsh departments, lent prestige to the language. Consequently, until the outbreak 
of the Great War the Welsh literary field gained more strength, but at the same time 
it was more and more threatened by socio-economic, political and cultural forces. 
After World War One the number of Welsh-language authors and books gradually 
increased again.65 The establishment of the University of Wales Press, founded in 
1922 and subsidised by the University of Wales, published various prestigious books 
which boosted the language, such as The Poetical Works of Dafydd Nanmor (1923), 
Gwaith Tudur Aled (The Work of Tudur Aled, 1926) and Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi (The 
Four Branches of the Mabinogi, 1930), but compared with other parts of the Brit-
ish Isles the number of Welsh publishing houses was small and their position grew 
more and more precarious as the Depression of the 1930s deepened.66 Even though 
the Welsh-language publications could serve over a million people, the demographic 
spread of the Welsh-speaking population and the urban England-oriented transport 
system in Wales made it difficult to reach this potential readership.67 

62  Cf. Lynch 2007, 103-4 and Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1971, 177.
63  Cf. Lynch 2007, 104.
64  Davies , John 1994a, 570.
65  Cf. Williams, William 1933 and Huws 1998. Until the 1920s ‘the peripatetic Dissenting preach-

er-cum-travelling-bookseller and the dosbarthwr (local distributor)’ of the works published by 
Welsh printers/publishers had been relatively successful. Using the profits from lucrative re-
ligious publications, Welsh printers/publishers could publish secular Welsh books but, in the 
1920s, when denominational publishing houses and bookrooms emerged, the publication and 
distribution of non-religious Welsh became more and more difficult (Huws 1998, 341).

66  Cf. Webb  2013, 79-80. The main Welsh printers/publishers in Wales during the interwar years 
were Gee of Denbigh, Rees  of Llandovery, Hughes  of Wrexham, Humphreys of Caernarfon and 
Spurrell of Carmarthen.

67  Cf. Ibid., 84-5.
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Various initiatives were taken to stimulate the sale and the distribution of Welsh books 
during the interwar years, for example selling them at country fairs and providing 
public libraries with money for them.68 One of the more successful Welsh book clubs 
founded during those years was the one led by E. Prosser Rhys  from 1937 to 1945. 
Under his management forty-four titles were published.69 To increase their visibility, 
nine exhibitions of Welsh books were organised between 1930 and 1939, each of them 
attracting several thousands of predominantly young visitors.70 

The ‘symbolic production’ of Welsh literature at secondary school level in the 
Bourdieuian sense was practically absent during the interwar years. Despite the 
fact that Welsh had been recognised as a school subject since the Welsh Intermediate 
Education Act (1889), during the last decade of the nineteenth and the first half of 
the twentieth century, secondary schools continued to be ‘fortresses of Englishness’ 
and hardly any attention was given to Welsh language and literature on a structured 
basis.71 On the tertiary education level, the symbolic production of contemporary 
Welsh literature was dominated by W. J. Gruffydd ’s Y Llenor. Other periodicals in 
which academic scholars contributed to discussions about contemporary Welsh lit-
erature included Y Traethodydd (The Essayist, since 1845), Y Geninen (The Leek, 1883-
1928) and Y Ford Gron (The Round Table, 1930-1935). Moreover, Welsh literature had 
status as one of the subjects of Celtic studies in general. It was taught and researched 
not only at universities in Wales, but also at other universities within and beyond the 
boundaries of the British Empire, for example Oxford, Berlin and Utrecht.

However, throughout the interwar years, the strongest institution of the Welsh lit-
erary field with regard to material production, distribution and symbolic produc-
tion, remained the National Eisteddfod.72 It encouraged writers to present new lit-
erary work, it offered the opportunity to disseminate Welsh literary works among a 
wide-ranging Welsh audience and it provided the largest live platform for literary 
debate.

68  Löffler 2015, 201-2.
69  Ibid., 202.
70  Ibid., 202-3: ‘Since a visit to the exhibition was part of the schools’ St David’s day celebrations, 

up to 4,000 children, mainly from south Wales, attended annually’. The adult attendance fig-
ures found by Löffler (203, note 113) for 1931 and 1938 are 1,347 and ‘about 2,000’ respectively. 

71  Davies , John 1994a, 566.
72  Cf. Jones , R. Gerallt 2015, 410.
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2.3   Saunders Lewis ’s Background: the Genesis of his Habitus

With reference to the publications by Saunders Lewis ’s biographers, in particular to 
T. Robin Chapman ’s Un Bywyd o Blith Nifer: Cofiant Saunders Lewis (One Life Among 
Many: A Biography of Saunders Lewis),73 this section seeks to explain the background 
of Saunders Lewis combative entrance on the Welsh literary scene in 1919 by provid-
ing a brief evaluation of his formative years.

John Saunders Lewis  was born of Welsh parents in Wallasey, outside the official bor-
ders of Wales, but within the Welsh-speaking community of Merseyside. He was the 
second son of the Calvinistic Methodist minister Lodwig Lewis  (1859-1933) and Mary 
Margaret Thomas  (1862-1900). The day of his birth was Sunday, 15 October 1893, a 
date at the end of an era during which Wales was enthralled by Nonconformity and 
famous preachers and orators, such as John Jones , Talysarn  (1796-1857) whose bio-
graphy had been written by Saunders Lewis’s maternal grandfather, the Calvinistic 
Methodist minister and theologian Owen  Thomas .74 The Lewis family was ‘highly-
regarded’, socially and religiously.75

On 30 September 1900, a few weeks before Saunders Lewis  reached the age of seven, 
he and his brothers Owen  (1891-1960) and Ludwig (1897-1917) lost their mother who 
died of tuberculosis.76 Mary Margaret’s unmarried sister, Ellen  Elizabeth Thomas 
(1867-1951), the boys’ ‘deeply-loved Aunt Ellen’, subsequently ‘moved into the fami-
ly home and brought up Saunders and his two brothers’.77 As sons of the manse, their 
activities would, of course, have been subject to public scrutiny, but they nevertheless 
managed to use the pulpit ‘to play at being preachers’.78 Living in a – metaphorically 
speaking – glass house in suburbia, contrasted sharply with the life of some of his 
relatives in rural Wales, and certainly would have contributed to Saunders Lewis’s 
heightened awareness of lacking roots in Wallasey.79 Being brought up in the house-
hold of a Minister of the Divine Word, also meant that the young Saunders Lewis 
soon learned the force of the word, either expressed orally or in writing.80

73  Chapman  2006. My sincere thanks are due to T. Robin Chapman for his advice regarding my 
interpretation of the Welsh biographical text. Apart from Chapman’s biography relevant works 
consulted for this section include the articles edited by Alun R. Jones  and Gwyn Thomas in Pre-
senting Saunders Lewis , 1983; Bruce Griffiths , Saunders Lewis, 1989; Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 
edited by Mair Saunders Lewis, Ned Thomas and Harri Pritchard Jones, 1993; and, Diarmait 
Mac Giolla Chríost , Welsh Writing, Political Action and Incarceration: Branwen’s Starling, 2013.

74  Thomas, Owen  1874. Cf. Chapman  2006, 8 and Evans  , William Llewelyn 2009.
75  Jarvis 1999, 119.
76  Cf. Chapman  2006, 3-4.
77  Jarvis 1999, 120.
78  Talfan Davies  1985, 6. Cf. also Chapman  2006, 7.
79  Cf. Chapman  2006, 3.
80  Cf. Chapman  2006, 7.
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The milieu into which Saunders Lewis  was born was that of a suburban Welsh-speak-
ing middle-class society in which Calvinistic Methodism played an important role. 
According to the information given in 1911 in the eleventh edition of the Encyclopædia 
Britannica, Calvinistic Methodists formed in some respects the strongest church in 
Wales.81 In addition, they are described as: 

intensely national in sentiment and aspirations, beyond all suspicion loyalists. 
They take a great interest in social, political and educational matters, and are 
prominent on public bodies. They support the Eisteddfod as the promoter and 
inspirer of arts, letters and music, and are conspicuous among the annual prize 
winners. They thus form a living, democratic body, flexible and progressive in 
its movements, yet with a sufficient proportion of conservatism both in reli-
gion and theology to keep it sane and safe.82

As Sunday School lessons and religious services were conducted chiefly in Welsh in 
the Welsh-speaking Merseyside community, Saunders Lewis  was immersed in Welsh 
as a medium of (religious) culture. The people surrounding him during his boyhood 
were Welsh-speaking. In a television interview with Aneirin Talfan Davies , Saunders 
Lewis later estimated that in the Liverpool area during the period of his youth ‘there 
were round about a hundred thousand Welsh-speaking Welsh people. [...] So I was 
not born in English-speaking England [...], but into a society which was completely 
Welsh and Welsh-speaking’.83 Yet, the school and other official institutions used Eng-
lish as their medium. So, even though his mother tongue was Welsh, he can be seen, 
owing to his upbringing in Wallasey and his education at the private and relatively 
prestigious Liscard High School for Boys,84 as ‘a typical product of the English edu-
cation system’.85 

At school, other boys first made fun of him, because the little English he then had 
‘was full of Welsh words’.86 This awareness, of Welsh-speaking people being ridi-
culed on account of their imperfect English, undoubtedly played a role in his later 
life, when he argued for a Welsh Wales.87 As a boy, however, he read almost exclu-

81  Jenkins, D. E. 1910, 79: ‘Its chapels in 1907 numbered 1641 (with accommodation for 488,080), 
manses 229; its churches (adherents and members in scattered hamlets and attending different 
meeting-houses or chapels, often combine to form one society or church) numbered 1428, min-
isters 921, unordained preachers 318, deacons 6179; its Sunday Schools 1731, teachers 27,895, 
scholars 193,460, communicants 189,164, total collections for religious purposes £300,912’.

82  Ibid.
83  Talfan Davies  1985, 5.
84  Chapman  2006, 11-2.
85  Hallam 2015, 215.
86  Talfan Davies  1985, 5.
87  Cf. Chapman  2006, 9.
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sively English books. In spite of the fact that his father – characterised by Saunders 
Lewis  as a scholar ‘who liked solitude and the study’88 – had a very rich library of 
Welsh literature, the only Welsh books Saunders Lewis read during the period he was 
at school ‘were the Bible, the Hymn Book, and commentaries for Sunday School’.89 
During his school years, he became editor of the Liscard High School Magazine, often 
went to the Wallasey public library, read contemporary English literature and dis-
covered the Anglo-Irish writers.90 According to Lewis, it was ‘through reading the 
works of Yeats , Synge , Padraic Colum , the Irish or Irishry’, when he was seventeen or 
eighteen, ‘that I came for the first time to understand what patriotism and the spirit of 
the nation meant. And I soon began to think that things like those, which had seized 
hold of them in Ireland, were the kind of things I should seize hold of in Wales’.91 His 
continued interest in literature written in English led him eventually to study it at 
Liverpool University.

Prior to his university study, which he took up in October 1911,92 Saunders Lewis  
had already published some book reviews in The Wallasey Chronicle.93 He continued 
writing for this Wallasey newspaper during his first year at university, not book, but 
theatre reviews, in return for free entrance tickets to the New Brighton theatre, and 
‘so the idea of writing for the theatre’ presented itself during his first year at college.94 

In the same period he also tried his hand at writing poetry.95 His first – English – 
lyrical endeavours, echoing William Wordsworth , Walter  Pater , John Wesley  and the 
Bible, can be regarded as apprentice work, which already reflected a high sensitivity 
to environmental disruption and pollution.96 His enthusiasm for poetry increased 
after he met Margaret Gilcriest , probably in December 1913.97 Their correspondence, 
begun after the outbreak of the Great War, demonstrates a great love of poetry as 
they exchanged information about the poems they read and encouraged each other 
to write. 

88  Talfan Davies  1985, 5.
89  Ibid., 6.
90  Cf. Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 2 and Talfan Davies  1985, 7.
91  Talfan Davies  1985, 7.
92  Chapman  2006, 13.
93  Talfan Davies  1985, 7.
94  Ibid.
95  In the ‘Introduction’ to Lewis , Saunders 1993, Mair Lewis, the daughter of Saunders Lewis and 

Margaret Gilcriest , states that after the death of both her parents, she found ‘close on fifty po-
ems in English, written [by her father] between 1912 and 1920, in the Georgian mode’ (Lewis, 
Saunders 1993, xviii). Cf. also Chapman  2006, 13-7.

96  Chapman  2006, 14.
97  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 26.
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Margaret (1891-1984) and her two sisters, May  and Grace , had been raised in County 
Wicklow, Ireland, but her parents had moved to Liverpool.98 She studied Geography 
at Liverpool University, but also took a keen interest in literature, Anglo-Irish litera-
ture in particular.99 

In 1914 Saunders Lewis ’s studies were interrupted by his military service. By his own 
account, written in retrospect in 1924, Saunders Lewis ‘threw’ himself into the army.100 
In his early university years, he tried to understand and practise Walter  Pater ’s phi-
losophy, in particular his ideas about ‘experience’.101 Quoting Pater’s famous counsel 
‘to be present always at the focus where the greatest number of vital forces unite in 
their purest energy’, he had volunteered, for his own sake, to join the army, so that 
he ‘might savour this experience of life-energy to the utmost’102 On 4 September 1914, 
Saunders Lewis, red hair, grey eyes, five foot and three and a half inches tall (1.63 
m.) and weighing just over seven and a half stone (47.63 kilogram), joined the 3rd 
Battalion of the King’s Liverpool Regiment.103 After much training in England, he 
became a full lieutenant in the 12th Battalion of the South Wales Borderers in February 
1916.104 In the summer of 1916 he was sent to France. In April 1917, during a battle 
near Gonnelieu, south-west of Cambrai, his left leg and thigh were seriously wound-
ed, ‘the calf of the leg being completely blown away’.105 He needed more than a year 
to convalesce.

In the meantime, on 7 July 1917, Saunders Lewis ’s younger brother Ludwig was 
killed on the Western Front, while Owen , his elder brother, who was living in Ameri-
ca, was thinking of joining the army.106 After receiving the news about Ludwig, Saun-
ders Lewis intended to visit and comfort his father, who had moved to Swansea to 
serve the Crug-glas Calvinistic Methodist congregation, but, for medical reasons, was 

98  Lewis , Saunders 1993, xxiii.
99  Cf. in Lewis , Saunders 1993 the references to e.g. A. E. (George Russell ) (29-30, 79, 181, 289, 

352), Dora  Sigerson (54), W. B. Yeats  (58, 69, 79, 257, 352, 441), Padraic Colum  (64, 162, 433), 
Katherine Tynan (69, 90, 173, 190, 193, 227, 352), James Mangan (71-2, 441), William Allingham 
(83), Alice Meynell  (99, 142), Seumas O’Brien (148), Emily Lawless (151), James Stephens  (189, 
205, 290, 433, 515), J. M. Synge  (203, 283, 362, 417, 441, 460-1), George A. Birmingham (James 
Owen ) (257), Thomas Kettle (305), James Joyce  (425), Daniel Corkery  (454, 468) and Joseph 
Campbell (512).

100  Quoted and translated by Bruce Griffiths , in Griffiths, Bruce 1989, 4.
101  Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 3.
102  Quoted and translated by Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 3-4. For the quotation from Walter  Pater ’s The 

Renaissance (1873) cf.: Pater 2010, 219. 
103  Chapman  2006, 20-1.
104  Chapman  2006, 23.
105  Ibid., 32-3; citation from a letter by Saunders Lewis  to the War Office, quoted in Chapman  2006, 

33 (note 50).
106  Chapman  2006, 33 and Lewis , Saunders 1993, 282.
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not allowed to do so.107 After his recovery, but just before he was sent to Athens to 
work with the British legation, Saunders Lewis went on a rare excursion to Anglesey, 
and near Menai Bridge he experienced one of his happiest evenings:

oh! the children talk Welsh at play and old men and women everywhere pass 
the time of day in the old way; and I kissed the earth, the grass, the flowers, for 
my happiness. And it was a serious effort to walk through the villages soberly. 
I wanted to shout, to throw my hat up. [...] this land kindles me, excites me, its 
touch is like a sweetheart’s, it thrills the heart…108

His commission in Athens, assisting the British legation with the work supporting 
the Greek government which had given the Allies a foothold in Greece, lasted only a 
few months.109 He arrived in Athens on 1 August 1918 and in October he was already 
counting the days before the Armistice on 11 November 1918.110

During his military service, as well as absorbing French, Italian and classical culture 
and literature, Lewis  discovered the relevance for himself of the life and work of Em-
rys  ap Iwan  (Robert Ambrose  Jones , 1848-1906), thanks to the biography written by T. 
Gwynn  Jones.111 Emrys ap Iwan, who had travelled widely in Europe and who, like 
Saunders Lewis, had developed a love of the French language, confirmed his ideas 
regarding the importance of tradition as well as of having an open mind to European 
culture, which Lewis had gleaned from the works written by Maurice Barrès .112

After the war, Saunders Lewis  completed his BA thesis ‘Imagery and Poetic Themes 
of S. T. Coleridge’.113 In 1920 he was awarded a first under the supervision of Profes-
sor Oliver Elton , known for his impressive six volume study A Survey of English Lit-
erature (1780-1880).114 Having won the Owen -Templeman scholarship, Lewis decided 
to continue his studies, focusing on ‘English Influences on Welsh Literature in the 
Eighteenth Century’.115 As the research involved in his studies meant that he would 
have to visit the National Library of Wales quite frequently, he decided to take up 
lodgings in Aberystwyth, where he was surrounded by Welsh life and its ‘best’ and 

107  Chapman  2006, 33.
108  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 288. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 15 June 1918.)
109  Cf. Chapman  2006, 35 and Ap Gwilym  2011, 15.
110  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 299 and 310. (Letters written to Margaret Gilcriest  on 2 August 1918 and 

18 October 1918, respectively.)
111  Talfan Davies  1985, 8.
112  Ibid. Cf. also 2.5.
113  Chapman  2006, 41.
114  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 407.
115  Chapman  2006, 60-1.
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‘firmest traditions’.116 Almost ten years after he had first taken up his studies, Saun-
ders Lewis gained his MA at Liverpool University, in July 1921,117 having presented 
his research results in his essay, which, in 1924, would be published under the title A 
School of Welsh Augustans.118

Even before Saunders Lewis  received his ‘well-earned degree’,119 he was notified that, 
as of 5 July 1921, he had been appointed by the Glamorgan County Council as an 
officer who would be responsible for implementing the policy of its Education Com-
mittee’s Rural Libraries Scheme.120 Stationed in Pont-y-clun, his task as librarian was, 
among other things, to select, purchase and catalogue Welsh books and distribute 
them in schools and libraries in Glamorganshire.121 His career as a librarian lasted 
little more than a year. In October 1922, he started a new job at the University College 
of Swansea, the fourth college of the University of Wales, chartered only two years 
previously in 1920.122 Although he did not have any formal training in Welsh, his task, 
as an assistant lecturer in the Department of Welsh, led by Professor Henry Lewis , 
was to teach Welsh literature. To Margaret Gilcriest , whom he was to marry on 31 
July 1924, he wrote: ‘I believe this is my last change. From now on I stick; and Welsh 
literature shall be my job till I peg out or till the college chucks me out’.123

During all the years since their first meeting, Saunders Lewis  and Margaret Gilcriest  
exchanged letters when they were out of each other’s sight for lengthy periods of 
time. Their meetings were infrequent and had a secretive, almost clandestine, charac-
ter. Initially, nobody was to know about this affair between a young Irish teacher with 
Roman Catholic inclinations working as a secondary school teacher in Workington, 
Cumberland, and a young Welshman, the son of a respected Calvinistic Methodist 
minister. 

Margaret Gilcriest  proved to be ‘a woman of independent mind’.124 She was a fiery 
champion of Irish independence and, even though Saunders Lewis  teased her about 
her zeal, she undoubtedly influenced him with her ideas about cultural and polit-

116  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 421. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 11 October 1920.)
117  Ibid., (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 18 June 1921, and letter from Professor Oliver Elton  to Saun-

ders Lewis , 29 June 1921).
118  Cf. Lewis , Saunders 1969 (reprint of the 1924 edition), vii. The book is dedicated to ‘Professor 

Oliver Elton , M.A., D.Litt’. 
119  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 456. (Letter from Professor Oliver Elton  to Saunders Lewis, 29 June 

1921.) 
120  Ibid., 448 and 455. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 4 April 1921 and 18 June 1921.)
121  Chapman  2006, 75, 79.
122  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 492 and 495. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 12 September and 12 October 

1922.) 
123  Ibid., 493. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 12 September 1922.)
124  Jarvis 1999, 126.
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ical nationalism.125 Similarly, ‘her active pursuit of Catholicism’ certainly will have 
affected Saunders Lewis on his path to the Roman Catholic church.126 Eventually, it 
was Saunders Lewis’s Aunt Ellen , his mother’s sister who had raised him, who ‘inter-
vened and persuaded Lewis’s father to accept the inevitable and bless the marriage’.127 
Margaret Gilcriest gave up her job in Workington, and she and Saunders Lewis set-
tled in Swansea; they had one child, Mair, born 19 August 1926.128

Saunders Lewis ’s love of drama and the theatre had not diminished at all from the 
time when he had written his first theatre reviews in his first year at Liverpool Uni-
versity. During the war, he managed to go to the theatre several times129 and, when he 
picked up his studies again, he wrote a play for St David’s Day for the newly set up 
Welsh Society.130 More than once, he was asked to read plays for drama competitions131 
and, when he lived in Cardiff when he was working for the Glamorgan Education 
Committee’s Rural Libraries Scheme, he was involved in setting up a new theatre 
company.132 

Regarding his future prospects, Saunders Lewis  had confided to Margaret Gilcriest  
on 10 December 1919, that ‘there’s a chance of my having to do with drama some-
time’.133 And, to this day, it is indeed, for his plays that Saunders Lewis has been most 
praised.

125  Ibid., 125.
126  Ibid., 126. Cf. also 2.5.
127  Pritchard Jones  2004, 651. Cf. also the letter Ellen  Elizabeth Thomas sent to Margaret Gilcriest , 

5 July 1924, in Lewis , Saunders 1993, 544-5.
128  Chapman  2006, 99 and 112.
129  E.g. Lewis , Saunders 1993, 126, 148 and 283. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 20 July 1915, 6 Octo-

ber 1915 and 5 May  1918.) 
130  Cf. Lewis , Saunders 1993, 373 and 389. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 31 October 1919 and 3 

February 1920.)
131  Ibid., 389 and 395. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 12 February 1920 and 22 March 1920.)
132  Ibid., 482 and 487. (Letters to Margaret Gilcriest , 7 February 1922 and 5 May  1920.)
133  Ibid., 380.
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2.4  Saunders Lewis ’s ‘Combative’ Entrance into Welsh Literature

Almost as soon as Saunders Lewis  entered the Welsh literary arena, he was more or 
less blacklisted. In 1919, Lewis, who had a keen interest in drama,134 was asked by 
the editor of The Cambria Daily Leader to review Welsh plays during the Welsh Drama 
Week in Swansea, where his father had become minister of the Crug-glas Calvinistic 
Methodist Congregation. Back in his Liverpool lodgings, he wrote to Margaret Gil-
criest :

I had a busy and amusing week in Swansea, and enjoyed it greatly. The Editor 
told me I could say what I liked, so on the third night the drama people even 
talked of refusing me admission; an invitation I had to the Howard de Walden  
dinner was withdrawn, and all the men I knew on the committee pleasantly 
boycotted me.135

To learn more about his initial conceptions of Welsh culture, Saunders Lewis ’s first 
steps into the Welsh literary field will be traced in this section. After examining briefly 
his first articles – four reviews and an article on Wales as a nation – his comments on 
Welsh drama, notably those on the plays performed during the Welsh Drama Week 
in The Cambria Daily Leader which led to the ‘boycott’, will be analysed with regard to 
his literary and political views. Moreover, the section will examine why, in particular, 
he was offended by the state of Welsh drama and how he summarised and defended 
his ideas in ‘The Present State of Welsh Drama’ (1919).

One of the first times The Cambria Daily Leader mentioned Saunders Lewis , it revealed 
the arguably most constant and vital element of his being: his criticism.136 The first 
two times his name appeared in the newspapers, the references were to the injuries 
he had incurred in France. On 1 May  1917, it stated that Saunders Lewis had been 
wounded in France, but that the wounds were not very serious. In the second article, 
mainly about the death of his brother Ludwig killed in action on the Western Front 
on 7 July 1917, Saunders Lewis’s slow and painful recovery in hospital from his more 
serious injuries was touched on.137 The third time his name was mentioned, in a brief 
report from the Swansea district in The Cambria Daily Leader 17 November 1917 issue, 
the paper highlighted Saunders Lewis’s critical mind-set: 

134  Cf. e.g. his interest in Irish playwrights, e.g. Padraic Colum , Seumas O’Brien and J. M. Synge  
(in: Lewis , Saunders 1993, 64, 148 and 283), his enthusiasm for Welsh village plays and mum-
meries (Lewis, Saunders 1993, 367) and his partnership with G. P. Jones  to write a play for St 
David’s Day for the Liverpool University Welsh Society (Lewis, Saunders 1993, 373 and 389). 

135  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 372.
136  Cf. Chapman  2006, xxi: ‘Yr oedd Lewis  yn feirniad cyn bod yn wleidydd na hyd yn oed yn 

llenor’ (Lewis was a critic before he was a politician or even a writer), quoted in: Ap Gareth 
2009, 164, his translation.

137  The Cambria Daily Leader, 12 July 1917. 
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Lieut. Saunders Lewis , son of the pastor of Crug-glas, who has been invalided 
from the Western Front, in a lecture last night upon the signs of the times in 
Wales, trod upon the corns of many accepted beliefs regarding the place of lan-
guage and religion in national development. Our young soldiers are striking 
out a path of their own.

Two key issues, which were to dominate the thoughts of a man who would become 
one of Wales’s leading intellectuals, were brought up here more or less casually in an 
unassuming newspaper column: the role of language and that of religion in the Welsh 
context. They would also be the recurring themes in his first articles.

2.4.1  Four Reviews and an Essay on Wales as a Nation

In his letter to Margaret Gilcriest , dated 20 November 1917, Saunders Lewis  men-
tioned that he met ‘one man who lived next door to us, a Williams who edited the 
town newspaper’. 138 In all likelihood this man, whose company he enjoyed and with 
whom he had long night talks, was John Davies Williams  (1878-1936), the managing 
editor of The Cambria Daily Leader.139 In 1918-1919, this liberal newspaper, which circu-
lated mainly in South and West Wales, published several of Lewis’s first increasingly 
critical book and drama reviews.
His first contribution constituted a review of G. Perrie Williams ’s book Welsh Educa-
tion in Sunlight and Shadow (1918).140 In this review Saunders Lewis  emphasised in no 
uncertain terms the need to pay more attention to the development of education and 
culture to make Wales better fitted for an ‘independent life under Home Rule’.141 

His second contribution, a review of Lord Hugh Cecil  ’s pamphlet Nationalism and Ca-
tholicism (1919), opposed Cecil’s contention that ‘it is not less a civilising step to move 
from small nationalities to large ones’.142 Lewis  stressed, that ‘every time a nation 
perishes civilisation irretrievably suffers’, and warned his readers against ‘the low 
ebb of national consciousness in Wales’.143 Although his review did not dwell on Ce-
cil’s notion that a League of Nations should be inspired by Catholicism, in the sense 
of Christian beliefs, rather than by nationalism, this idea did have a marked influ-
ence on Lewis’s concept of nationalism, as formulated in his pamphlet Egwyddorion 

138  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 263. 
139  J. D. Williams also lived at Ffynone Villas, Swansea, the same street to which Saunders Lew-

is ’s father had moved. Cf. http://www.mocavo.com/Swansea-District-Directory/823562/271. 
(Consulted 16 November 2015.)

140  The Cambria Daily Leader, 23 July 1918. I wish to acknowledge my thanks to T. Robin Chapman  
for drawing my attention to this review.

141  Ibid. For a further discussion of this review, see 2.5.
142  The Cambria Daily Leader, 7 February 1919.
143  Ibid.
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Cenedlaetholedeb (The Principles of Nationalism, 1926), in which he also insisted on the 
importance of spirituality.144 

A few weeks after having published his review of Lord Hugh Cecil  ’s treatise, Lewis  
elaborated on his own ideas about Wales as a nation. In a fairly extensive article, 
‘Welsh Nationalism: Our Justification as Nation’, in The Cambria Daily Leader dated 28 
February 1919, he underlined the importance of civilisation as the basis for a nation, 
and its self-control:

It must, by the self-discipline of generations, attain a single consciousness and 
metaphysic. It must, by deliberate heed, realise that its attitude, its manner 
of living, its self- expression, are the criteria by which it is to be judged. And 
this means that after the well-ordering of the relation between its individuals, 
the nation’s concern must be not the accumulation of power and wealth and 
means of security, but the development of its arts and crafts, of its communal 
life, of all those institutions in which its noblest spiritual qualities find outlet.145

He referred his readers to the old, pre-feudal Welsh concept of ‘brodoriaeth’,146 a civil, 
communal society. According to Lewis  ‘the establishing of a right relation between 
the individuals’ is a first essential for a ‘healthier nationalism’, and in the ideal ex-
pressed in the old Welsh triads, such as ‘common defence, common tillage, and com-
mon law’, the basis for a modern Wales as a nation could be found.147 He decried 
large-scale industrialisation and the exploitation of Welsh coal mines, making ‘great 
areas of our land hideous and grotesque like a landscape of Dante ’s Inferno’.148 The 
justification for Wales as a nation was not to be found in Wales’s material wealth, but 
rather in its civilisation, its spiritual values and ‘in the vigorous and beautiful vital-
ity of our native language and literature’.149 Again, it can be observed, that much of 
this discourse on nationalism would reverberate in his pamphlet Egwyddorion Cenedl-
aetholedeb (The Principles of Nationalism, 1926).150 

144  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 31. For a further discussion of Lewis’s nationalism and Catholicism, see 
2.5.

145  The Cambria Daily Leader, 28 February 1919.
146  ‘Brodoriaeth’, can be translated as ‘fraternity’ (Evans  , H. Meurig 2001) or ‘Welshry’, ‘a dis-

trict or quarter (as of a town or city populated by the Welsh’. Cf. http://geiriadur.bangor.
ac.uk/#brodoriaeth&sln=cy and http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/welshry. 
(Consulted 16 November 2015). However, Lewis  refers the reader first and foremost to the old 
Welsh laws, the law triads, in which the word can mean ‘civil society’ (Roberts, Peter 1822, 101).

147  The Cambria Daily Leader, 28 February 1919.
148  Ibid.
149  Ibid.
150  Lewis , Saunders 1990b.
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In his fourth contribution to The Cambria Daily Leader,151 Lewis  discussed the works of 
Hedd Wyn, a poet whose fame in Wales was to grow comparably to Rupert Brooke ’s 
renown in England, after he was killed in action in Flanders fields. By directly re-
ferring the reader to the French author Alphonse Daudet , Lewis immediately put 
this soldier poet in a European perspective. Lewis did not compare Hedd Wyn to 
Alphonse Daudet, but to a character in Daudet’s Lettres de Mon Moulin (Letters from 
my Mill, 1866), with whom he shared ‘the intimacy with the hill solitudes’, and his 
ability to interpret nature’s strange lights and sounds.152 Yet, the simple fact that 
Lewis in this review connected Welsh literature to French literature, was to remain 
one of the characteristic features of his criticism.153 By making this connection, Lewis 
not only demonstrated that he was a man of wide reading, but distanced Welsh cul-
ture from the British context and put Hedd Wyn’s poems on the international map, 
even though he did not praise them overmuch.

Iolo  Morganwg   was the subject of Saunders Lewis ’s fifth contribution to The Cambria 
Daily Leader.154 Iolo Morganwg (pseudonym of Edward Williams, 1747-1826) was one 
of Wales’s most colourful and inventive personalities. In 1919, Griffith John  Williams155 
had both analysed Iolo’s literary forgeries or fantasies – a phenomenon not uncom-
mon in non-state language literatures156 – and praised his versatility, in the journal Y 
Beirniad (The Critic). In his review Lewis concurred with Griffith Williams’s assess-
ment, and concluded benevolently that, even though Iolo was a forger, he was also a 
skilful and creative artist, who remained true to ‘the shy, whimsical, fugitive quality 
of his quixotic temper’.157

151  The Cambria Daily Leader, 14 March 1919.
152  Ibid.
153  For a further discussion of Lewis ’s predilection for French literature, see 2.5.
154  The Cambria Daily Leader, 22 August 1919.
155  Together with Elizabeth Elen  Roberts (G. J. Williams’s wife), W. Ambrose  Bebb  and Saunders 

Lewis , Griffith John  Williams (1892-1963), was to become one of the co-founders of Y Mudiad 
Cymreig (The Welsh Movement) on 7 January 1924, ‘the south Wales strand that joined with 
the strand from north Wales to establish the National Party of Wales (Plaid Cymru) at the na-
tional eisteddfod at Pwllheli in August 1925’ (Lewis, Aneirin 2009). Cf. also Davies , D. Hywel 
1983, 37. Both Williams and Lewis became lecturers in Welsh; when Lewis was dismissed from 
his lectureship in Swansea after the ‘fire in Llŷn’ in 1936 (see 2.6), Williams pleaded for his 
rehabilitation (cf. Chapman  2006, 206). 

156  Cf. e.g. the discussions regarding James Macpherson ’s translations and editions of the so-called 
‘Poems of Ossian’ (Fragments of Ancient Poetry, Edinburgh, 1760; Fingal, Dublin, 1762 and Temo-
ra, London, 1763), claimed to have been handed down in Gaelic; the Breton Barzaz Breiz (first 
published in 1839); and the Frisian Thet Oera Linda Bok (The Oera Linda Book, first published 
in 1872) in Leerssen  2004.

157  The Cambria Daily Leader, 22 August 1919.
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2.4.2   ‘Let Us Widen Our Field’: Lewis ’s Criticism in The Cambria Daily 

Leader 

Between 10 September and 25 October 1919, Lewis  contributed an essay on Anglo-
Welsh drama to The Cambria Daily Leader, a review of W. J. Gruffydd ’s play Beddau’r 
Proffwydi (The Graves of the Prophets), and five articles about the Welsh Drama 
Week. In these contributions Lewis’s tone vacillated between facetiously deprecating 
and scathingly critical. He was, for example, extremely critical of Beddau’r Proffwydi; 
the ensuing lifelong antagonism between Saunders Lewis and W. J. Gruffydd may 
well have originated from this devastating review, which concluded that ‘Mr. W. J. 
Gruffydd is an example of a playwriter lost’.158 Lewis distanced himself firmly from 
moralistic plays with hackneyed themes, such as the deceitful deacon, and he ex-
pressed distinct ideas about the language and the quality of the plays, the audience 
and the stage. 

After briefly summarising the position of Welsh drama in the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, rather than presenting a discussion of each of Lewis ’s reviews, this sec-
tion will distil the recurring issues regarding Welsh drama from these contributions 
as a whole and analyse them from a combative literary perspective.

For a very long time Welsh drama was the Cinderella of Welsh literature.159 During the 
nineteenth century, Nonconformists, the majority of the Welsh population, were ad-
vised to shun dramatic performances. In the first decades of the twentieth century, the 
situation was slightly improved after David Lloyd George  had called for patronage of 
Welsh drama in 1902, and ‘plays were performed as a means of raising money for good 
causes’.160 According to the Welsh literary editor and scholar Meic Stephens  religious 
opposition to English-language theatre was ‘less evident in Wales’.161 He noted that 
the English-language theatre developed rapidly from 1875-1925, stating that in 1912 
there were ‘thirty-four theatres and about as many halls holding dramatic licences’ in 
Wales. Lord Howard de Walden  (Thomas Evelyn Scott -Ellis , 1880-1946) – already men-
tioned above in Lewis ’s letter to Margaret Gilcriest  – was a great patron of early twen-
tieth century drama in Wales, both in English and in Welsh. He stimulated the work 
of playwrights such as J. O. Francis  and R. G. Berry , some of whose works Saunders 
Lewis reviewed in his contributions to The Cambria Daily Leader. In Wales there were no 
professional theatre companies until the 1960s, when both the English-medium Welsh 

158  The Cambria Daily Leader, 2 October 1919. Regarding the debates, opposition, and the antago-
nism between Saunders Lewis  and the academic, poet, critic, editor and liberal politician Wil-
liam John Gruffydd  (1881-1954) – which go beyond the theme of this study – much can be 
found in Emyr, 1986, Chapman  2006, and Williams, Emyr 2009. Lewis elaborated his justifica-
tion of his assessment of Gruffydd as a dramatist in: Lewis, J. S. 1920.

159  Cf. Jones , R. Gerallt 2015, 408.
160  Stephens  1986, 152-3. 
161  Ibid.
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Theatre Company and the Welsh-medium Cwmni Theatr Cymru were founded. How-
ever, before the advent of television in the 1950s there were hundreds of amateur drama 
companies. During the inter-war years, with approximately five hundred companies, 
the amateur tradition was thriving.162 So, when Lewis set out to write about Welsh dra-
ma, its ‘Golden Age’163 of Welsh drama had only just begun. 

The main theatrical and dramatic issues on which Lewis  focused in his contributions 
to The Cambria Daily Leader were language and quality, quality with regard to not only 
the plays, but the stage and the audience as well.

Consistent with his ideas voiced two decades later in his pamphlet Is there an An-
glo-Welsh Literature?,164 Lewis  argued that the English used by Welsh people lacked 
character:

Welshmen have had to learn English in the worst of schools. Labour leaders of 
Cockney dialect, an army of unemployed who came from all industrial parts 
of England to help exploit the mineral wealth of South Wales, railways from 
Lancashire carrying the vowels and idioms of Manchester to the valleys of 
Snowdon, these have been our teachers of English. From these and the news-
papers, we have formed our Anglo-Welsh speech, and no feebler stuff is spo-
ken in these islands.165

Lewis  contrasted this variety of English with Anglo-Irish, which he claimed is ‘richer 
in imagery, more beautiful in idiom, sweeter in sound’, because the Irish ‘learnt Eng-
lish from its gentry in the eighteenth century’.166 Not surprisingly, he therefore urged 
Welsh playwrights to use Welsh.

However, not any variety of Welsh would do. He loathed debased conversational 
Welsh. The best Welsh, in his view, was linked to tradition and represented a manner 
of speech inherited ‘from the restrained, unhurried, quiet life of rural Wales’.167

Although Lewis  applauded the post-Great War efforts to revive Welsh drama, he was 
not much impressed by the quality of the plays. In the October issues of The Cambria 
Daily Leader, he discussed seven plays,168 but only one, D. T. Davies ’s Ephraim Harris 

162  Ibid.
163  Ibid.,186
164  Lewis , Saunders 1939.
165  The Cambria Daily Leader, 10 September 1919.
166  Ibid.
167  The Cambria Daily Leader, 21 October 1919.
168  W. J. Gruffydd , Beddau’r Proffwydi, 1913 (2 October 1919); R. G. Berry , Asgre Lân, 1910 (21 Oc-

tober 1919); D. T. Davies , Y Pwyllgor 1910, D. T. Davies, Ble Mà Fa, 1913, and R. G. Berry, Noson 
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(1914), was worthy of his praise. Because of its sureness of structure, its rightness of 
speech, its efficiency and its convincing characters, Lewis considered Ephraim Har-
ris to be a work of art, a category apart from the ‘village drama’ with which Welsh 
playwrights and their audience had tended to divert themselves. Wales, according 
to Lewis, had to stop seeking refuge in ‘village drama’: it had to direct itself towards 
art. ‘Village drama’, he argued, ‘is not a peculiar art, independent of any previous 
kind, which must discover quite separate laws for its own growth and development’.169 
Lewis did not oppose village or ‘parochial drama’ as such,170 but he insisted on qual-
ity and a broader perspective:

All the plays we have seen so far describe, and rather idyllically describe, vil-
lage manners. But village life means more than ‘manners’. It includes mem-
ories and traditions and song and even dance and mummery. Village and 
peasant drama, if it would tell the round truth, must include romance, the 
Mabinogion, the monastery, witchcraft, fairyland, and all the ancient play-
grounds of men. Let us widen our field.171

Lewis  maintained that, to attain better quality and a broader scope, not only Welsh 
dramatists, but also Welsh audiences, should go to school. Accordingly, he urged 
them to widen their horizons and to ‘take note of the great dramatic history of Eu-
rope:’

And so it seems to me we should begin anew with translation. We should 
translate into Welsh the plays of the acknowledged masters, of Euripides , of 
Corneille , of Racine , of Moliere, of Ibsen , of the Spaniards, of the English, and 
we should act them continually; we should learn the classics.172

Summarising the main themes in Lewis ’s theatre and drama criticism in The Cambria 
Daily Leader – his insistence on the use of high-standard Welsh by playwrights from 
Wales, the improvement of the quality of Welsh plays, the widening of horizons and 
the need for translations – it can be observed that, almost paradoxically, on the one 
hand Lewis demanded a more single-minded commitment to Welsh, whereas, on the 
other hand, he urged Wales to connect to Europe, thus advocating the creation of a 
more separate space for Welsh culture in a European context.

o Farrug 1915 (22 October 1919); Rhys  Evans  , Aeres Maesyfelin, 1917 [?] (23 October 1919), D. T. 
Davies, Ephraim Harris, 1914 (24 October 1919).

169  The Cambria Daily Leader, 25 October,1919.
170  Cf. also Lewis , J. S. 1919, 304: In opposition to ‘Mr. John Colwyn’, who wrote an article in Brit-

ish Drama League, (October 1919), Saunders Lewis stated: ‘I confess to a love of the ‘parochial 
drama’’.

171  The Cambria Daily Leader, 22 October, 1919.
172  The Cambria Daily Leader, 25 October, 1919.
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2.4.3  ‘The Present State of Welsh Drama’: The Need to Stand Out

Lewis ’s harsh criticism of the Swansea Welsh Drama Week not only led to his being 
boycotted, but also sparked fierce rebuttals, notably from Tywi  Jones , the editor of 
Y Darian.173 On more neutral ground, in the monthly journal Welsh Outlook,174 Lewis 
cleverly distracted his fellow countrymen from the heated discussions, by directing 
their attention to yet another aspect of Welsh drama: the stage and the venue. Lord 
Howard de Walden  had already broached that subject during the Swansea Drama 
Week, when he ‘warned the audience against thinking of the English ‘West End’ play 
as a model to imitate’.175 

In Lewis ’s contribution to the Welsh Outlook, he concentrated on his ideas regarding 
the stage and the venue of drama in Wales. Because of Wales’s rural character, he 
pleaded for small-scale venues, preferably farms or, in summer, village greens. He 
advocated the elimination of as many barriers as possible, enabling a closer contact 
between actors and spectators. He wanted not only to do away with the floodlights, 
comparing them to ‘barbed wire between two lines of trenches’,176 but also with 
heavy make-up and extravagant dress, arguing that it would prevent ‘false emotion’, 
‘vulgar wit’, a ‘coarse handling of things’, and a ‘degrading lack of control’.177 

Since the Albert Hall, where the plays had been performed during the Swansea 
Drama Week – lacked intimacy and imitated the ‘machinery of the English popular 
stage’, the productions had inevitably resulted in failure. Familiar, native content had 
been put into a foreign, English ‘shell’.178

From a literary ‘combative’ point of view, it is interesting to note that Lewis  explicitly 
excludes the Anglo-Welsh drama from his recommendations for the Welsh theatre: 
‘These comments, of course, must not be applied to Anglo-Welsh drama [...]’,179 thus 
providing Welsh theatre with a more unique, distinguishing character.

173  Cf. e.g. ‘Wythnos o Ddrama’ in Y Darian, 30 October 1919, ‘Echoes of the Drama’ in The Cambria 
Daily Leader, 18 November 1925, ‘Y Ddrama yn Abertawe’ in Y Darian, 20 November 1919 and 
‘Welsh Drama Comedy’ in The Cambria Daily Leader, 25 November 1919. 

  Y Darian (The Shield) was ‘a radical Welsh language newspaper that circulated in the South 
Wales valleys and Monmouthshire. […] It was the only undenominational paper printed in 
Welsh in South Wales at the time’. Cf. http://cymru1914.org/en/view/publisher/4019528. 
(Consulted 22 August 2017.)

174  Lewis , J. S. 1919.
175  The Cambria Daily Leader, 24 October 1919.
176  Lewis , J. S. 1919, 303. For a more detailed discussion of Lewis’s theatrical ideals, see also 2.9.
177  Lewis , J. S. 1919, 303.
178  Ibid.
179  Ibid.
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2.5  Saunders Lewis ’s ‘Welsh Aesthetic’

Scholars such as Bruce Griffiths  and, more recently, Diarmait Mac Giolla Chríost  
emphasise the importance of Saunders Lewis ’s Roman Catholic principles for the 
development of his concept of the ‘Welsh aesthetic’.180 As an introduction to a more 
in-depth analysis of the strategies Lewis employs to create a more clearly delineated 
and more prestigious space for Welsh literature, this section seeks to trace the main 
aspects of Lewis’s quest for a comprehensive and coherent formula defining his out-
look on (Welsh) life and letters. 

Son of a Calvinist Methodist minister, and raised in a family in which the Noncon-
formist Protestant tradition played an important part,181 Lewis  kept deferring his de-
cision to be received into the Roman Catholic Church until 1932.182 His correspond-
ence with his future wife, Margaret Gilcriest  who, descending from an Wesleyan 
Methodist family, had converted to Roman Catholicism in 1923, reflected his interest 
in religion and both his struggle with and commitment to his faith.183 His vacillation 
was undoubtedly partly due to respect for his father.184 However, to be known pub-
licly as a Roman Catholic in a predominantly Nonconformist environment must also 
have had a daunting effect on him. M. Wynn  Thomas regards Lewis’s ‘then cultur-
ally shocking conversion to Catholicism’ as ‘an unconventional instance of a wider 
phenomenon; the abandonment of Nonconformity by a number of Welsh-language 
writers some of whom turned sceptics while others found a new home in a differ-
ent Christian community’.185 In his retrospective radio speech ‘By Way of Apology’ 
(1955) Lewis stated that ‘All conversions are slow and piecemeal’, even though he 
must have known about instant Pauline conversions.186 His own conversion to Rome 
had taken him a long time and, in a rare interview with Aneiran Talfan Davies , he 
explained that he had become Catholic ‘for one terribly simple reason, that I believe 
that in the Catholic Mass, God is worshipped as He should be worshipped by men 
and women’.187 In a time after the Great War, when most things lay in tatters and old 
certainties had gone, Lewis followed his wife into Catholicism. Of course, he was not 
the only one to do this. Famous writers such as Graham   Greene  (1926) and Evelyn 

180  Griffiths , Bruce 1989 and Mac Giolla Chríost  2013. 
181  His maternal grandfather, Dr Owen  Thomas  (1812-91), was a minister in the Calvinist 

Methodist church, and through his mother, Lewis  was descended from William Roberts, who 
played a major role in Welsh Calvinist Methodism (Williams, Ioan M. 2005, 128). Cf. also Talfan 
Davies  1985, 6.

182  Jones , Alun R. and Gwyn Thomas. 1983, ix.
183  Lewis , Saunders 1993, xxxiii and passim.
184  His father, Lodwig Lewis , born in 1859, died July 19, 1933. (Chapman  2006, 159). His mother, 

Mary Margaret Thomas , born in 1862, had passed away in 1900 (Chapman 2006, 3). 
185  Thomas, M. Wynn  2010, 12.
186  Lewis , Saunders 1990, 117.; cf. also Pritchard Jones  1993, 128.
187  Pritchard Jones  1993, 128 and Talfan Davies  1985, 11.
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Waugh  (1930) had preceded him,188 but also lesser-known earlier, literary converts, 
such as Lionel  Johnson (1867-1902) and Alice Meynell  (1847-1922), are mentioned by 
Lewis as influences.189 According to Gwynn  ap Gwilym ‘it was something of a fashion 
among English intellectuals in the 1920s to become Roman Catholics’.190 As in Lewis’s 
case, the predilection for ‘aesthetic’ Catholicism, notably among British writers, was 
deeply influenced by French Catholic revivalists, such as Paul Claudel .191 Numer-
ically the Roman Catholics in Wales constituted only a small minority in the 1920s 
and 1930s, but among the leading figures of Welsh nationalism they were dispropor-
tionately well-represented.192 In his article ‘An Uneasy Alliance? Welsh Nationalism 
and Roman Catholicism’ (2002), Trystan Owain Hughes  analyses the role played by 
Roman Catholics in the early years of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru (The National Party 
of Wales) and observes that ‘the great majority of those Catholics who took a leading 
role in the Party were native converts to the faith’ and that, ‘consistent with the con-
temporary trend outside Wales, Catholic converts were found primarily among the 
intelligentsia’. So for Hughes, who regards the pre-Second World War Plaid as having 
an ‘elitist ethos’, it does not come as a surprise that many of the Welsh nationalists 
who had converted to Catholicism became leading Party members.193

By turning Catholic, Lewis  became more or less an ‘internal exile’ in Wales,194 away 
from the bosom of Welsh Nonconformity which in Wales had always been closely 
associated with the Welsh language.195 However, Lewis’s dissociation from Noncon-
formity did not imply a disavowal of its importance for Welsh language and litera-
ture. He remained a great admirer of the Calvinistic Methodist minister Emrys  ap 
Iwan , who had preached to his Welsh flock: ‘Remember [...] that you are a nation, 

188  This brief list does not mention T. S. Eliot ’s name, because he embraced Anglo-Catholicism. 
However, because of his influence on Saunders Lewis , their mutual affinities and the fact that 
Eliot’s conversion in the 1920s shocked the literary world, Eliot’s name could be listed here as 
one of the famous early twentieth-century converts. 

189  Talfan Davies  1985, 11. With respect to Alice Meynell  cf. Lewis , Saunders 1993, 99 and 142 
and concerning Lionel  Johnson cf. Lewis, Saunders 1993, 11, 149 and 150. A striking similarity 
between Saunders Lewis and Douwe Kalma  is their enthusiasm for Lionel Johnson. Accord-
ing to Saunders Lewis ‘Lionel Johnson is so much the poet I should give all to be, and I see 
fulfilled in him all I so unavailingly desire’ (Lewis, Saunders 1993, 150). Kalma was likewise 
greatly impressed by Lionel Johnson. In 1916, when he published his ‘Lieten fen Lionel’, songs 
attempting to imitate Lionel Johnson’s poems, he wrote that ‘Fen alle dichters, dy’t ik oant no 
ta lies, forearje en ljeavje ik de Ingelske njuggentiger Lionel Johnson, it meast’ (Of all the poets 
I have read up to now, I most love and adore the English 1890s poet Lionel Johnson) (Kalma 
1996, 718).

190  Ap Gwilym  2011, 21-3.
191  Cf. Griffiths , Richard 2010.
192  Hughes  2002, notes 5 and 6.
193  Hughes  2002.
194  Pritchard Jones  1993, 120.
195  Cf. Jones , R. Tudur 2000, 239.
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by the ordinance of God; therefore do what you can to keep the nation a nation, 
by retaining its language, and everything else that belongs to it’.196 Moreover, in his 
monograph Williams Pantycelyn   (1927), Lewis had demonstrated the indebtedness 
of Welsh literature to Nonconformity by arguing that the hymn-writer William Wil-
liams, Pantycelyn (1717-1791), one of the leading figures of the eighteenth century 
Welsh Methodist revival, should also be seen as one of Europe’s first major Romantic 
poets. In his 1965 newspaper article ‘Welsh Literature and Nationalism’, Lewis also 
highlighted the merits of Nonconformity for Welsh culture: He contended: 

Today Nonconformity is in sad and sullen retreat and Calvinism is almost a 
dirty word. For English people of the upper-middle class – that is, the literary 
English – both Nonconformist and Calvinist have been rather smelly lower 
class attributes since the 18th century. That is the gulf that divides 19th century 
Welsh literature from English. The Methodist revival gave Welsh prose and 
verse a separate character, a new idiom.197 

However, Lewis  was well aware, that that new idiom was restricted in scope. Never-
theless he praised its uniqueness. ‘It tells of an experience no other nation knows in 
the same fashion; and no other literature relates’.198 

According to Lewis  his Catholicism did not prevent him from understanding the 
Welsh and Welsh Nonconformist sensibilities, but it provided him with a differ-
ent perspective on Wales, Welsh history and Welsh culture.199 Lewis saw his main 
concerns within ‘the overarching tradition and continuity of the European Catholic 
Church’.200 So, in his vision of modern Wales, it was absolutely necessary to take into 
account all the past ages, and to stop thinking of Wales ‘as beginning with the radical 
movement and the political nonconformist movement of the nineteenth century’.201 

Lewis  divided the history of Wales into two periods: the period before the union of 
England and Wales and the period after. The Laws in Wales Acts, formalising the 
union and therefore also known as the Acts of Union, were passed during the reign 
of Henry VIII , in 1535 and 1542 respectively, this being the period when Rome’s re-
ligious role was defied and the Anglican Church was established with Henry as its 
Head. By renouncing Roman Catholicism, Henry VIII also defied Church law, ‘the 
only final law’, until then, according to Lewis.

196  Quoted in Jones , R. Tudur 2000, 263 from Jones, Robert Ambrose  1906, 53.
197  Lewis , Saunders 1990c, 215.
198  Lewis , Saunders 1990c, 215. Cf. also Thomas, M. Wynn  2010, 23-4.
199  Talfan Davies  1985, 10.
200  Adams 2012, 11-2.
201  Talfan Davies  1985, 10.
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There was one law and one civilisation throughout Europe; but that law, that 
civilisation took on many forms and many colours. It did not occur to the rul-
ers of a country to destroy the characteristics of another land’s civilisation, 
even when they conquered that land. [...]
Despite being conquered, being oppressed too and that quite cruelly, it (Welsh 
civilisation) grew upright and without losing the innate qualities of its culture. 
No doubt Wales often yearned for freedom, but did not fear losing its heritage, 
nor did it. Because there was one law and one authority throughout Europe, 
Welsh civilisation was safe, and the Welsh language and the special Welsh way 
of life and society. 202

When State supremacy, rather than Church supremacy, became prevalent in the six-
teenth century, ‘instead of there being one authority, tens arose; instead of one law, 
many; instead of unity, confusion’. 203 In order to consolidate the strength of State 
supremacy, uniformity was required, uniformity in every domain of life, including 
language and education. According to Lewis , this triumph of State over Church su-
premacy had to be regarded as a triumph of materialism over spirituality: ‘it was this 
materialistic and pagan triumph that destroyed our Wales’. 

In Braslun o Hanes Llenyddiaeth Gymraeg (1932), Lewis ’s outline of the history of Welsh 
literature, he argued that Welsh literature written in the pre-Union period was ‘one of 
the three important literatures in Europe’.204 In his opinion, during the ‘Great Century’ 
of Welsh literature, 1435-1535, Welsh culture suffered ‘no great harm’,205 even though 
that was a period long after Wales had been subjugated by England.206 The harm 
came when, due to the loss of Church supremacy and European Roman Catholic uni-
ty, Wales no longer had access to European culture. In the pre-Union period, Welsh 
nobility, the patrons of Welsh culture, were part of a European-wide structure which, 
although governed by one Church, allowed for diversity and cultural interchange, 
but this diversity was threatened as soon as the hegemony of the State prevailed. 
So, the ‘nationalism’ Lewis advocated, contrasted sharply with the State nationalism, 
based on materialism, leading to uniformity. ‘Our nationalism must be different’, he 
argued, when he addressed the first annual meeting of the Welsh Nationalist Party in 

202  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 31.
203  Ibid., 32.
204  Quoted in Jones , Darryl 1996, 25, from Lewis , Saunders 1932, vii.
205  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 31. A table, neatly summarising Lewis’s interpretation of Welsh history, 

based on Lewis’s pamphlet An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature (1926) is given by 
Williams, Colin  2005, 47.

206  In 1282 Llywelyn   ap Gruffudd, the last independent Welsh prince apart from Owain Glyndwr, 
had been killed. The final victory of the War of the Roses, 1455-1487, during this ‘Great Centu-
ry’ went to Henry Tudor, who ruled England and Wales as Henry VII.
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1926: ‘We must appeal not to material rights but to spiritual principles’.207 He defined 
his organic nationalism, based on the idea of a community of family nuclei, sharing 
the same heritage and culture, as ‘a return to the medieval principle; a denial of the 
benefits of political uniformity, and a demonstration of its ill-effects; thereby arguing 
in favour of the principle of unity and variety. Not a fight for Wales’s independence, 
but for Wales’s civilisation’.208 On the basis of that civilisation Wales should have a 
seat in the League of Nations. Consequently when, in 1932, in the preface to Braslun 
o Hanes Llenyddiaeth Gymraeg, Lewis expressed his hope that, for a future historian of 
Welsh history, there would be ‘a third period to describe’,209 that new era, in Lewis’s 
view, did not need to be a period without an English throne. ‘What we want is not 
to cut the link with England: that is what Ireland wanted. What we want is to base 
our union with England on the basis of the throne, and have a separate parliament 
for Wales’.210 

In the mid-1920s Lewis  pointed out two directions, first formulated by Emrys  ap 
Iwan , which should be followed to establish a meaningful future for Welsh civilisa-
tion: (1) ‘a continually clear approach to Europe’, and (2) ‘a continually deeper explo-
ration of the Welsh past and the Latin tradition of pre-Reformation Wales’.211

According to Bruce Griffiths , Saunders Lewis  had, from his earliest youth, ‘a sense 
of his own exceptional intellectual capacity and a sense of being singled out for a 
mission’.212 Much later, in his 1960 television interview with Aneirin Talfan Davies , he 
confessed ‘Yes, [...] I had a desire, a very great desire to change the history of Wales 
– to change the whole course of her history, to make of Welsh-speaking Wales some-
thing lively strong and powerful, a part of the modern world’.213 Already during the 
Great War, he wrote to Margaret Gilcriest : 

Do you remember that I once said I wanted to begin for Wales what the Irish 
movement had done for Ireland? Well, during my last two visits to south 
Wales, something of the kind was started, and a group of about six of us are 
going to write a book together to start things. Some of them are quite impor-
tant people, they include a member of the government and an editor of a big 
Welsh paper, but they are keener on politics than anything else at present, and 
I intend to turn more to literature and art. However the first book is to appear 

207  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 31.
208  Ibid., 33-34.
209  Quoted in Jones , Darryl 1996, 25, from Lewis , Saunders 1932, vii.
210  Quoted in Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 28, from Lewis , Saunders 1929.
211  Quoted in Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 17, from Lewis , Saunders 1926, 16. 
212  Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 79. He sees traces of this in Saunders Lewis ’s story ‘Derek Rescue’ in the 

Liscard High School Magazine, July 1908.
213  Talfan Davies , 1985, 9.
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in a few weeks and you shall see it. So you see I am not just now entirely wast-
ing my time. The way I came into the thing was – I gave a paper to a literary 
society in Swansea, the editor man came to listen, afterwards we had a talk, 
and the scheme was unfolded. And now I’m committed. It may be fortunate, 
and it may not.214

It remains unclear to exactly what project Saunders Lewis  refers and it can only be as-
sumed, according to Lewis’s biographer, T. Robin Chapman , that the book was never 
written.215 However, even though politics and poetics are mostly closely intertwined 
in Lewis’s case, it does emerge from this letter that, at this stage, Lewis was more keen 
on literature and art than on politics.216 His letters to Margaret Gilcriest  do not show 
much political engagement from the end of the war until his marriage in 1924.217

It was his father who told Saunders Lewis , during the Great War, that he would have 
to return to his roots before any good would come of him, and during that same war, 
when he was in France reading Maurice Barrès ’s trilogy Le Culte du Moi (The Cult of 
the Self, 1888-1891), he learned from Barrès ‘that the only way to cultivate your per-
sonality as an artist and to develop your own resources, is to go back to your roots’, 
just as his father had said. 218 A writer’s roots, his childhood, his upbringing and the 
culture surrounding him, inescapably lead to the language he would employ; it is not 
‘a matter of choice’,219 according to Lewis, but inevitable. So, he had to turn to Welsh, 
even though he had ‘intended first of all [...] to write in English’.220 

When Lewis  was a soldier on the Continent during the Great War, he discovered 
French, and, more generally, Mediterranean culture. France, in particular, became 
a lasting source of inspiration. He called it his ‘spiritual home’. 221 His infatuation 
with Maurice Barrès  manifested itself in 1919, when he received a letter and an au-

214  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 277. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 28 February 1918.)
215  E-mail T. Robin Chapman  to the author, 13 October 2015.
216  Cf. also Lewis  1918.
217  Pritchard Jones  and Thomas 1993, xxi.
218  Talfan Davies  1985, 8.
219  Ibid.
220  Ibid. Of course, Lewis ’s politically charged statement has to be put in the context of its time; a 

time when Wales, in the eyes of Lewis, became regrettably more and more Anglicised. Had the 
force of circumstance been different, Lewis might well have gone to England to be employed 
in a university department of English. In 1924, after his marriage to Margaret Gilcriest , Lewis, 
working as an assistant lecturer in Welsh in Swansea, considered applying for vacancies in the 
departments of English at the universities of Exeter and Manchester, mainly due to his family’s 
negative attitude towards Roman Catholicism. He wrote to Margaret Gilcriest (30 May  1924): 
‘If I don’t get the Manchester post [assistant lecturer in English] I’ll take it that Providence 
intends me to stick to Welsh’. (Lewis, Saunders 1993, 537).

221  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 492. ‘I love France: it is my ‘spiritual home’ […]. The only country I 
perhaps love even more is Italy’.(12 September 1922).
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tographed book from the author.222 Barrès (1862-1923), born in Charmes-sur Moselle, 
Lorraine, belonged to a group of writers, including Paul Bourget  and Paul Claudel , 
who, since the mid-1890s, had advocated ‘a ‘return’ to national values and tradi-
tions’.223 Barrès’s populist nationalism, extolling the virtues of Alsace-Lorraine, but 
at the same time preaching a one and indivisible France, later embarrassed many 
distinguished authors and made it difficult for them to acknowledge his influence 
on them.224 Even though Lewis’s ideas about nation and nationhood diverged widely 
from Barrès’s, he did not hesitate to admit his debt to the French author. ‘It was Bar-
rès that made me a nationalist of conviction’, he stated in his interview with Aneirin 
Talfan Davies .225 Moreover, Lewis’s first Welsh play, Gwaed yr Uchelwyr (Noble Blood, 
1922), is based on Barrès’s novel Colette Baudoche (1909).226 A further example of his 
enthusiasm for French civilisation and education can be found in his review of G. 
Perrie Williams ’s monograph Welsh Education in Sunlight and Shadow (1918): 

In France, where elementary and university education is on a much higher 
standard (than in Wales), the connection between the schools and the home is 
much closer, and from the very beginning of their career, by drawing out to the 
full the scholar’s ability to express himself in his own language, the genius and 
the qualities of the boy are given a bigger sphere of development [...].
[...] there are many instances of broad-minded Welshmen who have enriched 
the tradition of the race through what they have learned and brought with 
them from the spirit and classical traditions of France. [...]
[...] ought not our connection with France to be closer than heretofore?227 

It may be true that Lewis ’s debt to Barrès  is ‘not so much in respect of a political 
programme as of a personal awakening’, as Dafydd Glyn Jones  thinks,228 but Lewis’s 
almost blind celebration of French culture and education, must have been awkwardly 
painful to early-twentieth century pupils in those parts of France where French was 
not the mother-tongue. However, his review is irrefutably an early demonstration of 
his wish to connect Wales directly to France.

222  Ibid., 347. Lewis  wrote to Margaret Gilcriest  (14 June 1919): ‘I received a very precious gift to-
day. Some time back I read a novel by the greatest of present French novelists, Maurice Barrès , 
on Alsace-Lorraine before the war, and in a sudden impetuous mood I wrote to him about it, 
- all the way to Paris! Well, this morning’s post brought me a new book from him on the recov-
ery of Alsace-Lorraine, and he has autographed it for me in the fine French way, ‘Sympathique 
hommage de Maurice Barrès’. I never dreamed of such an answer, for an autographed copy of 
a Barrès book is something to treasure’.

223  Quoted in Lasseigne 2005, 7, from Brée, 1967, 32-3.
224  Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 24.
225  Talfan Davies  1985, 8.
226  Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 24.
227  The Cambria Daily Leader, 23 July 1918.
228  Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 25-6.
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Consistent with his startling 1962 radio speech Tynged yr Iaith (The Fate of the Lan-
guage), in which he gave priority to the Welsh language rather than to the self-gov-
ernment of Wales, Lewis ’s review is also an early exemplification of his conviction 
that priorities should lie with Welsh education and culture, rather than with party 
politics. Berating himself and his fellow countrymen, he concluded:

In Wales, if we gave ourselves less to party politics, and more to the devel-
opment of our own education and culture, we should make Wales the better 
fitted to have an independent life of her own under Home Rule. And Home 
Rule before we have a real, keen national spirit, would mean simply that the 
Welsh Parliament would be an enlarged County Council.229

In 1926, eight years later, in his role as a politician and founder of Plaid Genedlaethol 
Cymru, Lewis  was adamant and much more demanding regarding the language is-
sue: ‘(Welsh) must be Wales’ only official language. [...] In a word, the whole of Welsh 
social life and every instrument of social life, must be constantly and unswervingly 
adapted towards one aim: a Welsh civilisation for Wales’.230 A monolingual Welsh 
Wales remained Lewis’s aim throughout the 1920s and 1930s.231 However, after the 
Second World War he revised his stance. In 1962, looking back on his vision of the 
interwar years, he commented in his BBC radio speech: ‘Between the two World Wars 
I believed that the thing (establishing Welsh as the sole public medium) was not im-
possible, given time, and a consistent policy followed for a generation or two’.232 He 
then acknowledged that he had to revise his former point of view, because of ‘the 
enormous social changes’ that had taken place and the rapidly decreasing numbers 
of monolingual and bilingual Welsh speakers in Wales.233 Welsh, Lewis realised by 
then, had definitely become a minority language in Wales. Although Wales without 
the Welsh language would not be Wales for him, he conceded the existence of an Eng-
lish-speaking Wales. Instead of demanding a monolingual Welsh Wales, as he had 
done in the 1920s and 1930s, in his capacity of President of the Plaid, he now pleaded 
for an officially bilingual Wales. Instead of claiming the rights of a group, he focused 
‘The Fate of the Language’ on the right, but also on the responsibility, of the indi-
vidual to use Welsh. His radio speech did not fall on deaf ears. Almost immediately 
it led to the creation of Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, the Welsh Language Society, 

229  The Cambria Daily Leader, 23 July 1918.
230  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 37-8.
231  Cf. also Lewis , Saunders 1938 and Williams, Emyr 2009, 121-50.
232  Lewis , Saunders 1983, 136.
233  Williams, Colin  2005, 56. According to the census results, the combined totals of mono- and 

bilingual speakers in Wales amounted to: 1921: 37.1 per cent; 1931: 36.8 per cent; 1951: 28.9 per 
cent; 1961: 26 per cent.
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a non-violent pressure group which, ever since its creation, in 1962, has campaigned 
successfully for recognition of Welsh as co-official language in Wales.234

For Lewis  his faith was essential to all aspects of his life, personal, political, social and 
cultural. Politically it implied that he could not join the Liberals, because of their em-
phasis on the individual, rather than the community. Nor could he become involved 
in the Labour Party, because of its anti-traditionalism. Affiliation with the Conser-
vative Party, with its capitalist and imperialist views, was, of course, completely out 
of the question. For him this situation meant that an alternative had to be found or 
created. Eventually it led to his becoming a founding member of Plaid Genedlaethol 
Cymru in 1925, the national party of Wales which, he later stated, ‘sought to base 
itself on Christian sociology’.235

Socially, his faith implied the assertion of the pre-eminent value of communities with 
families as their nuclei. During the Depression, he was appalled by the effects of 
imperialist capitalism, notably in South Wales,236 Lewis  therefore advocated a more 
even distribution of wealth and a certain measure of de-industrialisation.237 He was 
not anti-urban, but ‘sought to combine technological advancement with a rural ideal 
and to redistribute heavy industry more evenly’.238 Social life should lead to cultural 
life. His idea of society, based on tradition, did not exclude royalty or nobility. Ideally 
aristocrats should nurture rather than exploit the communities in which they occu-
pied leading positions; they should be guardians of tradition and patrons of culture.239

Culturally, his faith led him to abandon ‘hedonism’ and aestheticism.240 Conscious 
of his responsibility towards Wales’s heritage and culture, he ‘built his literary work 
around the assumption that human experience was in essence social and spiritual’.241 
Even though he knew that, as an artist, he could no longer return to the Middle Ages, 
Lewis ’s ‘Welsh aesthetic’ is very much based on his conception of the foundations 
of medieval art, which, as a matter of course, was created for the greater glory of 
God. In the last chapter of Williams Pantycelyn   (1927) he expressed his regret, that, in 
his lifetime, he could not ‘hope to see an integrated society which will provide the 
foundations for a coherent and social art’. Yet, ‘the ideal of the classical poets must 
remain our ideal as well. We too must endeavour towards order, wholeness and syn-

234  Williams, Emyr 2009, 175.
235  Quoted in Villis 2013, 181 and Williams, Emyr 2009, 181.
236  Cf. Villis 2013, 189.
237  Cf. Lewis ’s ‘Ten Points of Policy’; in: Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 100-1.
238  Williams, Emyr 2009, 199.
239  Cf. Villis 2013, 190.
240  Cf. Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 24 and Williams, Ioan 1991, 21-4. 
241  Williams, Ioan 1991, 204.
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thesis in life’.242 Moreover, the ideal ‘integrated society’, in which cultural exchange 
between all nations could take place without constricting state interference, in Lewis’s 
opinion, would be answerable only to one moral law, the law of the undivided Catho-
lic Church. Lewis’s ‘aesthetic’, based on traditionalism, owed much to a school of 
thinkers, which included T. S. Eliot , T. E. Hulme  and F. R. and Q. D. Leavis  , all of 
whom emphasised the importance of tradition and moral responsibility.243 Indeed, 
the preface to Lewis’s Williams Pantycelyn begins with a telling quotation from Eliot’s 
The Sacred Wood (1920): ‘The important critic is the person who is absorbed in the 
present problems of art, and who wishes to bring the forces of the past to bear upon 
the solution of these problems’.244 

In his efforts to counter the problems of the Welsh language and its literature, Lewis  
opposed modernity, with its individualism, and focused on aspects of an alternative 
template from the past, the most important of which was a sense of a moral and cul-
tural responsibility towards the community to which one belongs, which is, at the 
same time, part of a world-wide community of nations. Using this template from the 
past, Lewis risked making Wales into what Colin  H. Williams called a ‘private fief-
dom of a cultural minority’.245 Lewis’s wariness of ‘the masses’,246 and his concern to 
elevate Welsh language and literature, caused him to take an elitist, ‘high-modernist’ 
stance. Modernists either choose the ‘formerly aristocratic valuation of art as a sacred 
realm above money and commerce, or the revolutionary doctrines promulgated since 
1848, of art as the liberating vanguard of popular consciousness’.247 Lewis’s emphasis 
on the past makes it clear that, even though he pleaded for ‘social art’ in Williams 
Pantycelyn  , he can be counted among the ‘high-modernists’. 

Lewis ’s ‘Welsh aesthetic’, aiming to give more prestige to Welsh language and lit-
erature, and, more generally, to contribute to world literature as a whole, cannot be 
seen as an aesthetic for its own sake. His works reflect a pervading sense of the moral 
authority of Christian thought.248 This authority dominated both his ethics, and his 
aesthetics. For Welsh literature, Lewis’s cultural poetics involved a renewed interest 
in Welsh culture of the pre-Acts of Union period, but also, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, an awareness of the necessity to (re)connect Welsh literature to a more univer-
sal dimension. 

242  Quoted in Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 50, translated from Lewis , Saunders 1927.
243  Cf. Williams, Emyr 2009, 47-67.
244  Quoted in Ap Gareth 2009, 168, from Lewis , Saunders 1927. 
245  Williams, Colin  1988, 16.
246  Cf. Jones , Darryl 1996, 34.
247  Quoted in Jones , Darryl 1996, 26 from Williams, Raymond 1989, 34.
248  Cf. Mac Giolla Chríost  2013, 41.
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2.6  Saunders Lewis ’s Strategies

During the interwar years Saunders Lewis  voiced his ideas regarding the language 
and literature of Wales, not only in Welsh to his Welsh-speaking compatriots but also 
in English to disparate audiences, employing varying methods and strategies. On the 
one hand, he used distancing strategies to widen the gulf between Wales and England 
and, on the other hand, he used connective strategies to reduce the distance between 
Wales and Europe. Referring his audiences to the history of Wales, he also employed 
unifying strategies to create a stronger sense of solidarity among the Welsh, including 
the non-Welsh-speaking inhabitants of Wales. This section will focus on the strategies 
used by Lewis in his English interwar texts to create a more clearly demarcated Welsh 
literary space, less dependent on the imperial British context, and at the same time 
more connected to European culture. After a brief description of the texts, the strate-
gies emerging from them will be categorised and more closely examined.

2.6.1  The Texts

(1) In 1922 Lewis  published an article on ‘Recent Anglo-Celtic Drama’ in the Welsh 
Outlook.249 The article, meant to be read by an audience interested in Welsh matters, 
contains a review of several plays, by Daniel Corkery , William Butler Yeats  and Gor-
don Bottomley , as well as a continuation of Lewis’s essay on the use of English in 
originally Celtic regions.250

(2) Lewis ’s English pamphlet An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature was 
published in 1926, shortly after Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru was formed in 1925 and a 
few years after Lewis’s appointment as a lecturer in Welsh literature at the University 
College of Swansea (1922). The pamphlet dealt with Welsh literature written after the 
introduction of the 1870 Education Act – the Act which made English compulsory for 
every child in Wales. It was undoubtedly intended for everyone interested in Welsh 
literature, but could also serve as educational material for (potential) members of 
Plaid Cymru and students of literature.

(3) The third text is a paper dealing with ‘The Literary Man’s Life in Wales’, which 
Saunders Lewis  read to the Celtic Congress in Glasgow in September 1929.251 The 
Celtic Congress, which first convened in Birkenhead in 1917, was a supposedly 
non-political gathering promoting the use of Celtic languages.252 However, when 
E. T. John , the founder of the congress, invited the speakers, he had remarked that 

249  Lewis , Saunders 1922.
250  ‘Anglo-Welsh Theatre: The Problem of the Language’, in: The Cambria Daily Leader, 10 Septem-

ber 1919. Cf. 2.4.2.
251  Lewis , Saunders 1929. Approximately one hundred delegates attended the congress. Cf. 

http://sgeulnagaidhlig.ac.uk/press-cuttings/?lang=en. (Consulted 5 December 2016.)
252  Ellis , Mari 1983.
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Lewis’s visit to Glasgow might ‘enable him to come into closer and fuller touch with 
the Scottish Nationalist Movement’.253

(4) The Banned Wireless Talk on Welsh Nationalism, the fourth interwar text in the Eng-
lish language to be examined, represents Lewis ’s talk which he had prepared to be 
broadcast by the British Broadcasting Corporation on 6 December 1930.254 However, 
since the talk was ‘calculated to inflame Welsh national sympathies’, Lewis was given 
to understand by the headquarters of the BBC that it ‘must not be given’.255 In spite of 
this admonition, he published it, hoping ‘fervently’ that as a pamphlet the talk might 
have the effect the BBC had warned against.256

(5) Undoubtedly Lewis ’s most famous interwar text in English is his address Why We 
Burnt the Bombing School, addressed to the Caernarfon court on 13 October 1936, his 
defence after the Fire in Llŷn.257 The address was in English, because the Welsh speech 
of one of the other defendants ‘had been destroyed by its having to be translated in 
bits and pieces’.258

The offence leading up to the trial had been arson. The Fire in Llŷn, one of the most 
well-known incidents in the history of Welsh nationalism, was lit on 8 September 
1936, by Saunders Lewis , Lewis Valentine  and D. J. Williams , all three of them prom-
inent members of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru.259 After much campaigning and many 
protests initiated by Plaid against the building of a Royal Air Force ‘Bombing School’ 
at Penyberth, on the Llŷn peninsula, the trio had deliberately set fire to some of the 
buildings on the premises, both from pacifist and cultural motives, without endan-
gering anyone’s life. They objected to a bombing school as such, because it trained 
people to commit themselves to mass warfare, but they were particularly incensed 
about the fact that the government, without any further discussion, was determined 
to locate the school in Llŷn, a historically significant peninsula for pilgrims travel-
ling to Bardsey Island. Whereas the government had listened to the protests against 
‘Bombing Schools’ in Dorset, East Anglia and Northumberland, it refused to agree to 
a meeting with protesters from Wales. After setting fire to the bombing range, Lewis, 
Valentine and Williams freely gave themselves up to the police, and they were put on 

253  Ibid.,
254  Lewis , Saunders 1931 [?].
255  Ibid., [2].
256  Ibid.
257  Lewis , Saunders 1990d. The first printing of the text was published in Caernarfon by John 

Edward Jones , secretary and organiser of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru, in 1936. 
258  Lewis, Saunders 1990d, 45.
259  Cf. e.g. Davies , John 1994a, 592-3 and Jenkins, Geraint H. 2007, 253. Both historians argue, that 

even though the fire in Llŷn can be seen as a major event in the history of Welsh nationalism 
– ‘the first time in five centuries that Wales had struck back with a measure of violence’, accord-
ing to Dafydd Glyn Jones  (quoted by Davies, John 1994a, 593) – it did not have much impact 
upon English-speakers beyond Wales. 

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   131Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   131 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



132

trial, first at Caernarfon and then, since the jury failed to agree on a verdict, at the Old 
Bailey in London, where, charged with arson, they were given a nine-month sentence 
in Wormwood Scrubs.

(6) In 1938 Saunders Lewis , having been dismissed in 1936 from his post as lecturer 
at the University College of Swansea and working mainly as a journalist, publish-
ing hundreds of articles in his capacity as President of Plaid, addressed the Guild of 
Graduates of the Cardiff branch of the University of Wales, dealing with the question 
Is there an Anglo-Welsh Literature? 260 In South Wales, with its enormous influx of ‘im-
migrants’ from England and its English-speaking Welshmen, the question was espe-
cially pertinent. In the following section, dealing with Lewis’s strategies, one of the 
issues will be the question of why his pre-Second World War attitude was distinctly 
negative regarding that question.

2.6.2  Saunders Lewis ’s Distancing, Unifying and Connective Strategies

From the texts mentioned above, even though they deal with diverging themes, it 
emerges unambiguously that Lewis  advocated a more autonomous, outward-look-
ing Welsh Wales. The strategies he employed can be categorised as: 
•  distancing strategies, directed towards moving away from British imperial and 

cultural hegemony;
•  unifying strategies, meant to create more solidarity among the Welsh, but also a 

Welsh Wales; and
•  connective strategies, intended to link Welsh culture to Europe directly and to 

transform it into a more universally important culture.

Distancing Strategies:

In his ‘Foreword’ to An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature, Saunders 
Lewis  contrasted English and Welsh culture in Wales. He described the former as 
‘alien in origin, industrial and cosmopolitan in outlook’ and as having been ‘vigorous 
and aggressive’, whereas the latter, ‘though rooted in the native tradition’, had been 
‘imitative and retiring’.261 Welsh culture, however, had changed, according to Lewis, 
during the preceding decades. In his view, it had become increasingly vital and more 
assertive, thus making the need for a reinterpretation of modern Welsh literature ‘in-
creasingly imperative’.262 

In his Introduction Lewis  praised both Emrys  ap Iwan  (1848-1906, see also 2.5) and 
Sir John Morris -Jones  (1864-1929) for their attempts to ‘purify’ the Welsh language, 

260  The lecture was published in Cardiff, in 1939 (Lewis , Saunders 1939).
261  Lewis , Saunders 1926.
262  Ibid.
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distancing it from English borrowings.263 By extolling the use of the old Welsh verse 
forms and by references to Celtic subject matter in the works of poets such as T. 
Gwynn  Jones  (1871-1949), Lewis illustrated how much he valued the ancient distin-
guishing characteristics of Welsh literature.264

Lewis ’s lecture Is there an Anglo-Welsh Literature? underlines the essential separate-
ness of literatures. Lewis regards different literatures as distinguishable varieties of 
the written products of creative powers of people belonging to distinct communi-
ties, sharing a common past and traditions as well as having one or more languages. 
Thus, the Irish, being a distinct community, can have an Irish Gaelic as well as an An-
glo-Irish literature, because the Irish, in their insular environment, apart from having 
their Gaelic language, also turned English into ‘something rhythmically and emotion-
ally and idiomatically separate from all the dialects of progressive and industrialised 
England’.265 Wales, however, from Lewis’s point of view, could not have two separate 
literatures. Wales had been Welsh-speaking before the Industrial Revolution, and the 
English that had penetrated the Welsh language did so at a moment in history, when 
there was no longer ‘a self-contained rural community’ and the creation of dialects 
was already ‘beyond the powers of the countrymen’.266 Whereas, according to Lewis, 
Anglo-Irish writers were concerned with interpreting Ireland for Irish readers, the 
implied audience of Welsh authors writing in English was English, not Welsh. More-
over, he observed, the work, the idiom and the vocabulary of Welsh authors writing 
in English, ‘have their virtues from English poets and letters’.267 Not surprisingly, 
therefore, Lewis concluded his lecture by saying that ‘there is not a separate literature 
that is Anglo-Welsh, and [...] it is improbable that there ever can be that’.268

In his interwar publications Lewis  continued to present English as an ‘alien’ lan-
guage in Wales, destroying Welsh culture and causing ‘the loss of social traditions 
and social unity and the debasement of spiritual values’,269 thus deliberately creating 
a greater distance not only between Welsh and English culture, but also between Eng-
lish-speaking and Welsh-speaking people in Wales. By emphasising that Wales had a 
rich cultural past, and that it had newly begun to flourish culturally, he demarcated a 
Welsh cultural space, deserving international recognition. Because of its unique cul-
ture and history, both in the past and in the present, it merited a place in the League 
of Nations.270

263  Ibid., 3-6.
264  Ibid., 7.
265  Lewis , Saunders 1939, 7.
266  Ibid., 10.
267  Ibid., 11.
268  Ibid., 13.
269  Ibid., 10.
270  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 34.
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Unifying Strategies

In his discussion of modern Welsh drama in An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh 
Literature, Lewis  made an implicit appeal for the unity of the Welsh people. He clearly 
wanted them to protest collectively against the lack of state support for Welsh drama. 
In Ireland, and even ‘in the newest of post-war republics of mid-Europe’, there were 
state subsidies for drama, but in Wales, he observed, there was nothing of the kind, 
and hence there were hardly any incentives to improve the standard of play-writing.271

The act of publishing The Banned Wireless Talk on Welsh Nationalism and the Caer-
narfon court address Why We Burnt the Bombing School can in itself be regarded as a 
strategy to create a unified Welsh front, both against the hegemony of British broad-
casting authorities and the supremacy of British law. 

In his speech prepared for the BBC, The Banned Wireless Talk on Welsh Nationalism, 
Lewis  made an appeal to all people in Wales, not only the Welsh-speaking, but also 
those who were ‘not Welsh or Welsh-speaking’.272 In it, he claimed dominion status 
for Wales, calling on all the inhabitants as heirs of a Wales that once had been a po-
litical entity. He argued that ‘if a nation that has lost its political machinery becomes 
content to express its nationality thenceforward only in the sphere of literature and 
the arts, then that literature and those arts will very quickly become provincial and 
unimportant, mere echoes of the ideas and artistic movements of the neighbouring 
and dominant nation’.273 Pointing to developments in other countries, such as Ireland 
and Finland, he urged his intended listeners to collective action in order to achieve 
dominion status for Wales, because ‘You cannot artificially encourage the language 
and literature and arts of a people and at the same time refuse them any economic 
and political recognition’.274

Eventually, the Fire in Llŷn proved to be Lewis ’s most successful interwar step to 
unify his audience and to engender public support. Undoubtedly the separate pub-
lication of the Caernarfon speech Why We Burnt the Bombing School by Plaid Genedl-
aethol Cymru can be seen as a contributing factor to this success.275 When, in 1937, 
Lewis, Valentine  and Williams were released from their imprisonment in Wormwood 
Scrubs, they were welcomed back in Wales at the Caernarfon Pavilion by approxi-
mately 12,000 people.276 The Fire in Llŷn led to a demonstration of unprecedented 
solidarity among the people of Wales in their aversion to British hegemony, but it was 

271  Lewis , Saunders 1926, 12.
272  Lewis , Saunders 1931 [ ?], 3.
273  Ibid., 4.
274  Ibid., 5.
275  For an extensive interpretation of Lewis ’s speech cf. Chapman  2006a.
276  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 162. 
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only a short-lived affair. Nor did it become ‘an expression of international solidarity’.277 
It can be seen as a clear example of growing national patriotic agitation, categorised 
by Hroch  as a phase B event.278 Neither Lewis nor other members of Plaid Genedl-
aethol Cymru sought to link the Fire in Llŷn to similar struggles for autonomy in oth-
er parts of the world. Consequently, despite Lewis’s European outlook, it remained, 
in essence, an internal Welsh affair. 

Connective Strategies

In 1922, in his article ‘Recent Anglo-Celtic Drama’, Lewis  discussed the work of James 
Stephens  (1880-1950), a writer from Ireland who had stated that ‘Irish men of letters 
are now determined to return to their own language’, and that they would ‘move 
entirely away from the sphere of English influence, and, going to France and Italy 
for guidance’, would ‘make Irish again a literary language of European importance’.279 
Lewis applauded the intentions of the Irish wholeheartedly. Shortly after the An-
glo-Irish Treaty had been concluded (1921), he presented his Welsh readers with the 
Irish way of dealing with language and culture. If the other Celts were to follow the 
Irish example, and ‘If Mr. Stephens is right, then [...] Anglo-Celtic, as a distinct branch 
of English literature, will cease to exist’, he concluded more or less triumphantly.

In his pamphlet An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature Lewis  put great em-
phasis on the importance of Emrys  ap Iwan ’s three years’ stay on the Continent for 
the development of Welsh literature. Because of Emrys ap Iwan’s esteem of the pu-
rity of the classic age of French literature, which had led him both to re-appreciate 
the value of older Welsh texts and to set a new standard for his age by insisting on 
pure Welsh, without any Anglicisms, Lewis recognised him as the founder of modern 
Welsh literature.280

Readers of An Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature cannot fail to notice that 
whenever a Welsh writer or poet is praised by Lewis , he also associates his or her 
name with an author from the Continent, thus connecting literary quality with a glob-
al or European, rather than a British outlook.281

277  Davies , Hywel 2011, 121.
278  Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch  1992, 65: Phase B: ‘a period of national patriotic agitation’) and Introduc-

tion, Phases and Processes in Cultural History.
279  Lewis , Saunders 1922, 63.
280  Lewis , Saunders 1926, 4.
281  Thus Emrys  ap Iwan ’s restoration of classical purity is compared with Paul Louis Courier and 

Charles Nodier; Sir John Morris -Jones ’s purification of the Welsh language is linked to François 
Malherbe; W. J. Gruffydd ’s criticism is connected to the work of André Gide; R. Williams Par-
ry’s epigrams are likened to those of the Greek; the technical strength and the sobriety of Kate  
Roberts’s short stories are associated with Guy de Maupassant, Anton Tchekhov, Katherine 
Mansfield and Jean  de La Bruyère; the critic R. T. Jenkins, chiefly influenced by two English 
scholars, Mark Pattison and Henry Sidgwick, also ‘introduced contemporary French writers 
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Lewis  insisted on a more direct connection between Wales and Europe. In ‘The Liter-
ary Man’s Life in Wales’ he advocated self-government for a Welsh Wales:

It [a self-governing Wales] will have the means to communicate with other 
nations and to take part in the conversation of Europe. And it will do so in its 
own language, so that through the literature of Wales will flow the currents of 
the past and the present.282 

According to Lewis , the fact that Welsh was not used at all levels of society and in 
every domain of life in Wales had resulted in an incomplete Welsh language and 
culture, in artistic starvation and intellectual isolation. Wales lacked a central city of 
Welsh culture, and in his view, only self-government could alter that situation.

to Wales’ (Lewis , Saunders 1926, 15); and, Ambrose  Bebb , publicist and political pamphleteer, 
translated Hugues-Félicité Robert de Lamennais into Welsh, and studied the works of Charles 
Maurras and the followers of Hippolyte Taine.

282  Lewis , Saunders 1929, 297.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   136Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   136 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



137

2.7  Saunders Lewis ’s Combative Political Leadership

According to Saunders Lewis , Welsh literature would cease to be ‘living and valua-
ble’, if the literary revival of the beginning of the twentieth century did not ‘broaden 
out into political and economic life and into the whole of Welsh life’.283 Since Lewis 
regarded a socially, politically and economically stronger, more independent life in 
Wales as a sine qua non for a Welsh language ‘worth cultivating’,284 he felt that he 
could not avoid committing himself to politics. In ‘The Literary Man’s Life in Wales’ 
he indicated that, although his desire was for a life of literature, ‘I have hindered that 
ambition in a political attempt to remedy the evils that I see’ and that, in his view, 
the Welsh Nationalist Party to which he belonged offered such a ‘remedy’.285 He did 
not become a leader with great pleasure but, as he saw it, from sheer necessity. Since, 
from the outset, his ultimate aim was to create a context in which culture would flour-
ish, his political leadership was bound to emphasise cultural aspects. Lewis himself 
felt that he was not well-suited to lead a political party,286 and more than once he 
offered to resign from the Plaid’s presidency,287 but his resignation was not accepted 
until 1939.288 Lewis did not become the leader of a literary movement, but neither can 
his presidency of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru be seen as equivalent to the leadership 
of a full-grown political party. In its initial phase Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru could be 
more aptly characterised as ‘a linguistic direct-action movement’.289 

While the next section will deal with the influence of Lewis ’s combative stance on 
his literary work, this section concentrates on the question of how, and by what po-
litical activities, Lewis aimed to put Wales on the international cultural and literary 
map during the interwar years. Referring chiefly to D. Hywel Davies ’ monograph, 
The Welsh Nationalist Party 1925-1945: A Call to Nationhood (1983), and Dafydd Glyn 
Jones ’s extensive article on Saunders Lewis’s politics,290 the extent to which Lewis 
succeeded in achieving his goal will also be briefly evaluated.

2.7.1  Instruction and Opposition

The aim of one of the predecessors of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru, Y Mudiad Cym-
reig (The Welsh Movement),291 founded by Ambrose  Bebb , Griffith John  Williams, his 

283  Lewis , Saunders 1931 [?], 5.
284  Ibid.
285  Lewis , Saunders 1929, 297.
286  Cf. Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 68.
287  Ibid., 196: ‘There were to be seven occasions between 1930 and 1939 when he expressed a desire 

to be allowed to withdraw from the party leadership’.
288  Ibid., 210.
289  Christiansen 2003, 127.
290  Davies , D. Hywel 1983 and Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983.
291  ‘Y Mudiad Cymreig’, was the society, founded in Penarth, south Wales ((7 January 1924). It 

joined with ‘Byddin Ymreolwyr Cymru’ (Welsh Home Rule Army), founded in Caernarfon, 
north Wales (20 September 1924), to establish Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru in 1925. Cf. Davies , 
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wife, Elizabeth Roberts, and Saunders Lewis , was ‘to save Wales from its present con-
dition and to make it a Welsh Wales’.292 The very wording of this objective – ‘to save’ 
and ‘to make it Welsh’ – implied that efforts had to be made to oppose the forces that 
would lead to the obliteration of Welsh identity and that, on the other hand, guidance 
and instruction had to be given to make Wales Welsh. Those two elements opposition 
and instruction, were also to characterise Lewis’s leadership of Plaid Genedlaethol 
Cymru.

The element of instruction is at once apparent from Saunders Lewis ’s contributions 
to the Party’s annual summer schools. The first of these, at the school in Machynlleth 
in 1926, was his well-known speech Egwyddorion Cenedlaetholedeb (The Principles of 
Nationalism), addressed to the first annual meeting of the National Party of Wales.293 
The discussions held during that conference, ‘confirmed Saunders Lewis’s role as the 
leading theoretician’.294 

Lewis ’s taste for teaching also appears in his innumerable articles in e.g. Y Ddraig 
Goch (The Red Dragon), the Party’s first official monthly paper, which was more in-
tent on winning an intellectual argument than on gaining the support of the ordinary 
voter.295

 
Saunders Lewis  realised that the mass media, such as the radio, which could poten-
tially threaten the position of the Welsh language, could also be employed as a means 
of popularising its use and as a vehicle to disseminate the Party’s ideas. The publi-
cation of The Banned Wireless Talk on Welsh Nationalism demonstrated that his initial 
attempts to use the radio to this end had been stymied. However, thanks to the work 
of the committee of the University of Wales Council, which had pressed for more 
Welsh-language radio broadcasts (a committee on which Saunders Lewis had also 
served296) he was commissioned by the BBC to produce a radio play, Buchedd Garmon 
(The Life of Garmon / Saint Germanus), which was broadcast during his incarcera-
tion in 1937.297 Lewis’s most remarkable and effective success in putting across his 
ideas was achieved in 1962, when he presented his radio speech Tynged yr Iaith (The 
Fate of the Language), but that, of course, was long after the Second World War.

D. Hywel 1983, 37-9. 
292  Ibid., 37, note 13.
293  Lewis , Saunders 1990b.
294  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 64, note 19.
295  Ibid., 64.
296  Davies , John 1994, 57.
297  Cf. Davies , John 1994, 99-100 and Mac Giolla Chríost  2013, 36-7. Williams, Ioan M. 2005, 127 

provides a chronological list of scripts, written by Saunders Lewis  and broadcast by the BBC.
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The combative element of Saunders Lewis ’s leadership became manifest even be-
fore the foundation of Y Mudiad Cymreig. In a speech, given at the Mold National 
Eisteddfod and addressed to the members of the Bangor Welsh National Society, Y 
Gymdeithas Genedlaethol Gymreig, also known as Y Tair G (Triple G) in 1923, he 
shocked the students by proposing to refrain from ‘pointless speeches’, but to form 
‘a battalion and a Welsh camp’ instead.298 He suggested that a group of ‘a hundred or 
fifty or only twenty’ should be drilled without weapons for a fortnight during five 
consecutive years ‘so that they may work quietly together without quarrelling, every 
one willing to obey and to be punished if he does not’.299 His speech, only a few years 
after he had been demobilised as a lieutenant from the British Army,300 demonstrated 
both the need he must have felt for more unity and solidarity and his loathing for 
bickering and fragmentation among Welsh nationalists. 

Lewis  did not proceed to create the non-violent militia as he had suggested, but 
he did ‘provide Welsh nationalism with the kind of aggressive quality it had never 
possessed’.301 However, as soon as he became president of Plaid, he toned down his 
former militancy and warned against violence and extremism. In his speech Egwydd-
orion Cenedlaetholedeb (The Principles of Nationalism, 1926), he proclaimed that ‘there 
are great perils in hot-headed and unbounded nationalism’.302 Yet he kept looking 
for means other than speeches and articles to shock the Welsh into awareness.303 The 
opportunity presented itself most forcefully when, in 1935, the Air Ministry proposed 
to establish the ‘Royal Air Force base specialising in the training of bombing tech-
niques’ on the Llŷn peninsula.304 The ensuing crime, that of setting fire to the ‘Bomb-
ing School’, eventually leading to the imprisonment of Lewis and his two fellow ar-
sonists, can be regarded both as flagrantly combative, and as consciously sacrificial.

With regard to war, Lewis  advocated a neutral party policy during and after his pres-
idency of the Plaid, consistent with his objection to English hegemony. He adamant-
ly opposed compulsory conscription of Welsh men for the British Army. In 1938 he 
wrote: ‘We must in our tens and scores refuse submission to the English Government. 
If any kind of military compulsion is imposed on the people of Wales, we must reject 
it’.305 As an ex-British Army officer, Lewis wanted his fellow party members to re-
fuse conscription, not on religious or pacifist grounds, but on nationalist principles. 

298  Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 12 and Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 27-8, note 44.
299  Ibid.
300  Saunders Lewis  was officially demobilised on 1 September 1921 (cf. Chapman  2006, 21).
301  Chapman  2006, 28.
302  Lewis , Saunders 1990b, 30. 
303  Cf. Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 153-4.
304  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 154.
305  Ibid., 225, note 8.
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Although this policy did not become very successful, some Welsh men did object to 
conscription on nationalist grounds.306

Throughout the Second World War, Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru advocated strict neu-
trality, thus clearly resisting ‘Welsh national assimilation by England’.307 By adher-
ing to this unpopular policy, Lewis  and the Welsh Nationalist Party indicated that 
they wanted Wales to be regarded and treated as a separate entity, distinctly different 
from England. However, this party policy also meant that some interpreted it as Ger-
man-friendly or even fascist. Consequently the accusations and discussions regard-
ing Saunders Lewis’s and the Party leadership’s allegedly fascist tendencies, already 
dating back to the mid-1920s, flared up, increased, and actually continued into the 
twenty-first century.308 

Anti-Semitic hints, notably in the poem ‘Y Dilyw’ (The Deluge, 1939),309 infuriated 
some of Lewis ’s fellow nationalists.310 His denigration of those who served British 
capitalism and imperialism – the ‘servile masses’311 – and his rigid and persistent 
rejection of the Anglicisation and industrialisation of Wales, indeed of any material-
istic economic system, appealed less and less to ordinary Welsh people, including his 
fellow party members. 

In essence, Saunders Lewis , remained, first and foremost, a critic. More a theoretician 
than a practical leader, he was not able to convince the man or woman in the street. 
During his leadership his party did not achieve any appreciable electoral success.312 
His fault, according to the Welsh scholar Dafydd Glyn Jones , lay in the neatness of his 
political philosophy.313 Lewis, assured of being in the right regarding his own prin-
ciples, continued to write about world affairs after having resigned from the Party’s 
presidency. In his column ‘Cwrs y Byd’ (World Affairs) appearing (almost) weekly in 
Baner ac Amserau Cymru (The Banner and Times of Wales) throughout the war, he kept 

306  According to Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 227: ‘By February 1942, twenty party members had been 
placed on the military register after having been told by tribunals that their nationalist convic-
tions were not a matter of conscience’.

307  Ibid., 223.
308  Cf. e.g. Lewis , Saunders 1990a, Villis 2013, Wyn Jones  2014, Western Mail, 20 November 2015 (I 

thank Professor Gerwyn Wiliams, University of Bangor, for referring me to this article), and the 
discussions published by the Institute of Welsh Affairs: http://www.clickonwales.org/tag/
richard-wyn-jones/. (Consulted 14 December 2015.) About Dylan Thomas’s characterisation 
of Saunders Lewis as a fascist in his short story ‘Where Tawe Flows’, cf. Hallam 2015, 217.

309  Cf. Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 109 and 127; ‘Y Dilyw’ was published in the collection Byd a Betws 
(The World and the Church; Lewis , Saunders 1941); a translation of the poem can be found in: 
Jones , Alun R. and Gwyn Thomas (Eds.) 1983, 177-9 and Conran 2003, 275-6.

310  Williams, Gwyn A. 1992, 16.
311  Quoted from a letter by Saunders Lewis , dating from 1923, in Williams, Gwyn A. 1992, 13.
312  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 271.
313  Jones , Dafydd Glyn 1983, 67.
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defending his view that Wales should remain neutral, his argument being that ‘there 
was no real choice between the two imperialisms involved in the clash. [...] Nazi occu-
pation [...] was no different in principle from the occupation which Wales had known 
for four centuries’314 Although he was not openly challenged, his obstinate refusal to 
ride on ‘the tide of wartime solidarity’ caused a sense of unease among the majority 
of the party members and consequently a decline of party activity.315

As one of his final deliberately political acts, Lewis  decided to become a candidate 
for the University of Wales Parliamentary seat in the 1943 by-election, indicating that 
he could face losing, but intending to boost Party morale and show its power.316 His 
opponent, W. J. Gruffydd  – the scholar, to whom Lewis had referred, as early as 1919, 
as ‘a playwriter lost’, as has been observed earlier (2.4.2) – had accepted the nomina-
tion from the Liberals, even though he had also been a member, and for a brief period, 
vice-president of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru.317 He had left the Welsh Nationalist Par-
ty in 1940, on account of fundamental differences in priorities and ‘because it began 
to mock freedom and reason’.318 Since both Gruffydd and Lewis were well known as 
Welsh intellectual nationalists, the election could not but split the Welsh-speaking 
intelligentsia. Both had contributed important critical articles to Y Llenor (The Man 
of Letters), one of the most influential literary periodicals in Welsh history, founded 
in 1922 by Gruffydd. So, when Lewis lost the election, winning 1,330 votes (22.5 per 
cent), and Gruffydd won, gaining 3,098 votes (52.3 per cent), it not only widened the 
political gap between Welsh intellectual liberals and Welsh intellectual nationalists, 
but also caused ‘grave harm to Y Llenor, [...] which was to suffer from the dissension 
until its demise in 1955’.319 

Despite Lewis  having managed, for the first time, to demonstrate that the Plaid con-
stituted a considerable electoral force, he was ‘embittered by the experience’.320 The 
defeat put a more definitive end to his political ambitions. After the war, under the 
leadership of the more pragmatic pacifist and Nonconformist Gwynfor Evans  , the 
Party moved to the Left and Lewis dissociated himself from its increasingly respect-
able constitutional policies. He remained ‘for many years a bitter [sic] thorn in its 
side’, advocating acts of civil disobedience for the sake of the Welsh language and the 
environmental protection of the landscape.321 

314  Ibid., 69.
315  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 233-4.
316  Ibid., 240, note 105.
317  Ibid., 237.
318  Ibid., 238, note 92.
319  Davies , John 1994a, 611.
320  Ibid.
321  Ap Gwilym  2011, 131-41. With regard to the 1957 decision to drown the Tryweryn Valley in or-

der to turn it into a water reservoir for the Liverpool area, Lewis  did not agree with the Party’s 
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As a party leader Lewis  had always been concerned to set the Plaid in an internation-
al context.322 He continued to do so, not only in his speeches, articles and columns, but 
also in his letter to the University of Wales’s Electors, written to explain his Party’s 
objectives in support of his candidature for the 1943 by-election. In his letter, he ex-
plicitly emphasised that one of the objectives of the potential Welsh Nationalist Party 
member in the House of Commons would be:

To show such an interest in, and knowledge of, international affairs and such 
an European sympathy [...] with regard to problems concerning peace and 
co-operation between nations, that when the happy time comes to crown all 
our efforts, Wales will be joyfully and unanimously received into the League 
of Nations in Geneva.323 

The letter to the University’s Electors also demonstrated the Party’s concern ‘to pro-
tect the just rights of other minorities in the British Empire’.324 In spite of Lewis ’s 
knowledge of and interest in other minorities, direct contacts and exchanges with 
other national or linguistic minorities were few. Although he visited the Continent 
several times – France in particular 325 – there is not much evidence that he made 
any effort to establish co-operation between the Welsh and other minorities. On one 
occasion, when he was in Rennes, on 15 August 1932, the Feast of the Assumption, 
he ‘called at the office of the Breton Nationalist Party, but found everything shut up 
for the holiday’.326 

With respect to international relationships between minorities, Lewis  did put in an 
appearance on a cultural level, by presenting papers to Celtic Congresses,327 but on 
a political level, it was not until Gwynfor Evans   became president of the Plaid that 

policy of adhering to constitutional means. He endorsed the non-constitutional language pro-
tests of the members of Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, the Welsh Language Society, founded in 
1962, after his speech Tynged yr Iaith (The Fate of the Language).

322  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 105-116; 251.
323  Ap Gwilym  2011, 129.
324  Ibid.
325  Chapter XI of Lewis , Saunders 1993 (560-76) contains holiday letters from Saunders Lewis to 

his wife Margaret Gilcriest  dating from 1928, 1930, 1931 and 1932.
326  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 574. Via Ambrose  Bebb  – like Saunders Lewis, co-founder of ‘Y Mudiad 

Cymreig’ (The Welsh Movement) – there had been contacts with Brittany as early as 1924, 
when it was decided to choose the Breton nationalist journal Breiz Atao (Brittany Forever), as 
the medium of the newly founded movement, as it already had a Welsh language section edit-
ed by Ambrose Bebb. (Cf. Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 38.) 

327  Cf. Chapman  2006, 103 and 134-5. In 1925 Lewis  read a paper on ‘The Welsh Dramatic Move-
ment’ in Dublin, and in 1929 he presented a paper dealing with ‘The Literary Man’s Life in 
Wales’ in Glasgow, cf. 2.6.1 (3).
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more structural political co-operation with other Celtic nationalist parties was taken 
up.328

2.7.2  Political Failure

In his speech Why We Burnt the Bombing School Saunders Lewis , conscious of his 
shortcomings, referred to the fact that the leadership of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru, 
including himself, could be regarded as being ‘too highbrow and too academic’.329 In 
retrospect he was even more critical of his political work, concluding during his in-
terview with Aneirin Talfan Davies  in 1960, that he had ‘failed completely’.330 His 
elitist views – his ideas that a new Welsh-speaking aristocracy would be an essential 
condition for a flourishing Welsh culture – and his disdain for those who served Brit-
ish imperial capitalism ultimately led to scorn and ridicule from his opponents and 
contributed to his being dubbed, derisorily, ‘chief prince of Wales’.331

As a political figure he considered himself an ineffective person. He knew that he 
was not ‘a politician by instinct or by nature’ and never had ‘the appeal of the pop-
ular leader’. Nonetheless he never ‘ceased to engage in politics’.332 His faith and his 
outlook on life meant that he could not but follow this ‘path’.333 His vision of a mean-
ingful Welsh civilisation entailed that he neither would nor could separate his task as 
a creative writer from the work that he felt needed to be done in the field of politics. 
However, his recognition of his failure in that field did lead to a shift of focus after the 
Second World War. From then on he concentrated on his literary work. 

328  Ellis , Peter Berresford  1993, 90-1.
329  Lewis , Saunders 1990d, 47.
330  Talfan Davies  1985, 9. The interview was broadcast on 19 May  1960; almost two years before his 

influential speech Tynged yr Iaith (The Fate of the Language), held 13 February 1962.
331  E. Tegla Davies , reviewing Monica  in Yr Eurgrawn Wesleaidd (Ebrill [April] 1931), 5: (the denom-

inational monthly journal of the Welsh Wesleyan Methodists): ‘Mynegi prydferthwch yw nod 
llên, ac y mae pob testun at law’r llenor y gall fynegi prydferthwch trwyddo, ond tystiolaeth 
pen-tywysog byd llenyddol Cymru heddiw yw na ellir gwneud tomen dail yn brydferth, tra 
fo’n domen’. ‘The aim of literature is to express beauty, and every subject is available for the 
writer to do so, but the testimony provided by today’s chief prince of Welsh literature proves 
that you cannot make a dung-heap beautiful, whilst it remains a dung-heap’. I thank Professor 
Gerwyn Wiliams for this reference and translation.

332  Saunders Lewis ’s own words, translated by Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 78.
333  Ibid. Cf. Chapman  2006a and Mac Giolla Chríost  2013. Both authors emphasise the connection 

between Saunders Lewis ’s religious convictions, his political actions and his writings.
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2.8  The Influence of Saunders Lewis ’s Combative Stance on his 

Literary Work

The success of modern Hebrew in Palestine provided the members of Plaid Genedl-
aethol Cymru with inspiration for their linguistic aims and policies, but politically 
and culturally most Plaid members, not excepting Saunders Lewis , were greatly in-
trigued by developments in Ireland.334 Obviously the Irish Literary Revival, which 
flourished roughly between 1890 and 1930, did not go unnoticed in Wales. With re-
gard to the overturning of the political as well as the literary order, Ireland represent-
ed a most fascinating case.

In The World Republic of Letters (2004), Pascale Casanova  devotes a chapter to Irish 
literature as an example of a more or less peripheral literature moving to the centre 
during the twentieth century. ‘The distinctive quality of the Irish case’, she observes, 
‘resides in the fact that over a fairly short period a literary space emerged and a liter-
ary heritage was created in an exemplary way’.335 As discussed in the Introduction, 
Casanova considers the Irish case more or less as a template, illustrating how a liter-
ature changed its position from the periphery to the centre and referred to this devel-
opment as ‘The Irish Paradigm’.336 

This section will examine the influence of Saunders Lewis ’s combative stance on his 
literary work during the interwar years. Because of Lewis’s interest in the develop-
ments in Ireland and because of Ireland’s proximity to Wales, it is worthwhile to ex-
amine how the Irish situation, as analysed by Casanova , can shed light on Saunders 
Lewis’s role in the literary field. 

Lewis ’s politics and his creative work cannot be easily separated,337 since his convic-
tions and beliefs necessitated his being politically and culturally active. His urge to 
(re)create a Welsh civilisation with a European dimension not only determined his 
politics, but also affected his choice of language, his criticism, the selection of works 
which he translated, and the content and imagery of his work. With the help of the 
strategies distinguished in section 2.6.2 and the various phases identified by Pascale 
Casanova  as being part of the process of moving from a peripheral to a more central 
position in literary space (cf. Introduction, The Irish Paradigm), this section seeks to 
explain Lewis’s first tentative steps as a writer and his stance as a critic, translator and 
playwright in the Welsh literary field during the interwar years.

334  Davies , D. Hywel 1983, 107.
335  Casanova  2004, 304.
336  Ibid., 303-23. Cf. Introduction, The Irish Paradigm.
337  Cf. also Thomas, Ned 1971, 53 and Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 1 and 78.
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The usefulness of Casanova ’s paradigm, as revised and interpreted by Andrew  
Webb  in his study, Edward Thomas  and World Literary Studies: Wales, Anglocentrism and 
English Literature (2013) becomes at once apparent, when one examines the develop-
ment of Saunders Lewis ’s literary work and ambitions more closely. 

It took Lewis  a fairly long time to find his bearings as a creative writer. His struggle 
to find his way is reflected in the phases he went through, most of which are part of 
the paradigm identified by Casanova :

• The Invention of Tradition
  Saunders Lewis ’s letters to his future wife Margaret Gilcriest  reflect his inter-

est in Wales’s literary heritage. In 1915, he had already expressed his wish to 
write a poem called ‘The Death of Branwen’, referring to a character from the 
Mabinogion, oral Celtic stories compiled by Welsh authors in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries.338 He also told her that he collected folk-songs and informa-
tion about mummeries and eighteenth-century village plays. In Braslun o Hanes 
Llenyddiaeth Gymraeg (An Outline of Welsh Literature, 1932), Lewis presented a 
collection of essays on medieval Welsh literature, thus contributing to a renewed 
interest in early Welsh texts.

• Assimilation
  The young Saunders Lewis , who had studied English at Liverpool University, 

‘hoped to write in English and even to make a living at it, verse and prose and 
plays’.339 His contributions to The Cambria Daily Leader and The Workington Star 
were in English; mainly for financial reasons.340 During The Great War Lewis re-
solved that ‘my stuff now would be the matter of Wales’.341

• The Recreation of a National Language
  Even though Lewis  had decided that Wales for him was not a net, but a root, 342 he 

still had to find out which language would suit him best. Inspired by J. M. Synge , he 

338  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 56. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 26 January 1915.)
339  Lewis , Saunders 1990, 117.
340  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 323: ‘I shall before many months have to write mainly for food and 

drink; and English is a better thing commercially’. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 10 February 
1919.) In 1921, incited by his future wife Margaret Gilcriest, who worked in Workington, Saun-
ders Lewis also contributed columns to The Workington Star, using ‘John Sack-and-Sugar’ as his 
nom-de-plume (Lewis, Saunders 1993, 471-7).

341  Lewis , Saunders 1990, 117.
342  Ibid. In his radio talk ‘By Way of Apology’ (1955; cf. Lewis , Saunders 1990), Saunders Lewis 

compares his decision with the resolution made by Stephen Dedalus  in James Joyce ’s novel, 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young  Man (1916). James Joyce’s main character regards Ireland as a 
country where nets are flung to hold a man back from his flight: ‘You talk to me of nationality, 
language religion. I shall try to fly by those nets’.
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first tried his hand at writing a play, The Eve of Saint John (1921), in which he used a 
kind of Welsh English, just as Synge had employed Irish English in his plays. How-
ever, whereas Synge relied on what he had heard from speakers who were thinking 
in Irish, Lewis used his own English translation of what he heard people say in 
Welsh. The resulting Anglo-Welsh was quite unrealistic and Lewis later turned his 
back on this type of language;343 also, because he realised that its use would limit 
him as a dramatist to provincial issues from which he sought to distance himself.344 

• The Realist Opposition 
  In 1930 Saunders Lewis  added ‘literary capital’ to Welsh literature by publishing 

the first of his two novels: Monica . Until then, according to Lewis, the contempo-
rary novel had had no good fortune in Welsh literature.345 

The most significant Welsh novels written in the nineteenth century were those by 
Daniel Owen  (1836-1895). Lewis  praised, but also criticised them because ‘they were 
too long’.346 The only twentieth-century novel which he mentions in his pamphlet An 
Introduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature (1926) is E. Tegla Davies ’s novel Gŵr Pen 
y Bryn (The Master of Pen y Bryn, 1923). This novel also fell short of his literary stand-
ards, as it lacked ‘artistic integrity’.347 In Lewis’s view, the author had not been able 
to leave his characters ‘to complete the evil that is in them, but must convert them to 
repentance and amiability’.348 

As if to prove that he could surpass the work of Tegla Davies , Lewis  created a potent 
character, a woman intent on satisfying her own sexual lusts, filled with revenge until 
the very end. Monica  Maciwan , Lewis’s protagonist, did indeed shock the Welsh au-
dience deeply and ‘created a furore’.349 Lewis’s short novel, modelled – as Bruce Grif-
fiths  discovered – on François Mauriac ’s novel Thérèse Desqueyroux (1927), should, 
however, first of all be seen as a realist ‘tour de force, written to show what could and 
should be done in this genre in Welsh’.350 Lewis, who had condemned nineteenth-cen-
tury moralistic and edifying literature, was greatly disappointed that the few people 
who praised Monica, ‘believed that the work was meant to teach a moral’.351 And in-
deed, considering that Lewis has his characters punished – Monica with despair and 

343  Cf. the discussion of his lecture Is there an Anglo-Welsh Literature? (2.6.2).
344  Cf. Oliver Elton  in his letter to Saunders Lewis , 21 July 1921, in: Lewis, Saunders 1993, 460; 

Lewis, Saunders 1990, 117-8; Griffiths , Bruce 1983, 79; and Ap Gwilym  2011, 25-7.
345  Lewis , Saunders 1926, 12.
346  Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 20.
347  Lewis , Saunders 1926, 13.
348  Ibid.
349  Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 20.
350  Ibid., 23.
351  Quoted in Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 23.
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her unfaithful husband with venereal disease  – it is difficult to see Monica as other 
than ‘highly moral’.352 The theme of rootlessness, the isolation from the values of tra-
ditional culture, more convincingly elaborated in his play Blodeuwedd , was to remain 
central to Lewis’s work.

In her description of the ‘Irish Paradigm’, Pascale Casanova  represented the authors 
who chose to write in Gaelic, as writers ‘recognised only in Ireland for literary activity 
connected with politics’. 

From the very outset of his literary career, it is evident that Saunders Lewis ’s aspi-
ration went beyond insular recognition. His ambition was to put Welsh literature on 
a higher level, but he also wanted that literature to be esteemed by a broader, inter-
national audience. By referring his readers to the illustrious contribution of Welsh 
civilisation in the pre-Acts of Union period, he demanded more quality of his fel-
low Welsh writers on all literary levels in an almost belligerent way. He insisted that 
contemporary Welsh literature should advance to a higher degree of eminence and 
demonstrate a more open attitude towards literary and philosophical developments.

With regard to literary criticism, Lewis  presented this programme in his foreword to 
his study Williams Pantycelyn   (1927):

It is my ambition to see the re-establishment of Welsh criticism on the basis of 
the European tradition that flourished and grew in Wales till the end of the six-
teenth century. Not a return to that tradition to remain within it, but to develop 
it. For it is my belief that the criticism and philosophical principles of the Welsh 
literary tradition in the Middle Ages are the most distinctive Welsh contribu-
tion to European thought, and that explaining that criticism, and showing its 
direction in the face of recent philosophical development and the literature of 
our own age, is a task we are called upon to fulfil. It is only thus that Welsh 
literary criticism will finally come into being.353

His study of William Williams, Pantycelyn  , which put this Welsh hymn-writer into 
a European perspective, exemplified his ambition to demonstrate the grandeur and 
distinction of Welsh literary history.

Lewis  believed that in its distinctiveness Welsh literature contributed to European 
art. He abhorred the products of ‘democratic culture’.354 In his ‘Standards of Literary 
Criticism’ (1922), he describes art as the ‘expression of personality’, and literary criti-

352  Cf. Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 22.
353  Quoted in Jones , Darryl 1996, 23.
354  Quoted in Griffiths , Bruce 1989, 24.
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cism as the ‘expression of the critic’s personality’, but at the same time he urges critics 
to pay attention to what is ‘old and universal’.355 So, although he begins by asserting 
an autonomist thought style, he also opens the door to classicist and socially accepted 
ideas. His criticism therefore suggests ‘a veering from one emphasis to another’, from 
amoral aestheticism to classicism and even to socially committed art.356 However, 
it is clear that ‘literature for Saunders Lewis is not to be separated from the themes 
of faith, from moral values, from personal experience, from social obligation’,357 but 
also, that literature should not be considered in Welsh isolation, but in a broader, in-
ternational European perspective.

In 1919 Saunders Lewis  had urged Welsh playwrights to widen their horizons, ex-
horting them to begin with the translation of works written by acknowledged mas-
ters, such as the famous Greek and French dramatists.358 His appeal did not go un-
heeded: during the ensuing years several classics were translated into Welsh.359 He 
himself translated Molière ’s Le Médecin Malgré Lui (The Doctor Despite Himself). It 
was published in 1924 under the title Doctor er ei Waethaf. By contributing his transla-
tion to Welsh literature, Lewis imported ‘capital’ into the Welsh literary field. 

In her article ‘Consecration and Accumulation of Literary Capital: Translation as 
Unequal Exchange’ Pascale Casanova  refers to this importation of literary texts which 
are recognised as ‘universal capital’, as ‘the simple accumulation of capital’, which, 
according to her, typically takes place ‘during periods of foundation of the national 
and political unit’.360 Apart from this process of ‘‘‘nationalizing” great universal texts’, 
she also distinguishes ‘the operation of “temporal acceleration’’’, by which she means, 
the translation of texts that enable ‘the importing of central norms which decree and 
attest to modernity’.361 Generally the translators of those texts, working in dominated 
literary fields, can be characterised as ‘polyglots’ with an international orientation, 
who seek ‘to break away from the norms governing their literary field’ and are keen 
‘to introduce works as defined in the literary centre’.362 

Only after the Second World War did Saunders Lewis  provide the Welsh literary field 
with a translation of a more contemporary and controversial work of art. By pub-
lishing Wrth Aros Godot (1970), his translation of Samuel Beckett ’s En Attendant Godot 

355  Quoted in Davies , Pennar 1983, 95.
356  Davies , Pennar 1983, 103.
357  Ibid.
358  Cf. 2.4.2. The Cambria Daily Leader, 25 October 1919.
359  E.g. Y Cybydd, a translation of Molière ’s L’Avare by Ifor Williams in 1921 and T. Gwynn  Jones ’s 

translation of Goethe’s Faust (1922). Cf. Jones, J. J. 1935.
360  Casanova  2010, 8.
361  Ibid.
362  Ibid.
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(1952), he not only accumulated capital for the Welsh literary field, but ‘accelerated’ 
the advancement of new thoughts and ideas about drama to Wales.

While he directed the attention of the readers of his numerous articles and columns 
to new developments in the fields of politics, philosophy and art, in his interwar 
plays Lewis  sought to emphasise the classical rather than the modern. The richness of 
Welsh history and traditional society furnished themes relevant not only to the past, 
but to the present. His first Welsh play, for instance – Gwaed yr Uchelwyr (Noble Blood, 
1922) – owes much to the French playwright Pierre Corneille . It is set in the Welsh 
past and deals with a ‘Cornelian dilemma, a clash between love and family loyalty’.363

Lewis ’s interwar plays radiate a sense of pride regarding the distinctive character and 
history of Wales. His historical characters ‘often speak in a slightly archaic language 
betokening their elite status and high honor’364

In the next section Lewis ’s play Blodeuwedd  will be more closely examined as an ex-
ample of combative literature, but Lewis’s best-known literary text reflecting his mil-
itant stance can be found in Buchedd Garmon (The Life of Garmon / Saint Germanus), 
the radio-play written while Lewis awaited the ‘trial at the Old Bailey for his part 
in burning the bombing school in Llŷn’.365 Its contents and imagery clearly depict a 
struggle against invaders. The text is part of a speech given by the Welsh king Em-
rys  Wledig   in that play. Later – after Lewis broadcast his well-known talk Tynged yr 
Iaith (The Fate of the Language, 1962) – it became ‘shorthand for language protest in 
Wales’366 and it would be referred to as ‘Gwinllan a roddwyd’ (The Vineyard Given), 
the first line of the passage, which in English can be rendered as follows:

Wales is a vineyard, given unto my care,
To commit to my children
And to my children’s children
An everlasting inheritance;
See the pigs trampling upon it, ravaging it.
Therefore I now call upon my comrades,
The commoner and the scholar,
Come with me unto the breach,
Stand fast with me in the cleft,
So as to sustain for ages to come the purity that was.367

363  Griffiths , Bruce 1983, 80.
364  Gramich 2003, 239.
365  Griffiths , Bruce 1983, 81.
366  Mac Giolla Críost 2013, 52. 
367  Ibid., 43. In Welsh: ‘Gwinllan a roddwyd i’m gofal yw Cymru fy ngwlad, // I’w thraddodi i’m 
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Referring to biblical imagery, and employing the biblical form of a parable, this seg-
ment of Emrys  Wledig  ’s speech put the moral question of responsibility regarding 
Wales in a Christian and consequently familiar perspective. Indirectly, it neatly sums 
up Lewis ’s justification for his law-breaking on the Llŷn peninsula. It admonishes 
his fellow countrymen, in a challenging way, to become responsible stewards of the 
land they inherited, thus clearly putting Wales on the map as a distinct country to be 
defended against destructive powers.

plant // Ac i blant fy mhlant // Yn dreftadaeth dragwyddol; // Ac wele’r moch yn rhuthro 
arni i’w maeddu. // Minnau yn awr, galwaf ar fy nghyfeillion, // Cyffredin ac ysgolhaig, // 
Deuwch ataf i’r adwy, // Sefwch gyda mi yn y bwlch, // Fel y cadwer i’r oesoedd a ddêl y 
glendid a fu’. Mac Giolla Críost gives an extensive analysis of Buchedd Garmon and this passage 
in particular. In ‘Dros Cymru’n Gwlad’, sometimes referred to as Wales’s second national an-
them, Lewis  Valentine  alluded to ‘Gwinllan a roddwyd i’m gofal yw Cymru fy ngwlad’. The 
folk-singer and politician Dafydd Iwan  (born 1943) used the line ‘Gwinllan a roddwyd’ (The 
Vineyard Given) as the title of one of his songs.
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2.9  Saunders Lewis ’s Blodeuwedd  as an Example of 

Combative Literature

In 1922, Lewis ’s first Welsh play, Gwaed yr Uchelwyr (Noble Blood), appeared; a dra-
ma about heroic self-sacrifice which Lewis later more or less disavowed. That same 
year, he embarked on a new play, Blodeuwedd  (‘The Woman Made of Flowers’) which, 
much later, became a classic of Welsh literature. He wrote to Margaret Gilcriest  on 16 
February 1922: 

Tonight I’ve started on another (play), four acts in blank verse in Welsh. 
It’s got to be ready in six months. There’s a glorious theme, taken from the 
Mabinogion, the faithlessness of Flowerform, the girl the magicians made 
of flowers. I take advantage of her nature origin to make her a fey heroine, 
one who follows her instincts like all creatures of the earth, careless of what 
disaster she may bring on others.368

With the help of Pascale Casanova ’s ideas regarding central and combative literature 
this section will attempt to highlight the extent to which Blodeuwedd  adds capital to 
the Welsh literary field, how it reflects Lewis ’s distancing and mobilising strategies, 
and how it relates to Lewis’s vision regarding the position of the Welsh literary field. 
After giving a short summary of the Blodeuwedd myth and the genesis of Lewis’s 
play, it will also be argued that Diane Green ’s insights into the symbolism of the 
Blodeuwedd myth, elaborated in her study ‘Welsh Writing and Postcoloniality: The 
Strategic Use of the Blodeuwedd Myth in Emyr Humphreys’s Novels’369 can profit-
ably be applied to Lewis’s play. Finally, it will be shown that, ever since its first pro-
duction, Blodeuwedd has engendered combativeness.

The Blodeuwedd  tale to which Lewis  refers in his letter to Margaret Gilcriest , can 
be found in one of the earliest British prose texts, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, 
compiled by medieval Welsh authors and later (c. 1340-1410) preserved in two man-
uscripts. The Blodeuwedd tale is part of the fourth branch of the Mabinogi, telling the 
story of Math  the son of Mathonwy. The story can be briefly summarised as follows:

Lleu  Llaw Gyffes (the fair-haired one with the skilful hand), Lord of Ardudwy, 
has been doomed by his mother Arianrhod  that he may never bear a name or 
arms, and never have a wife ‘of the race that now inhabits this earth’.370 Ari-
anrhod’s brother Gwydion , a magician who rears Lleu (whose name later be-
comes Llew  = Lion) and loves him like a son, manages to trick his sister Arian-
rhod into giving Lleu a name and provides him with arms. Together with his 

368  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 483.
369  Green  2003.
370  Anonymous, 1849.
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uncle Math , the King of Gwynnedd, Gwydion also creates a woman for Llew. 
From the blossoms of the oak, the broom and the meadowsweet they produce 
‘a maiden, the fairest and most graceful that man ever saw’.371 They name her 
Blodeuwedd  and she becomes Llew’s wife. 

One day when Llew  leaves his home to visit Math , Blodeuwedd , alone with 
her servants, hears huntsmen near the castle. The huntsmen, led by Gronw  
Pebr, Lord of Penllyn, are invited inside. Blodeuwedd and Gronw fall in love, 
and together they plot Llew’s death. Llew, however can only be killed in cer-
tain very specific, circumstances which Blodeuwedd entices Llew to divulge. 
After having revealed this secret, Llew is lured to the fatal spot where Gronw 
kills him. Gronw then takes Blodeuwedd and becomes Lord of Ardudwy.

Llew , however, is not dead. He has become an eagle and with the help of Gwy-
dion ’s sorcery, he is changed back into his old human form and returns to his 
court to exact vengeance. After having accepted Llew’s challenge to return to 
the spot where Llew had been shot, Gronw  asks to be allowed to place a slab 
between them. Llew grants his request, but shoots him nevertheless, since the 
dart or spear he uses pierces the slab and kills him. Blodeuwedd , however, is 
not killed. When she tries to flee, Gwydion overtakes her and turns her into 
an owl, ‘thou shalt never show thy face in the light of day henceforth; and that 
through fear of all the other birds. For it shall be their nature to attack thee, and 
to chase thee from wheresoever they may find thee’.372

Lewis  published the first two acts of Blodeuwedd  in Y Llenor as early as 1923 and 1925.373 
However, he did not finish the play until after the Second World War. Requested by 
Morris  Jones , the director of the (amateur) Garthewin Players, he completed the play 
in 1947, after having revised the first two acts. Despite the fact that Lewis rewrote the 
first two acts, Ceri Sherlock  who directed two different productions of Blodeuwedd in 
1985 and 1992, claims a major stylistic change can be discerned: he argues that the 
play changes ‘from a drama of ideas to a drama of action’.374 

In her case study ‘Refashioning a Myth, Performances of the Tale of Blodeuwedd ’ 
(2008), Hazel Walford Davies  ‘explores the varying cultural moment of each major 

371  Ibid.
372  Ibid.
373  Y Llenor, 1923, 231-44 (http://welshjournals.llgc.org.uk/browse/viewobject/llgc-id:1319490/

article/000070549) and 1925, 196-210 (http://welshjournals.llgc.org.uk/browse/viewobject/
llgc-id:1320062/article/000071465). (Consulted 2 September 2015.)

374  Walford Davies  2008, 285. 
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production’ based on Blodeuwedd.375 Her approach demonstrates how much the play 
has appealed to successive generations and how different circumstances and varying 
insights have led to a wide spectrum of interpretation. 

According to Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones , who wrote about classical tradition in Welsh 
Language drama, ‘Saunders Lewis  has, perhaps, enriched Welsh critical and dramatic 
writing more than any other and has influenced many contemporary theatre and tele-
vision playwrights’.376 In Llewellyn-Jones ’s opinion the Medievalism and Classicism 
championed by twentieth century Welsh language dramatists, illustrated by Lewis’s 
Blodeuwedd , gave Welsh drama its ‘great, and only renaissance’.377 Bruce Griffiths  pre-
sumes that Lewis’s idea to dramatise old Celtic myths was inspired by plays written 
by contemporary Anglo-Irish dramatists and plays like Gordon Bottomley ’s Gruach 
(1921) and Britain’s Daughter (1921).378 However, according to Lewis himself, the role 
and character of his heroine Blodeuwedd also owe much to Euripides ’s Medea  (431 
BC) and Hermione  as represented by Jean  Racine  in his play Andromaque (1668).379 
Both Medea and Blodeuwedd are outsiders who, sensing rejection, in turn reject hu-
man society,380 whereas Hermione and Blodeuwedd share the unconditional passion 
for men other than their own. In his 1955 radio talk ‘By Way of Apology’, Lewis not 
only explained that the actress Sybil Thorndike , playing the role of Euripides’s Me-
dea, gave him his first idea to write Blodeuwedd, but also informed his audience why 
he opted for poetic drama.381 According to Lewis the home of English poetic drama in 
the first quarter of the twentieth century was the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. Approv-
ingly he quoted Synge , the dramatist whose plays were produced there during that 
time, who contended that ‘in a good play every speech should be as fully flavoured as 
an apple, and such speeches cannot be written by anyone who works among people 
who have shut their lips on poetry’.382 Lewis used poetry for Blodeuwedd, but formal 
poetry, written in elevated language, rooted in tradition. Blodeuwedd’s formal blank 
verse383 and its subject matter, directly referring to classical Celtic myth and indirectly 
to classical Greek and French literature, undoubtedly lent prestige to the play and 
added capital to the Welsh literary field. In retrospect it has been remarked that in 

375  Walford Davies  2008, 273.
376  Llewellyn-Jones  2002. The word ‘perhaps’, added by Llewellyn-Jones , is explained in note 35, 

stating and illustrating that Lewis  is not universally regarded as such. In the years following 
his death, Lewis’s work has been re-evaluated and he has received much criticism for his writ-
ings and his politics.

377  Ibid.
378  Griffiths , Bruce 1983, 84. 
379  Cited in Walford Davies  2008, 275.
380  Cf. Williams, Ioan 1991, 80
381  Lewis , Saunders 1990.
382  Ibid., 116.
383  Cf. Lewis ’s appreciation of the blank verse written by William Williams Pantycelyn  , the hymn 

writer about whom Lewis wrote an extensive monograph (1927), in Lewis, Saunders 1969, 14.
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this way Lewis created more or less a standard language for Welsh plays, a standard 
which increased respect for the language but which also proved to be an obstacle. In 
the article ‘Scots and Welsh: Theatrical Translations and Theatrical Languages’ the 
authors Ian Brown , John Ramage  and Ceri Sherlock  argue that the poet and academic 
W. J. Gruffydd  (1881-1954) and the dramatist Saunders Lewis, ‘returning to the world 
of the Welsh early mediaeval poets and their antecedents’, invented a kind of ‘High 
Welsh’ which is conventionally used for classic Welsh in theatre, but also that their 
language use has a restricting effect on modern Welsh translators.384 In their essay 
they emphasise that the canon of Welsh text theatre is small and that ‘the bardic tra-
dition gave birth to the performative’. It is therefore hardly surprising that people 
like Gruffydd and Lewis who wanted to elevate the position of the Welsh language 
and, at the same time, to convince their audience of its cultural riches, were bound to 
‘invent’ a language. Even though that language ‘has little or no resonance in the po-
litical hierarchy or theatrical tradition of the current ‘culture in common’ of Wales,’ its 
merits as catalysing material in the emancipation process of the language can hardly 
be denied. 

It had been Lewis  himself who, as early as 1919, had insisted ‘that there be a close 
relation between the players and the audience’.385 However, his view regarding the-
atrical language differed considerably from the ideas expressed by the authors of the 
article mentioned above. ‘Low and mean and impersonal’ speech should be avoided. 
According to Lewis Welsh drama needed schooling, and he argued that Welsh dram-
atists should set themselves to translate the classics ‘so that we can acquire a high 
taste and intelligent appreciation and an exacting judgment’.386 

In a more literal sense Lewis  also wanted the relation between actors and spectators 
to be close. He expressed his aversion towards the footlight which, in his opinion, 
created a barrier between the players and the audience. Conscious of the nature of the 
Welsh language, dispersed in pockets across the country, he did not, in 1919, advocate 
a fixed venue for Welsh theatre, but suggested that travelling companies should per-
form their plays, in houses, preferably pleasantly-built, like old farm-houses: 

certainly there would be no fixed seats [...] The stage would not be raised, or 
only a step at most; for to raise your stage is to raise your players and to change 
their neighbourhood and inspiration. And for lighting, I should have whatev-
er would be natural [...] and I should leave a great deal to the imagination of 
the on-lookers.387 

384  Brown , Ramage  and Sherlock , 2013.
385  Lewis , J. S. 1919, 303.
386  Ibid., 304.
387  Ibid., 303. Cf. also 2.4.3.
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‘Later on’, he said in 1919, ‘it may be useful to have a settled home, a Welsh Stratford, 
where the pilgrims of drama shall gather. But at present it is surely more important 
to keep our mobility’.388

When, in 1948, Blodeuwedd  was performed for the first time, it was staged in a theatre 
at Garthewin, approximating Lewis ’s ideal, as depicted in his 1919 description. The 
Garthewin theatre, owned by Lewis’s friend, the landowner R.O.F. Wynne , had been 
adapted in 1937 from an eighteenth century barn; it had a low stage, no fixed seats 
and no footlights.389 The Garthewin Players, who performed Blodeuwedd’s premiere, 
could present Lewis’s verse ‘without the mannered presentation that characterised 
the Eisteddfod recitations, increasingly influential at the time’ and the man who di-
rected the performance of the play, Morris  Jones , ‘recognised the importance of the 
verse’ and left ‘a great deal to the imagination of the audience’.390 

The combative element in Blodeuwedd  manifests itself most explicitly in issues regard-
ing power, dominion and hegemony. Blodeuwedd herself exemplifies the fact that 
creative power can ultimately become a very disruptive force. Created from nature to 
become an instrument of procreation, she unsettles court life in Ardudwy and, finally, 
causes it to lose its independence. The Welsh audience will undoubtedly link this loss 
of independence with the dependent Welsh situation. Indirectly, Lewis  confronts his 
audience with the way in which the Welsh accepted foreign dominion. Blodeuwedd 
exhorts Gronw  to kill her husband mercilessly: ‘Be savage and fearsome tomorrow: 
the rest of your life / They will run like little dogs to kiss your hand’.391 Lewis’s fellow 
countrymen are thus depicted as lackeys and sycophants, a picture clearly meant to 
provoke resistance. By extension, it can be seen as a summons never to accept the 
dominion of others and to fight for freedom and independence.

The Blodeuwedd  play also has biblical parallels referring to power which would surely 
have been familiar to Lewis ’s mid-twentieth century audience. The secret of how 
Llew  has to be killed and thus lose his power can be compared with Samson ’s secret, 
as described in the Book of Judges. Blodeuwedd, like Delilah , manages to discover 
the secret and by revealing it, she not only causes the downfall of her husband, but 
also the collapse of power of the people he ruled. Moreover, the fact that the victim is 
called Llew – Welsh for ‘lion’ and hence, possibly associated with the biblical ‘Lion of 
Judah’ – makes his downfall even more painful.

388  Ibid., 304.
389  Walford Davies  2008, 275.
390  Ibid.
391  Lewis , Saunders 1985, translated by Joseph P. Clancy, 77.
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One of the evident main themes that run throughout the play is the idea of identity 
and belonging. Blodeuwedd  is a woman made of flowers; she has no past as a human 
being, nor any tradition to fall back on. When, in the final act, she pleads for herself, 
she argues convincingly that she was there ‘to serve like a slave-girl’, solely for the 
sake of procreation.392 The fact that she has no tradition as a human being means that 
she can hardly be held responsible for her behaviour. She belonged to nature and, in 
the end, is given back to nature. Again, Lewis  seems to draw a parallel to the Welsh, 
or any other exploitative situation for that matter. 

Leaving aside the more complex issues regarding patriarchy and matriarchy in 
Green ’s analysis of the Blodeuwedd  myth, one can easily concur with her suggestion 
that Blodeuwedd represents ‘the individual without a past, a history and without a 
family network, which would in turn entail a system of social and moral values’.393 
The play’s symbolism signals that the absence of tradition or rootedness will ulti-
mately lead to disaster. Gronw  Pebr’s honour is saved, even though he made serious 
mistakes, by accepting his punishment and recalling the values he was brought up 
with. He does not choose to flee, nor does he want to bring his father’s court into dan-
ger.394 In this respect the play represents one of Lewis ’s main and recurrent ideas: an 
essential condition for any flourishing civilisation will entail respect for its tradition 
and its past culture and identity, including its language.

In her 2008 ‘Case Study: Refashioning a Myth, Performances of the tale of Blodeu-
wedd ’ Hazel Walford Davies , describing its main productions, demonstrated how 
Blodeuwedd became a Welsh theatre classic. After Hazel Walford’s publication the play 
was performed as recently as 2013-2014 by Theatr Genedlaethol Cymru, directed by 
Arwel  Gruffydd . Challenging Lewis ’s intentions, Gruffydd put new life into the play 
by setting it in the 1940s.395 In July 2013 his production was set in the open air at 
Tomen y Mur, Trawsfynydd, Gwynedd, the site where according to tradition, Llew ’s 
legendary palace of Ardudwy was located.396 

In 1983 the setting of the play at Caernarfon Castle, ‘not only one of Europe’s finest 
medieval fortresses built to confirm Edward I st’s victory’over Llywelyn   ap Gruffydd  

392  Ibid., 95.
393  Green  2003, 33.
394  Cf. Lewis , Saunders 1985, translated by Joseph Clancy, 89: ‘I am mindless no more. I will not 

bring vengeance on my innocent people / Or destroy my father’s home’ and 92: ‘Today a bolt 
came to strike me and I woke; / I see Penllyn, I see my boyhood there, / And I see myself now, 
ah disgusting …’.

395  Cf. http://www.walesonline.co.uk/whats-on/arts-culture-news/saunders-lewis-clas-
sic-blodeuwedd-revived-6683377. (Consulted 15 September 2015.)

396  Cf. http://theatr.cymru/portfolio/blodeuwedd/?lang=en and https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Tomen_y_Mur. (Consulted 15 September 2015.)
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in 1282, ‘but also the site of the Investiture of the English usurper from the House 
of Windsor’,397 was opposed by the protest group Cofiwn (Let us Remember). The 
site had been selected carefully by the theatre company Moving Being precisely be-
cause of the fact that as ‘a solid symbol of suppression’, Caernarfon Castle ‘celebrated 
Wales’s inviolable identity as represented by its ancient myths’.398 Again, as demon-
strated by Walford Davies , Lewis ’s play led to public debate focusing on power and 
identity.

With the publication of Blodeuwedd  Lewis  consciously made a literary-combative 
statement. He connected classical Celtic myth with the European classics, thus estab-
lishing prestige for the Welsh literary field. Moreover, he deliberately chose a formal 
verse form and ‘high’ Welsh to illustrate the high-level potential of Welsh culture. 
His conviction, that high standard culture could also be found among people living 
in the country, made him prefer rural locations for the performance of his play. His 
choice of subject matter steeped his audience in the treasures of Celtic culture and 
stimulated reflection on the awareness of culture and tradition of the region they 
inhabited. Blodeuwedd can be seen as a major step in the realisation of Lewis’s ambi-
tion to restore connection of Welsh literary works to mainstream European culture, 
a connection which had existed during the Middle Ages, when such masterpieces as 
the Mabinogion were produced, but which had gradually disappeared in the centuries 
after the union with England.399 

Finally, the frequent re-stagings of Blodeuwedd  demonstrated that, by using the past 
to furnish symbols to express topical questions, Lewis  managed to produce a suc-
cessful modern play that continued to stir the imagination of the post-Second World 
War generations and that contributed to contemporary debates, not only regarding 
typically Welsh issues, but also more universal themes, such as power, passion and 
identity.

397  Cited by Walford Davies  2008, 281 from Moore n.d., 25.
398  Cited by Walford Davies  2008, 282 from Moving Being 1983.
399  Stephens  1978, 150.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   157Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   157 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



158

2.10  Conclusion

Saunders Lewis ’s combative commitment to Welsh literature during the interwar 
years can be found not only in his criticism and in his struggle to find his bearings as 
a creative writer, but, perhaps most clearly, in his conviction that he needed to lead 
the Welsh people politically to create a Wales in which literature could flourish.

Although his political leadership did not prove to be a success, Lewis , together with 
two other prominent members of his political party members of Plaid Genedlaethol 
Cymru, managed to attract wide-scale attention to the position of Welsh language 
and culture by setting fire to the RAF bombing range at Penyberth in 1936. However, 
in contrast to his post-Second World War radio speech Tynged yr Iaith (The Fate of 
the Language, 1962), the 1936 fire did not have a long-lasting inspiring effect on his 
fellow countrymen and did not bring about immediate change in the position of the 
Welsh language.

Lewis ’s harsh critical comments on Welsh drama, with which he entered the Welsh 
literary field, show an insistence on professionalism and on the use of high-standard 
Welsh. They also called for a widening of horizons and stressed the need to con-
nect Welsh literature to European culture by translating and staging world repertoire 
plays.

Lewis ’s emphasis, both on Welsh culture of the pre-Acts of Union period and on 
the necessity to reconnect Welsh literature to European culture, reflects the authority 
assigned by him to Christian, Roman Catholic thought. Harm had come to Wales, ac-
cording to Lewis, when, owing to the loss of Church supremacy and Roman Catholic 
unity, Wales no longer had access to European culture. In his view the ensuing state 
nationalism, based on materialism, had led to uniformity and to linguistic and cultur-
al oppression. He advocated a nationalism based on spiritual principles and the idea 
of a nation defined as a community of communities, sharing the same heritage and 
culture. During the first years of his political leadership, he insisted on a Welsh Wales.

However, Lewis ’s first play, The Eve of Saint John (1921) had been written in English. 
The Welsh English, inspired by the Irish English of J. M. Synge ’s plays, which he em-
ployed in his dramatic debut, did not satisfy him. It proved to be very unrealistic and 
limited his artistic ambitions.

Once Lewis  had resolved that he would write his literary work in Welsh, his ambition 
to put Welsh literature on a higher level manifested itself in his Welsh translation of 
Molière ’s play Le Médecin Malgré Lui (1924), his monograph about William Williams, 
Pantycelyn   (1927), which put this Welsh hymn-writer into a European perspective, 
and in his criticism and creative writings.
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Lewis ’s novel Monica  (1930) can be seen as a deliberate effort to add capital to the 
Welsh literary field, by providing it with a realistic novel, centring on modern themes 
of lust and sexuality. Monica also focused on isolation and rootlessness, a theme cen-
tral to Lewis’s work and elaborated with more finesse in his classic play Blodeuwedd .

By employing distancing, unifying and connective strategies and emphasising the 
distinctive character and history of Wales in his plays, Lewis  not only accumulated 
capital for the Welsh literary field, but also clearly asserted ‘its persona’.400 On the 
other hand, for example in Blodeuwedd , he also went beyond those borders to con-
nect Welsh tales with European classics, such as Euripides ’s Medea  and Jean  Racine ’s 
Andromaque, thus deliberately giving Welsh culture a European dimension.

400  Cf. Jones , Dafydd Glyn and D. Tecwyn Lloyd 1976, 17. In this application for the Nobel Prize in 
Literature on behalf of Saunders Lewis  for the year 1977, the authors, Dafydd Glyn Jones  and 
D. Tecwyn Lloyd, observe that: ‘[the new Welsh generations] regard England with a complete 
separateness of spirit and mind in the way that one free people regards another. That this has 
been made possible at all – this reassertion of the Welsh persona, dormant since the fifteenth 
century – is due to the sole influence of Mr. Lewis’s work’.
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3.  Connecting the Extremes: 
Hugh MacDiarmid  in the 1920s

Outline

In 1922 Christopher Murray Grieve   adopted his alter ego ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’. The 
writer who had severely criticised the use of Scots became the best-known Scots poet 
of the twentieth-century. On his return from Europe, where he had been stationed in 
Greece and France during the First World War, MacDiarmid became determined to 
turn the prevailing tide regarding the Scots language. Instead of lamenting its past 
glories and acquiescing in its decline, he resolved to find new ways to employ his 
mother tongue. In 1922 he founded The Scottish Chapbook, a literary journal in which 
he gave Scots pride of place and in which he exhorted his literary inclined fellow 
countrymen to express themselves in their own language, bringing their literature 
‘into closer touch with current European tendencies’,1 thus initiating what later 
would become known as the Scottish Literary Renaissance.

The strategies employed by MacDiarmid  to put Scots and its literature on the interna-
tional map are central to this chapter. This case study will examine how MacDiarmid 
positioned himself in the broader context of Scotland’s literature and what he did in 
the 1920s to warrant international attention to Scots literature in particular.

The Scottish setting in which MacDiarmid  worked will be briefly outlined in section 
3.1. A further attempt at contextualising MacDiarmid’s work is made in section 3.2, 
where the complex field of Scotland’s literature around the time when he began to 
publish in Scots will be examined, with particular attention paid to the material and 
symbolic production of Gaelic and Scots literature. Following on the presentation of 
his background in section 3.3, the ensuing section (3.4) focuses on Grieve  ’s combative 
and indelible appearance on the Scottish scene as ‘Hugh MacDiarmid’. At the heart 
of this chapter – in section 3.5 – MacDiarmid’s innovative and unconventional use 
of Scots is expounded and, in addition, his often uncompromising and idiosyncratic 
way of leading the Scottish Literary Renaissance Movement as well as his strategies 
to rekindle interest in its literature are analysed. To find out more about MacDiar-
mid’s strategic ways to put Scots literature on the international map, his most cele-
brated poem A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926) is examined in section 3.6. Mac-
Diarmid’s (literary-)political activities, which he regarded as an inseparable part of 
his programme to gain recognition for the literary output of the Scottish Renaissance 
writers, will be dealt with in section 3.7. In the last part of that section, particular 
attention will be given to his work regarding the foundation of a Scottish Centre of 
PEN International as it consolidated the international acknowledgement of Scottish 

1  [Grieve  ] 1922a.
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literature. Finally, in the conclusion, a brief assessment will be made of the signifi-
cance for Scottish literature of MacDiarmid’s literary-combative attitude during the 
interwar years.
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3.1  The Scots Language and Scotland in the Interwar Era

To contextualise Hugh MacDiarmid ’s position and position-taking (‘prise de posi-
tion’) this section provides a brief review of the (inter)national political, socio-eco-
nomic, cultural, linguistic and religious forces at work in Scotland during and shortly 
after the First World War.2

On the day Christopher Grieve   was born – 11 August 1892 – Lord Salisbury  ’s Con-
servative administration ended. His ministry was succeeded by a government led by 
the Liberal William Ewart Gladstone  (1892-1894), a period of office that was dominat-
ed by discussion about Home Rule for Ireland. It was Home Rule for Scotland and, a 
fortiori, independence for Scotland that would become central to Grieve’s life. 

Ever since the political union of England and Scotland in 1707 numerous individuals 
as well as organisations had argued for either devolution or Scottish independence. 
Ever since the 1880s Scottish Home Rule had been a major political issue, leading 
occasionally to patriotic agitation.3 Although, in 1885, a Scottish Office was created, 
the Secretary leading that Office was not officially recognised as a full member of the 
cabinet of the United Kingdom until 1926. In 1913 the House of Commons passed the 
Scottish Home Rule Bill but, due to the Great War, it did not proceed to the House 
of Lords. After 1918 the issue of devolution was more or less side-tracked as a con-
sequence of social and economic pressures. The power of the Scottish Liberals, who 
had supported Home Rule, declined rapidly in the 1920s and 1930s and the Scottish 
Labour parties did not make ‘the major effort needed to get the legislation through’.4 
Although the Scottish Parliamentarians supporting the idea of Home Rule – self-gov-
ernment for Scotland in regard to Scottish affairs only – were ineffectual during the 
interwar years, the Scottish Home Rule Association flourished in the first decade af-
ter the Great War. 

The Home Rule Association, originally established in 1886, but re-founded in 1918 
by Roland Eugene Muirhead , intended ‘to work through the existing parties by ex-
tracting pledges from candidates and by putting pressure on Ministers’.5 From 1919 
up to 1927 its number of affiliated organisations, such as co-operative societies, trade 
union branches and Independent Labour Party branches, grew from 81 to 335 all over 
Scotland, but mainly in the Glasgow area. In Glasgow the Association helped organ-

2  The main works consulted for this section include: Brand, The National Movement in Scotland, 
1978; Mackie , A History of Scotland, 1991; McClure , Scots and Its Literature, 1995; The Edinburgh 
History of the Scots Language, edited by Charles Jones , 1997; Finlay, Modern Scotland, 1914-2000, 
2004; The Edinburgh Companion to Scots edited by Corbett, McClure and Stuart Smith, 2003; and, 
Catriona M. M. MacDonald , Whaur Extremes Meet: Scotland’s Twentieth Century, 2009. 

3  Cf. Hroch ’s phase B of national movement in Annexe 1.
4  Brand 1978, 44.
5  Ibid., 175.
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ise a protest march of 30,000 to demand Home Rule for Scotland in 19236 and, in the 
following year, when the Scot Ramsay MacDonald , who had initiated the forming of 
a committee of the Scottish Home Rule Association in London, became the first La-
bour Prime Minister, hopes for Home Rule increased. However, since MacDonald ’s 
Labour government did not enjoy a majority and because Scottish Home Rule was 
not a particularly important issue for Labour, the matter was not warranted govern-
ment commitment.7

Meanwhile the tannery owner R. E. Muirhead  (1868-1964) spent much of his fortune 
on the funding of Scottish nationalist projects. He established a ‘Scottish Secretariat’ 
(1924-1964) as a ‘weapon against “the wall of silence on all things Scottish”.’8 To mit-
igate the power of the English press in Scotland, notably the Daily Mail and the Daily 
Express, which began to threaten the national character of the press in Scotland in the 
course of the 1920s,9 Muirhead’s Secretariat provided local papers with news about 
Scottish Home Rule and other Scottish affairs. Many of the Secretariat’s articles were 
written by Christopher Grieve  , either anonymously or under one of his pen names.10 
The Secretariat’s work was done, first, on behalf of the Scottish Home Rule Associa-
tion (1924-1928) and later on behalf of both the National Party of Scotland (1928-1934) 
and the Scottish National Party which came into existence in 1934 when the National 
Party of Scotland merged with the more right-wing Scottish Party (1932-1934). De-
spite Muirhead’s efforts, the effect of his political propaganda remained very mar-
ginal; throughout the interwar years none of the Scottish national parties managed 
to win any seats in the General Elections. Oscillating between the left and the right, 
the Scottish nationalist movement ‘remained on the fringes of politics’ and ‘failed 
to build up significant political momentum’ to displace more general economic and 
social priorities during the interwar years.11 

After the Great War it became evident that ‘the comforting confidence in continued 
successful industrialization’ – which had characterised nineteenth-century Scotland 
– was misplaced.12 It emerged that in the post-World War One world the demand 
for Scotland’s traditional heavy industries (coal, steel, shipbuilding and engineering) 
had dried up. However, the confidence in Scotland’s traditional industry was not 
easily eradicated and it took almost a century to transform the Scottish economy from 
a heavy industry into a service-sector economy.13 

6  Riach 2009, 51.
7  Brand 1978, 42-4.
8  Ibid., 198.
9  Cf. Coupland  1954, 384.
10  Bold  1984, 274-305. (Letters to R. E. Muirhead , 1923-1952.)
11  Finlay 2012, 578-9.
12  Campbell 1981, 181.
13  Cf. Finlay 2007, 1-2.
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Having relatively high unemployment figures, Scotland had been a favourite recruit-
ing ground for the British Army during the Great War. More than half a million served 
and over 100,000 would be killed, although those figures have to be treated with great 
caution, as e.g. ‘not all those who fought in Scottish regiments were Scots born’ and, 
on the other hand, many Scots fought in non-Scottish regiments.14 A great many of the 
demobilised deeply scarred servicemen returning to Scotland found not ‘a country fit 
for heroes to live in’,15 but a land with increasing numbers of jobless citizens.

During the interwar years, after a short post-war boom, Scotland was proportionately 
hard hit by unemployment, particularly the Clydeside area, the urban region on the 
banks of the river Clyde around Glasgow. This area, which had experienced rapid 
industrial growth at the turn of the twentieth century, was noted for social unrest and 
large-scale strikes in the post-Great War era, thus acquiring the name ‘Red Clyde-
side’.16 In the early 1930s it was estimated that one Scot in three was out of work 
but, even before the Great Depression, the lack of diversification in the economy had 
led to high rates of unemployment, notably in the western central belt.17 Poverty 
was rampant. Overcrowding in one or two-room houses was six times greater than 
in England and infant mortality rates a third higher.18 Riots over benefits broke out 
and hunger marches to London were organised. In politics the gap widened between 
the working-class labour parties (Independent Labour Party and Labour Party) and 
the middle-class conservative Unionist Party. The economic situation not only po-
larised class conflict, culminating in the General Strike of 1926 (cf. 3.7.1), but also 
caused large-scale Scottish emigration. Whereas the numbers of people emigrating 
from England and Wales decreased after the First World War,19 approximately 10 
per cent (446,212) of Scotland’s people left Scotland between 1921 and 1931 (77,769 of 
them going to England).20

Poverty and lack of employment among the Scots stirred anti-Irish sentiment. After 
the Great Famine (1845-1852) many thousands of Irish peasants had fled to western 
Scotland. In 1851 the Irish-born population of Scotland stood at 207,367, or 7.2 per 

14  Cf. Finlay 2004, 36-7.
15  The phrase originates from a speech given at Wolverhampton by David Lloyd George  on 23 

November 1918. (http://www.phrases.org.uk/bulletin_board/1/messages/2532.html. (Con-
sulted 21 December 2016.)

16  Cf. Finlay 2004, 16-7, 57.
17  Ibid., 2. The yearly average administrative unemployment UK rates during the interwar years 

were: 1919: 6.0; 1920: 3.9; 1921: 16.9; 1922: 14.3; 1923: 11.7; 1924: 10.3; 1925: 11.3; 1926: 12.5; 1927: 
9.7; 1928: 10.8; 1929: 10.4; 1930: 16.1; 1931: 21.3; 1932: 22.1; 1933: 19.9; 1934: 16.7; 1935: 15.5; 1936: 
13.1; 1937: 10.8; 1938: 12.9; 1939: 9.3 (Denman and MacDonald  1996, 6).

18  Finlay 2007, 2.
19  Anderson 1990, 9-10.
20  Finlay 2004, 101.
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cent, out of a total population of 2,888,742.21 Consequent on this influx from Ireland 
the number of members of the Catholic church increased considerably in Protestant 
Scotland. During the 1920s and 1930s, even although the Irish immigration into Scot-
land had practically come to a halt, the tensions between the Scots and the Irish be-
came increasingly more manifest. In 1923 the Church and Nation Committee of the 
Church of Scotland published a pamphlet entitled The Menace of the Irish Race to Our 
Scottish Nationality, but the Irish Catholics came under attack also from politicians 
and intellectuals. Yet, although there was violence – attacks on priests and the burn-
ing down of churches – it was ‘not of an order that threatened social stability’.22

The 1918 Education Act for Scotland, which brought the Catholic school within the 
state system, aiming to give Catholics the same rights as Protestants, but leading to 
further segregation between the Irish and the Scots,23 also required education author-
ities to make ‘adequate provision’ for teaching Gaelic as a subject ‘in Gaelic-speaking 
areas’ at primary, intermediate and secondary levels.24 It was the first act since the 
days of 1616 when an Act of Parliament had ruled that Gaelic should be ‘abolishit and 
removit’ from Scotland,25 that mentioned Gaelic explicitly and acknowledged the 
educational needs of its speakers.26 The 1918 Education Act did not make any pro-
visions for Scots, however. As has been observed in Sir Reginald Coupland ’s study 
on Welsh and Scottish Nationalism, it would take the educational authorities many 
more years to include Scots in their official recommendations. In 1946 the authors of 
Primary Education: A Report of the Advisory Council on Education in Scotland maintained

 
that for centuries past the native language of Scotland south and east of the 
Highlands has been English and that it is ‘the first duty of every school to give 
every child its rightful heritage of good English speech’. But it does not follow, 
they go on to say, that the old Scots variant of English should be ignored. If it 
is primarily English literature that the children must study, they ‘should be 
reminded that, while they share this literature with English-speaking people 
all over the world, they have something which is peculiarly their own’. The 
reading of good Scots prose and verse should be encouraged; but more should 
be made of ‘our unique ballad literature’; and the older children should be ‘at 
least as familiar with Dunbar , Henryson  and Gavin Douglas  as they are with 
Chaucer’. Nor should the legacy of homelier Scots be overlooked – its char-

21  In 1851 the Irish-born population of England and Wales totalled 2.9%. Cf. http://www.edu-
cationscotland.gov.uk/higherscottishhistory/migrationandempire/experienceofimmigrants/
irish.asp. (Consulted 8 December 2016.)

22  Finlay 2004, 101.
23  Ibid., 100
24  Robertson  2001, 31.
25  Williams, Colin  H. 2008, 238.
26  Robertson  2001, 5.
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acteristic words and phrases and particularly the pithy proverbs which ‘so 
vividly reflect the character and conditions of old Scotland’.27

As can be deduced from the above, until the end of Second World War Scottish ed-
ucationalists regarded Scots primarily as a variant of English, and not as a language 
in its own right. It was not until the 1990s that Scots became officially part of of some 
of the Scottish school curricula.28 Although UK National Census data are available 
regarding Scots Gaelic since 1755,29 no such data existed for Scots until the twenty-
first century. Despite pressure from language activists, no question about Scots was 
included in the 2001 Census by the General Register Office as there was ‘not yet 
sufficient linguistic self-awareness among the Scottish populace to record statistics 
accurately’.30 After a campaign called ‘Aye Can’ was set up, the 2011 UK Census was 
the first one to ask residents of Scotland about Scots. Of the 5,118,223 respondents, 
23.95% (1,225,622) could speak, read and write Scots, 62.3% (3,188,779) had no skills 
in Scots and the remainder had some degree of skill, such as understanding Scots 
5.22% (267,412) or being able to speak it but not read or write it 3.5% (179,295).31

Regarding the use of Scots and Scottish English, both of which can be seen as part 
of a continuum with Scots at one end and Scottish English at the other, it should be 
noted that speakers in Scotland often code-switch from one to the other – including 
or excluding typical words or features of Scots as they deem fit – depending on the 
situation.32

Historically Scots descended from a form of Old English introduced by the An-
glo-Saxons since the fifth century in what is now the south-eastern region of Scotland 
as far north as the river Forth. It began to diverge significantly from the neighbouring 
speech used in Northumbria from the twelfth and thirteenth century onwards due to 
a variety of influences: Scandinavian-influenced Middle English spoken by immigrants 
from the North and the Midlands of England, Latin from the Church, Norman French, 
resulting from the adoption of the Norman feudal system in Scotland, French from the 

27  Coupland  1954, 394.
28  Niven and MacLeod  2002, 10.
29  Cf. MacAulay 1992, 141 and http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/standard-out-

puts.html. (Consulted 13 December 2016.) Registered numbers of Scottish Gaelic speakers of 
the Scottish population, aged 3 and over: 1755: 289,798 (22.9%); 1800: 297,823 (18.5%); 1881: 
231,594 (6.1%); 1891: 210,677 (5.2%); 1901: 202,700 (4.5%); 1911: 183,998 (3.9%); 1921: 148,950 
(3.3%); 1931: 129,419 (2.8%); 1951: 93,269 (1.8%); 1961: 80,004 (1.5%); 1971: 88,415 (1.7%); 1981: 
82,620 (1.6%); 1991: 65,978 (1.4%); 2001: 58,652 (1.2%); 2011: 57,602 (1.1%). 

30  Niven and MacLeod  2002, 5.
31  Cf. http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/standard-outputs.html. (Consulted 13 De-

cember 2016.)
32  Trudgill 2000, 94-5. 
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Auld Alliance with France (since the formal pact made by John Balliol  and Philip the 
Fair  in 1295), Gaelic from exchange and commerce with their Western and Highland 
neighbours, and Dutch and Middle Low-German from trade with the Low Countries.33 
By the sixteenth century the language had firmly established itself at the Scottish 
courts and had spread to the north-east as well as to the south-west, Gaelic remaining 
the language of the Highlands and the Western Islands with varieties of Scandinavian 
languages being spoken on the Northern Islands.34 

Although the language remained the vernacular of central and southern Scotland, 
the position of Scots as a prestige language began to decline after the Union of the 
Crowns in 1603, when James VI  of Scotland moved his court to London where he 
succeeded Elizabeth I  as James I, King of Great Britain and Ireland. The Authorised 
Version of the Bible (or King James Version, 1611) and the Reformation also had a 
marked influence on the decline of Scots but the language deteriorated more rapidly, 
however, after 1707, when the Acts of Union were signed and the Scottish Parliament 
was united with the English Parliament and moved to Westminster.35 The Scottish 
philologist J. Derrick McClure  identifies the Union of the Crowns as the beginning 
of a ‘total eclipse of Scots as a literary language’ and as ‘one of the most important 
transitional events in the history of English’.36 A period of two hundred years, during 
which an impressive body of vernacular poetry had been produced by Makars such 
as Robert Henryson , William Dunbar , Walter  Kennedy  and Gavin Douglas , had come 
to an end. The standard form of written Scots prose employed at court during the six-
teenth century for official documentation gradually fell into disuse and no standard 
Scots ‘in spoken form nor in everyday functional prose writing’ has existed ever since 
the early seventeenth century.37 

In contrast to Scots, Scottish English, established itself as ‘a compromise between 
London standard English and Scots:

a compromise resulting partly from the natural interference of a native on a 
learned language and partly from a conscious belief among most of the eight-
eenth-century literati that a total Anglicisation of their speech, leaving no 
Scottish features whatever, was not a desirable aim. It is now an autonomous 
speech form, having the status of one among the many national forms of the 

33  Cf. Macafee 1997, 196-209 and Corbett, McClure  and Stuart-Smith 2003, 7-8.
34  Cf. Corbett and Stuart-Smith 2012, 72.
35  Cf. McClure  1994, 33-5.
36  McClure  1994, 36.
37  Robinson 2001, 574.
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international English language, and is recognised as an established national 
standard, throughout the English speaking world.38

In the century after the Acts of the Union were implemented, Scotland was ‘gaining 
ground as a forerunner of modern achievement’: ‘major advancements were being 
made across numerous disciplines’ by Scotsmen such as David Hume , Adam Smith  
and James Watt , and Scotland became inclined ‘to associate British English with 
modernisation and forward thinking’.39 This forward-looking Eighteenth-Century 
Enlightenment Scotland began to suffer from what McClure  later termed ‘Pinkerton ’s 
Syndrome’.40 On the one hand the Scots codified their own form of speech as a vulgar 
and barbaric variety of English by publishing books such as Scotticisms: Arranged in 
Alphabetical Order, Designed to Correct Improprieties of Speech and Writing (1787). On the 
other hand Scots was still regarded as an appropriate medium to give expression to 
rustic poetry. This ambivalent attitude was embodied by John Pinkerton (1758-1826) 
who justified the edition of an anthology of poems written in Scots by informing 
his readers that ‘none can more sincerely wish a total extinction of the Scotish [sic] 
colloquial dialect than I do for there are few modern Scoticisms [sic] which are not bar-
barisms … Yet, I believe, no man of either kingdom would wish an extinction of the 
Scotish [sic] dialect in poetry’.41

It was the poet Robert Burns  (1759-1796) in particular, who managed to create ‘a re-
lease valve against the anti-Scots pressures in the eighteenth century’.42 In a sophis-
ticated manner he switched from Scots to English and vice versa, following predeces-
sors like Allan Ramsay  and Robert Fergusson  in the rustic vogue, but also presenting 
‘a genuine voice for Scottish nationalist expression’.43 Burns’s choice to employ Scots, 
in an age when Scots was considered an inferior language, can be seen as a conscious 
and ‘deliberate gesture of support for a denigrated tongue’.44 The enormous popu-
larity of Burns’s poetry, leading to the world-wide foundation of Burns Clubs and the 
celebration of Burns Nights (25 January) ever since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, resulted in a popularity of Scots as a poetic medium, but also in a sentimental 
cult which impeded poetic modernisation.

Ever since the eighteenth century two main modes of the employment of Scots as 
a medium of literary expression can be distinguished: dialectal and non-dialectal. 

38  McClure  1994, 79.
39  McDermott 2007.
40  McClure  1995, 57.
41  Ibid.
42  McDermott 2007.
43  Ibid.
44  McClure  1988, quoted in Kirk and Macleod, 2013,
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The first is based on one specific dialect of Scots, like the Doric of the North East; the 
second mode, later generally referred to as ‘Lallans’,45 draws ‘its vocabulary and idi-
om from various dialects, from earlier literature, and from the writers’ own powers of 
linguistic inventiveness’.46 Both modes of literary expression – chiefly in poetry and 
drama – have continued to exist until the present day. Early twentieth-century exam-
ples of the first mode are the collections of poetry Hamewith (Homewards, 1900) and 
The Sough’ o’ War (The Soldier of War, 1917), written in the Doric – the dialect of the 
north-east of Scotland – by Charles Murray . Practitioners of the second mode were 
Robert Louis Stevenson  (1850-1894) and Lewis  Spence  (1874-1955), both of whom can 
be seen as predecessors of Hugh MacDiarmid  with regard to their use of non-dialec-
tal Scots.

None of the varieties of literary Scots mentioned above was standardised.47 The ab-
sence of a standard form led to hesitation, even among ‘teachers sympathetic to Scots 
[…] to embark on the teaching’ the language well into the second part of the twenti-
eth century.48 

In spite of the attitude that Scots was parochial and that it should not be used by 
educated people, the upsurge of intellectual activity and philological interest in late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century Scotland resulted, among other things, in 
the publication of John Jamieson ’s voluminous Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish 
Language (1808-1809). A peak in dictionary production can be discerned a century 
later, when James Wilson ’s Lowland Scotch as Spoken in the Lower Strathearn District of 
Perthshire (1915), The Dialect of Robert Burns  as Spoken in Central Ayrshire (1923) and 
The Dialects of Central Scotland (1926) were published. A Manual of Modern Scots was 
published by William Grant   and James Main Dixon  in 1921. All these publications 
can be seen as results of the endeavour to ‘salvage’ the language.49 However, as Scots 
was subsumed under ‘English’ in academia until well after the Second World War, 
the four classical universities of Scotland – St Andrews (founded in 1410), Glasgow 
(1451), Aberdeen (1495) and Edinburgh (1582) – did not create a separate department 
for Scottish literature until the 1970s.50

45  Cf. McClure  1994, 89.
46  McClure  1995, 23.
47  In 1947 a ‘Scots Style Sheet’ was approved by the Makkar’s Club in Edinburgh and in 1985 a 

set of guidelines, ‘Recommendations for Writers in Scots’ was published in Lallans. Discussions 
about whether or not and how to standardise the orthography of Scots have continued since 
then without having resulted in establishing a nationwide accepted standard (The Scottish Cor-
pus of Texts & Speech, s.v., “The Way Forward for the Scots Language”, http://www.scottishcor-
pus.ac.uk/document/?documentid=923). (Consulted 19 December 2016.)

48  McClure  1995, 25.
49  Cf. Annexe 2 (Leerssen  2005, 28-9).
50  The first Department for Scottish Literature was created at the University of Glasgow in 1971, 

but it was not until 1995 that the first Chair of Scottish Literature was established. Cf. McClure  
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Since Scotland retained its own legal system after 1707, the Scottish legislative field 
continued to employ Scots idioms and words, such as ‘avizandum’, used e.g. by 
MacDiarmid  in his A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle.51 Although the use of Scots legal 
terms in the prestigious field of legislature has an old tradition, it contributed little to 
the knowledge or appreciation of Scots.52 

In the field of religion the use of Scots was not encouraged. It was not until 1983 that 
the New Testament was translated into Scots.53 

The language was and still is most popular in the light entertainment scene. Music 
hall artists, such as the million records selling Harry Lauder  (1870-1950) were much 
resented by Hugh MacDiarmid  and his fellow Scottish Renaissance writers because 
of the use of Scots in their performances to provoke sentimental nostalgia and pat-
ronising laughter. Examples of more serious use of Scots during the interwar years 
can be found in the plays written by Robert McLellan  and performed by the Curtain 
Theatre in Glasgow, e.g. Jeddart Justice (Condemnation without a hearing, 1933) and 
Jamie the Saxt (James VI , 1937).54

Although Scotland stages a festival (the Mòd) to celebrate its Gaelic language and 
culture every year since 1892, the Edinburgh Festival, established in 1947, is very 
far from being a festival celebrating Scots. Although Scots may be used incidentally, 
English is the main language of communication of the festival as the event caters for a 
cosmopolitan audience: ‘It is a manifestation of culture in Scotland, but not of Scottish 
culture’.55

Large-scale youth movements, such as the liberal Young  Scots Society that had aimed 
‘to further the national interests of Scotland and secure the right of self-government’ 
in the period before the Great War,56 were non-existent in interwar Scotland, nor did 
any sizeable linguistic youth movement manifest itself during that time.

1995, 15, Craig  2007, 16 and Sassi 2012, 9-10. In To Circumjack Cencrastus (1930) MacDiarmid  
complains that ‘Oor four Universities / Are Scots but in name’ (MacDiarmid 1978, 203).

51  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 2650. ‘tak’ it to avizandum’ is explained by Kenneth Buthlay  in this edition 
as ‘defer decision’. Buthlay refers the reader to MacDiarmid’s own explanation that in Scots 
law ‘this applies to a judge taking a case for private consideration outside the court’ (MacDiar-
mid 2008, 239).

52  McClure  1995, 15.
53  Ibid., 16. The New Testament in Scots, translated by William Laughton Lorimer, was published in 

Edinburgh by the Southside Publishers in 1983.
54  Robert McLellan ’s post-Second World War play, The Flouers of Edinburgh (1948), dealing with 

sociolinguistic tensions between the Scots and the English, goes right into the heart of the prob-
lems faced by Anglicisation in the eighteenth century.

55  Coupland  1954, 395.
56  Elder 2002, 14.
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3.2  The Scottish Literary Field

When, in 1920, Christopher Grieve   entered the literary field by publishing the antho-
logy Northern Numbers, he presented poems both in English and in Scots to his read-
ing audience. Twenty years later, when he edited The Golden Treasury of Scottish Poetry, 
he also included translations from Gaelic, French and Latin in his selection. 

Scottish literature is generally taken to mean literature written in Scotland or by Scot-
tish writers.57 As most Scottish literature since 1707 is written mainly in English with 
a little Gaelic and Scots, it will be evident that a clear-cut definition of ‘the Scottish 
literary field’ cannot be easily provided. Literature written in Scottish Gaelic, for in-
stance, was and still is often seen as belonging to the Celtic field of studies, and lit-
erature in English and Scots by Scottish writers was often subsumed under English 
literature and regarded as being part of the English literary field. 

In this section the Scottish literary scene of the first decades of the twentieth century, 
prior to the publication of Sangschaw (A festival/display of song and poetry, 1925), 
Hugh MacDiarmid ’s first collection of poetry in Scots, will be outlined. As Mac-
Diarmid aspired to demonstrate that literature written in Scots deserved a place in 
the world republic of letters, and since he was also eager to put Gaelic on the map of 
world literature, the emphasis will be on the position of those two literatures during 
the first quarter of the twentieth century.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth century literary history books dealing with 
‘Scottish Literature’ – T. F. Henderson ’s Scottish Vernacular Literature (1898) and J. H. 
Millar ’s Literary History of Scotland (1903) – did not deal with Gaelic literature. That 
subject was treated separately in studies such as Nigel MacNeill  ’s The Literature of the 
Highlanders (1892) and Magnus  MacLean’s The Literature of the Highlands (1903). The 
all-inclusive approach – dealing with Scotland’s literature written in its various lan-
guages – can only be found in more recent comprehensive studies.58 In 1919, when T. 
S. Eliot  published his review ‘Was There a Scottish Literature?’, discussing Gregory  
Smith ’s essays Scottish Literature: Character and Influence (1919), he did not refer to 
Scottish Gaelic literature, but to literature in Scots and English, written by Scotland’s 
writers. Eliot’s conclusion that ‘the Scots language and Scottish literature did not 
maintain a separate existence’59 was more or less shared by contemporary Scottish 
writers and critics. Politically and culturally Scotland had been hugely affected by 

57  Cf. e.g. Brown  et al. 2007, v-vii; Walker 1996, v-vii, and Watson, 1984, v-viii. 
58  E.g. Roderick Watson’s The Literature of Scotland (1984), the four-volume The History of Scottish 

Literature, edited by Craig  et al., 1987-1988; Marshall Walker’s Scottish Literature since 1707, 
1996; Robert Crawford  ’s Scotland’s Books, 2007; and the three-volume The Edinburgh History of 
Scottish Literature, edited by Ian Brown  et al., 2007.

59  Eliot  2004, 9-10.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   172Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   172 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



173

nineteenth-century British imperial ambitions and in the early twentieth century by 
the effects of the First World War. The Scots language and Scottish literature had ab-
sorbed many English influences and the ‘sense of impending extinction [was] never 
far from the awareness of Scottish writers in the twentieth century’, according to the 
Scottish literary historian Cairns Craig .60 

In his introduction to ‘Twentieth Century Scottish Literature’, Craig  gives a pithy 
summary of how ‘the expectation of an end was written into the very forms that 
dominated Scottish writing in the period 1880-1914’:

So-called ‘Kailyard’61 novels were located in communities that were recalled 
nostalgically from the past, and recalled because they had passed out of any 
continuing contemporary existence or relevance; and the writers of the Celtic 
twilight wrote in the lachrymose awareness of the death of the culture they 
sought to celebrate before the darkness finally descended. […] The continually 
anticipated extinction of both Gaelic and Scots pointed, it seemed, to an end to 
Scottish literature which would not be much delayed after its linguistic bases 
had been eroded and Scotland had become just another part of the English 
speaking world.62

However, even though the influences of a British-English centre of power seemed in-
escapable, the hegemonic position of Anglo-centred culture was seriously challenged 
as one of the results of the First World War. Not only writers from non-English-speak-
ing parts of the United Kingdom, but also English writers outside the United King-
dom sought to dissociate themselves from English cultural traditions which – being 
part of Western civilisation – had failed to prevent the atrocities of the Great War. 
Irish, American, and Australian writers and intellectuals began to redefine their own 
cultures.63 As argued by Modern Scottish Literature Professor Robert Crawford   in De-
volving English Literature (2000) the concept of ‘English literature’ gradually changed 
in the course of the twentieth century.64 Although writing in English or a language 
seen as a variety of English (e.g. Anglo-Irish, Anglo-Welsh, Scots), authors identify-
ing themselves with languages and cultures on the periphery of the British Empire 
no longer automatically considered their works to be British or English. However, 
the field in which they worked did not change overnight. The pace of devolution of 

60  Craig  1987, 1.
61  Literally: ‘cabbage-patch’. According to Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary, ‘kailyard 

school’ refers to ‘a set of Scottish sentimental story-writers (one of these Ian Maclaren , used the 
title Beside the Bonnie Brier Bush, 1894, in allusion to the Jacobite song “There grows a bonnie 
brier bush in our Kailyard”)’ (Chambers 1974, 716).

62  Craig  1987, 1.
63  Cf. Craig  1987, 5.
64  Crawford   2000, 9.
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the infrastructure related to the publication, the distribution, the criticism and the 
education of their work depended largely on political developments. The Irish Free 
State in the 1920s is a case in point. Its independence involved a recentring of cultural 
activities in Dublin. In addition, it precipitated the creation of a literary field in which 
an increasing number of the agents contributing to its material production, its dis-
tribution and its symbolic production had devolved their view of English literature, 
thus establishing a field which could be characterised as Anglo-Irish.

As the Scots had helped build the British Empire, and as English had been Scotland’s 
main medium of expression, there was no ‘easy route’ to define Scottish culture in 
the post-Great War era.65 On the other hand, Scotland had ‘shared the experience of 
the colonised’.66 The central belt had been industrialised and had offered new work 
and opportunities not only for people from Scotland, but also for immigrants from 
other parts of the United Kingdom and abroad. In due course, however, the economic 
situation had also caused hundreds of thousands of Scots to emigrate. The tendency 
to flock together and to reminisce about the homeland and the old Scots language 
stimulated the proliferation of Burns  Clubs all over the world. In the era from 1885, 
the year in which the Burns Federation was established, until 1925, the number of 
affiliated clubs grew from ten to 350, serving tens of thousands of members.67 

Christopher Grieve  ’s commitment, when he became Hugh MacDiarmid , was ex-
tremely challenging. He had to spearhead the transformation of the indigenous Gael-
ic and Scots languages, both of which were associated with decline and bygone days, 
into mediums of modern literary expression which would be able to put the literature 
written in those languages on the map of world literature. Since he hardly knew any 
Gaelic, he concentrated on Scots and could only hope to inspire his Scottish Gaelic 
fellow writers to follow his example.

Eventually Hugh MacDiarmid  and the Scottish Literary Renaissance proved to have 
been ‘a pivotal stimulus’ for much of the growth in Scottish Gaelic ‘literary crea-
tion and consequently book production’ after the 1930s.68 The Gaelic writer Sorley  
MacLean (1911-1996), with whom MacDiarmid corresponded extensively from 1934 
onwards,69 became one of the most significant modern Scottish poets. This external 
focus from the Scottish Literary Renaissance writers on Gaelic literature had also a 

65  Cf. Craig  1987, 7.
66  Ibid., 5.
67  Mackay 2001, 59.
68  Cox 2007, 286.
69  Cf. Wilson, Susan R. 2010, 117-249.
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‘culturally unifying effect’: in the course of the twentieth century Gaelic, Scots and lit-
erature in English written by Scots were gradually referred to as ‘Scottish Literature’.70

When MacDiarmid  entered the literary scene in the 1920s, Scottish Gaelic letters 
were dominated by Ruaraidh Erskine  of Mar  (1869-1960). Erskine fostered Gaelic by 
founding and funding several periodicals, the most noted of which, Guth na Bliadhna 
(The Year’s Voice), appeared in Gaelic and English from 1904 until 1919 and from 
then on until 1925 in Gaelic only. He shared with Hugh MacDiarmid the ambition to 
raise literary standards and both had a profound loathing of music hall and ‘pop’ cul-
ture, which they saw as downgrading influences on their languages.71 Although Mac-
Diarmid greatly admired Erskine’s commitment,72 he criticised the Gaelic authors in 
1927 for ‘lagging behind’ in comparison with their fellow Scots writers regarding the 
ambition to write ‘Weltliteratur’.73 

The material production of Gaelic literature in the first half of the twentieth centu-
ry was very small but stable. On average eight or nine books appeared annually.74 
Throughout the twentieth century An Comunn Gàidhealach (The Gaelic Association) 
remained an important publisher of primary texts in Scottish Gaelic. An Comunn, 
founded in 1891 to promote the cultivation of Gaelic culture, and to encourage the 
teaching of Gaelic as well as to establish the Mòd, the festival of Gaelic music, arts 
and culture,75 published a (bilingual) periodical for most of the twentieth century, in 
addition to prose readers, poetry collections, anthologies, as well as the Mòd’s collec-
tions of songs.76

Although a few novels were published in Gaelic in the 1910s and 1920s,77 they were 
rather rare exceptions, and ‘perhaps more remarkable for their existence than their 
literary achievement’.78 It was not until the 1970s, that a new phase of novel-writing 
in Gaelic began,79 around the time when Gaelic became an officially recognised me-
dium of instruction.80 Despite the fact that a professorial chair for Celtic studies, in-

70  Cox, 2007, 286.
71  Cf. Thomson 2004, 564.
72  Cf. Bold  1984, 388, note 1.
73  Grieve   1927, 13-4.
74  Cox 2007, 286.
75  Cf. Thompson 1992, 13-4.
76  Cox 2007, 286.
77  John MacCormick ’s Dùn-Àluinn, no, an t-Oighre ’na Dhiobarach (Dunaline or the Banished Heir), 

1912, Angus Robertson ’s An t-Ogha Mór (The Great Grandchild), 1913 and James Macleod’s 
Cailin Sgiathanach (Skye Girl), 1923.

78  Macleod and Watson 2007, 277.
79  Ibid. 
80  Robertson  2001, 8.
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cluding Gaelic, had been established as early as 1882 at Edinburgh University81 and 
that the 1918 Education Act for Scotland had required education authorities to teach 
Gaelic in Gaelic-speaking areas, Gaelic literacy never became widespread in the first 
part of the twentieth century.82 It was not until the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry that the first literarily important Scottish Gaelic magazine, Gairm (Call, 1952-2003), 
began to appear, and that the symbolic production of Scottish Gaelic literature, such 
as the reading and reception of Scottish Gaelic literature in secondary and higher 
education manifested itself on a more structural basis.83

If the Scottish Gaelic field of literature was tiny or hardly existent when MacDiarmid  
entered the literary scene, the Scots literary field was even smaller and even less of-
ficially recognised. 

Before the outbreak of the Great War Scotland was still very much seen as ‘the North 
British industrial heart of the Empire’84 and culturally mainly renowned for the 
publication of two prestigious periodicals – the Edinburgh Review (1802-1929) and 
Blackwood’s Magazine (1817-1980). The works of Scottish authors, such as Sir Walter  
Scott  and Robert Louis Stevenson , were deemed English rather than Scottish.85 Al-
though Scottish publishers often operated both from Edinburgh and London, Scot-
land lacked ‘the development of a Scottish-oriented book publishing company’ until 
the early 1940s.86 

The number of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century book publications written 
in Scots was very limited; they mainly consisted of collections of poetry. Some of 
those, such as ‘Book II’ in Robert Louis Stevenson ’s collection of poems Underwoods 
(with 16 poems in Scots, 1887), Ochil Idylls (1891) by Hugh Haliburton  (pen name of 
James Logie Robertson ), and Songs of Angus (1915) by Violet  Jacob, preceded Mac-
Diarmid ’s work in the sense that they kept the written vernacular alive.87 

Ever since the appearance of Sir Walter  Scott ’s Waverley Novels (1814-1831), the use 
of Scots in novels was mostly restricted to represent rural speech or colloquial dia-
logue. Although some novels, such as those of John Galt  and, in particular, William 

81  Craig  2007, 16.
82  Macleod and Watson 2007, 277.
83  Robertson  2001, 15-25.
84  McCulloch 2007, 223.
85  Cf. e.g. Dixon  1910, viii-ix.
86  McCulloch 2007, 224 and 249. In the early 1940s William MacLellan started as a publisher of 

Scottish books in Glasgow and Serif Books in Edinburgh began the publication of Poetry Scot-
land (Cf. McCulloch 2007, 249).

87  Cf. Milton 1987. 
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Alexander ’s Johnny Gibb of Gushetneuk (1871), contain large tracts written in Scots, 
standard English – sometimes infused with Scots – would remain the metalanguage.

During the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century Scots was occasionally 
employed in popular journalistic writings by writers such as ‘Tammas Bodkin ’ (pen 
name of William Duncan Latto ), William Alexander  and ‘Airchie Tait ’ (pen name of 
James Leatham ), but periodicals in or devoted to Scots did not appear during that 
time.88

In pre-Great War drama and theatrical settings such as the music hall, Scots was main-
ly used as a medium to provide a piece with local colour or as a language for comedy. 
However, in the 1910s, the Glasgow Repertory Theatre, founded in 1909, staged two 
plays written in Scots that demonstrated that Scots could also be employed in the 
theatre as a fully-fledged language treating serious subject matter. The two plays in 
question were: Jean , performed in 1910 and written by Donald Colquhoun , which 
dealt with rural morals regarding illegitimacy, and Campbell of Kilmohr, a historical 
play produced in 1914 and written by J. A. Ferguson , which dwelt on the differences 
between Scottish Highlanders and the Lowlanders after the 1745 Jacobite Rising.89

Before the Second World War Scots was found only sparsely in expository and epis-
tolary prose, including Hugh MacDiarmid ’s writings. The use of all-purpose written 
Scots did not begin to (re-)emerge on a more structural basis until the 1970s, when 
Lallans, the magazine for writing in Scots (established in 1973), first appeared.

In the first decades of the twentieth century the symbolic production of Scots liter-
ature in the Bourdieuian sense was practically non-existent, both in schools and in 
literary criticism. Educationalists had tried to ban Scots from schools until at least the 
first half of the twentieth century as it was not considered ‘the language of “educat-
ed” people anywhere, and could not be described as a suitable medium of education 
or culture’, according to the 1946 Report on Primary Education.90 

One of the few academics who devoted attention to Scots language and literature, 
even before the Great War, was Professor Herbert Grierson .91 He was professor of 
English literature at the universities of Aberdeen (1894-1915) and Edinburgh (1915-
1935) and it was with him that MacDiarmid  corresponded about his Scottish Renais-
sance programme in 1925.92 

88  Jones , Charles 1997, 292.
89  Brown  2013, 133-4.
90  Quoted in Kay 1993, 126.
91  Watson 1984, 326.
92  Bold  1984, 309-11. (Letter to Herbert Grierson , 12 May  1925.)
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Even though MacDiarmid  had condemned the Burns  Clubs for their emphasis on the 
glorious past of Scots instead of focusing on its potentialities, they – and in particular 
the Vernacular Circle of the London Burns Club – encouraged Scots, more than any 
other organisation during the first part of the twentieth century, through publications 
and speaking and writing competitions.93

MacDiarmid ’s intention to focus on the creation of a specific literary field for Scots, 
preferably combined with one for Scottish Gaelic, can be regarded as a defiance of 
Eliot ’s denial of a separate existence of Scots and its literature. Yet, in spite of his an-
ti-Englishness, MacDiarmid also conceded that some Scottish writers, such as Fionn 
Mac Colla  (pen name of Thomas Douglas  MacDonald ) whose novel The Albannach 
(1932) he greatly admired,94 could find an adequate and appropriate voice in English 
to express themselves. 

During the second half of the twentieth century such publications, rather than be-
ing subsumed under the title ‘English literature’ would gradually be referred to as 
‘Scottish literature’ together with literature written by Scots in Gaelic and Scots. Mac-
Diarmid ’s focus on literature written in Scots and in Gaelic can be seen as a necessary 
step in the process of creating a composite multilingual – Scottish Gaelic, Scots and 
English – ‘Scottish literary field’, in which MacDiarmid’s co-founding of a Scottish 
PEN Club (1927; cf. 3.7) played an essential and constructive part. 

93  Cf. McCulloch 2007, 231.
94  Bold  1984, 566.
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3.3  Christopher Grieve  ’s Background: the Genesis of his Habitus

Even as a boy, Christopher Grieve   felt that, in due course, he would become ‘a great 
national poet of Scotland’.95 His Langholm teachers ‘had it borne in’ upon him that 
he would become a poet, a 1977 BBC Radio interview with the eighty-five year old 
Grieve reports.96 According to Grieve, he was ‘somehow different from the other pu-
pils’ the Langholm teachers were accustomed to deal with. He ‘preferred bein’ alane 
– wi’ his ain thochts’,97 he liked reading, and ‘had an inclination to write very early’.98 

In this section the background to the evolution of Grieve  ’s thinking will be sum-
marily outlined up to the time when he adopted the alter ego of Hugh MacDiarmid  
in 1922. By his own account his demobilisation in 1919 was ‘the first time’ when he 
became conscious of his Scottish identity and applied himself ‘to understand the po-
sition and acquire a definite idea of Scotland’.99 After that he became more and more 
actively involved in Scottish affairs. 

The section is divided into three parts, one about the early years in Langholm, one 
dealing with his education at Broughton Higher Grade School in Edinburgh as well 
as with his first years as a journalist, and a final part about his military service during 
the Great War and the first few years after his demobilisation.100

3.3.1  Langholm (1892-1908)

Christopher Murray Grieve   was born in Arkinholm Terrace in Langholm, a small 
textile town less than ten miles north of the English-Scottish border, at 9.30 a.m. on 
11 August 1892. He was named after his grandmother on his father’s side, Christina 
Murray. After Christopher’s younger brother Andrew  was born in 1894, the number 
of family members remained restricted to four.

95  MacDiarmid  1994, 3.
96  Vernon 1984, 287.
97  Quoted in Bold  1988, 27, from ‘Andy’, an autobiographical story, first published in The Glasgow 

Herald, 22 October 1927, and reprinted in MacDiarmid  1984, 385-9.
98  Vernon 1984, 287.
99  MacDiarmid  1984c, 246.
100  The main works consulted for this section include: Glen, Hugh MacDiarmid  (Christopher Murray 

Grieve  ) and the Scottish Renaissance, 1964; Wright, MacDiarmid: An Illustrated Biography, 1977; 
Kerrigan, Whaur Extremes Meet: The Poetry of Hugh MacDiarmid, 1920-1934, 1983; The Letters of 
Hugh MacDiarmid, edited by Bold , 1984; Bold, MacDiarmid: A Critical Biography, 1988; Riach, 
Hugh MacDiarmid’s Epic Poetry, 1991; MacDiarmid 2000: The Collected Works, edited by Riach 
et al., 1992- ; Lyall , Hugh MacDiarmid’s Poetry and Politics of Place: Imagining a Scottish Republic, 
2006; The Edinburgh Companion to Hugh MacDiarmid, edited by Lyall and Palmer McCulloch, 
2011; and Purdie, Hugh MacDiarmid: Black, Green , Red and Tartan, 2012.
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His father James Grieve  (1863-1911) was a local rural postman. Elizabeth Graham   
(1856-1934), his mother, later worked as caretaker for the Langholm library and the 
local museum when the Grieve   family moved to the ground floor of the Library 
Buildings, adjacent to Langholm’s Town Hall, in 1899.101 

Although Christopher Grieve   linked his ancestors with famous linguists and lairds 
in his autobiography Lucky Poet (1943),102 his immediate forefathers were of hum-
ble descent. His paternal grandfather, John Grieve, had been a weaver and power 
loom tuner and his grandfather on his mother’s side, Andrew  Graham  , used to be a 
farm-labourer and a mole-catcher.103 Throughout his life Christopher Grieve would 
continue to show a complex and ambivalent attitude towards the gentry and the ar-
istocracy. On the one hand he would pride himself as a working-class son from the 
Scottish Borders where radicalism and republicanism were very strong, a man who 
loathed the gentry.104 On the other hand, however, he kept a fascination with titles.105 
The successive Dukes of Buccleuch , owning much of the land in Langholm and its 
surroundings, although never mentioned in Lucky Poet, must undoubtedly have 
loomed large in the minds of many Langholmites, including the Grieves, particularly 
in the era around 1900, when the divide between the social classes was more distinct.

Christopher’s father, James Grieve , was a devout United Free Church-goer who 
would not allow the poems of Robert Burns  in the house, presumably because of the 
impious or satirical character of some of his poems. He was unconventional in the 
sense that he openly declared pro-Boer sympathies. As a member of the Postmen’s 
Federation, he moved ‘steadily towards the Socialist position’, according to his son.106 
By contrast, his mother, Elizabeth Graham  , is described as having ‘genteel ideas’: 
Christopher and his brother were kept tidier than the other working-class Langholm 
boys and they were ‘even togged out, on highdays and holidays, in Highland dress’.107 
Moreover, their mother was ‘ambitious for her sons […] hoping that they would be-
come teachers or equivalent professionals’.108

101  Cf. MacDiarmid  1994, 8 and Watson 2004, 918-9.
102  The linguists Lindley Murray (1745-1826) and Alexander  Murray (1775-1826) and the aristo-

cratic Grahams of Netherby. Cf. MacDiarmid  1994, 3-4.
103  Cf. Bold  1988, 22.
104  Cf. Vernon 1984, 287 and MacDiarmid  1994, 225.
105  Bold  1988, 19.
106  Cf. Bold  1988, 24-5 and MacDiarmid  1994, 226.
107  MacDiarmid  1994, 225.
108  Johnson 2007.
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By his own account, Christopher – Christie or Kirsty, as he was called109 – had ‘a very 
happy childhood’.110 Although Langholm had a population of less than four thou-
sand at the time of Christopher’s birth, its confident civic pride is reflected in its nick-
name ‘the Muckle Toon’ (The Big Town).111 Its fast growth in the nineteenth century 
had been due to thriving cotton and woollen mills, all situated near the town’s rivers. 
In ‘Growing Up in Langholm’ Grieve   described Langholm as ‘a wonderful place to 
be a boy in’, and as presenting ‘the manifold and multiform grandeur and delight of 
Scotland in miniature’.112 His earliest impressions, he stated, were

of an almost tropical luxuriance of nature – of great forests, of honey-scent-
ed heather hills, and moorlands infinitely rich in little-appreciated beauties of 
flowering, of animal and insect life, of subtle relationships of water and light, 
and of a multitude of rivers, each with its distinct music.113

It was through his Langholm teacher, the composer Francis  George Scott  (1880-1958) 
to whom he would later dedicate his poem A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle in 1926 
(cf. 3.6), that young Christopher Grieve  ’s interest in the sciences and botany was de-
veloped.114 Scott used to send him out to the moors and to find things. Yet, although 
Christopher roamed the moors, and went cycling, angling and bathing, he never was 
‘an open-air boy’:

actually I was probably far more of a house-bird than any of my contemporar-
ies. I preferred to read and write, and my mother was constantly at me for not 
going out more – like my brother, for example […].115 

However, he did, and continued to enjoy – well into old age – watching Langholm’s 
main traditional outdoor event, ‘The Common Riding’. In Langholm the event began 
in 1759 after a court case about land ownership. It was decided that boundary markers 
had to be repaired or newly constructed, and that those markers would have to be 
checked every year. First this was done on foot by a town representative, but later, 
since 1816, several men went out on horseback to perform this annual duty. The event 
eventually became a parade, led by a cornet, in which traditionally four emblems are 
carried: the barley bannock, the spade, the thistle and the crown,116 some of which 
would later figure prominently in Grieve  ’s pseudonymously published poetry (cf. 3.6).

109  Bold  1988, 23.
110  Vernon 1984, 286.
111  Cf. Bold  1988, 17-20.
112  MacDiarmid  1984a, 153.
113  Ibid. 
114  Cf. Bruce, George 1984, 276.
115  MacDiarmid  1994, 230.
116  Cf. ‘Langholm’s Common Riding’ 1986.
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Langholm’s Common Riding started relatively late.117 However, Common Riding in 
the Border Country – traditionally meant to remind people of the fact that men had 
risked their lives to protect boundaries – dates back to the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries, the era during which the Scots and the English continually waged war over 
land ownership.

Grieve   noted that, even after all those centuries, the anti-English feeling among the 
Border Scots was still very strong during his boyhood.118 He felt that he had ‘inher-
ited’ that sentiment from his fellow countrymen.119 In Lucky Poet he described his 
‘Anglophobia’ – listed in the international reference work Who’s Who as one of his 
hobbies – not as a mere recreation, but as his ‘very life’.120 

In his Langholm schooldays (1897-1908) there was ‘a great deal of animosity towards 
the English’121 and ‘a resentment to speaking English’.122 Everybody around him 
spoke Scots at that time.123 However, English was insisted upon in the classroom and 
pupils were punished if they lapsed into Scots.124 Standard English was the rule and, 
by Grieve  ’s own account, and apart from a few ‘hackneyed love songs of Burns  and 
the like’, he and his fellow pupils ‘got nothing at all at school about Scottish literature 
and very little about Scottish history’.125

During one of his school holidays, the Lowland Christopher Grieve   learnt a little 
Gaelic from the Highland wife of his mother’s brother who lived near Dingwall, fif-
teen miles north-west of Inverness. In his autobiography he described this experience 
as a rehearsal for what was to become ‘one of the main endeavours of my life – the 
effort to unite Scotland and to get rid of that false division of Highland and Lowland 
which has been so sedulously fostered under the English ascendancy’.126

Although the spoken language by the Grieve   family was Scots, the written language 
was English. In his autobiography Grieve reported that he once saw ‘poems (very 
bad!)’ written by his mother before she was married, and that his father, who had no 
literary interests, had written a few sermons.127 

117  Ibid.
118  Vernon 1984, 287.
119  Ibid.
120  MacDiarmid  1994, 23-4.
121  Vernon 1984, 287 
122  Bruce, George 1984, 274-5.
123  Cf. Bold  1988, 27-8 and Bruce, George 1984, 274.
124  MacDiarmid  1984c, 246.
125  Ibid.
126  MacDiarmid  1994, 5.
127  Ibid., 8.
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As regards his own inclination to write, he was more inspired by two cousins on 
his father’s side, John and Robert Laidlaw . They had published poems, sketches and 
articles. Grieve   considered them ‘largely instrumental’ in turning his aspirations ‘to-
wards literature and journalism’.128 Moreover, Robert Laidlaw gave young Christo-
pher’s literary tastes a Scottish and a modern twist, as he ‘kept considerably more up 
to date than the local library’.129

In 1899 Christopher’s mother became caretaker of Langholm’s library. As the family 
were living in the Library buildings, Christopher had easy access to its books. He 
only needed to go up to the upper part of the building in which the library was locat-
ed. By his own account, he ‘used to fill a big washing-basket with books and bring it 
downstairs’ as often as he wanted to.130 According to his autobiography, the library 
was stacked with ‘upwards of twelve thousand books (though it was strangely de-
ficient in Scottish books), and a fair number of new books, chiefly novels, was con-
stantly bought’.131 The library, almost all the books of which he claimed to have read, 
and the local museum, in a room adjoining the library, had ‘a powerful, stimulating 
effect’ on him.132 

At some point during his Langholm schooldays he must have decided to take up the 
pen himself. Whereas his brother Andrew , with whom he never became very close,133 
‘earned’ a good few shillings a week caddying on the local golf course, Christopher 
managed to win a few ‘prizes of a few shillings in literary competitions for the Christ-
mas or Summer Special Numbers of a popular weekly’.134 

Christopher Grieve  ’s literary talent was supported by the Revd. Thomas Scott  Cairn-
cross  (1872-1961), the minister of the South United Free Church (1901-1907) which 
Christopher attended and in which he was a Sunday School teacher.135 Cairncross was 
also a poet. During his Langholm ministry, Cairncross published his first collection – 
The Return of the Master, and Other Poems (Edinburgh, 1905) – which included poetry 
partly written in Scots. At the time of their publication, Christopher Grieve thought 
that those poems were ‘great stuff’, but in Lucky Poet he condemned them on account 
of their ‘backward-looking resignationism and sentimental dreaming’.136 Cairncross 
introduced Grieve to the work of many contemporary poets, but in later life the two 

128  Ibid.
129  Ibid.
130  Ibid.
131  Ibid.
132  Ibid., 13.
133  Cf. Bold  1988, 23.
134  MacDiarmid  1994, 230.
135  Cf. Bold  1988, 30-1.
136  MacDiarmid  1994, 223.
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men ceased to be friendly with each other. After Grieve’s attack on Cairncross in Lucky 
Poet, the minister ‘destroyed the letters he had received from his erstwhile admirer’.137

Undoubtedly Cairncross  and his Sunday School teacher must have discussed matters 
of faith and belief. Familiar with the egalitarian tenets of the Free Church,138 they 
would also have broached the subject of socialism, dealt with in Cairncross’s essays 
written during his ministry in Langholm as ‘a surrogate religion’.139 By his own ac-
count, Grieve   discussed his position regarding the church and his faith ‘freely and 
frankly’ with his parents, ‘themselves intensely religious people’. They knew before 
he left home, when he was sixteen, ‘that their beliefs were utterly unintelligible and 
antipathetic to me’:

I was, indeed, already a thorough antinomian, and there was not a single 
principle or belief entertained by my parents, or generally entertained by the 
people of Langholm, to which I could give any subscription at all by the time 
I was fourteen without the narrowest of definitions and the most careful of 
qualifications.140

3.3.2  Higher Education Student and Journalist (1908-1916) 

In 1908 Christopher Grieve   went to Edinburgh to attend Broughton Higher Grade 
School and Junior Centre, where he would receive further education while being 
trained as a teacher. Only a few months away from home, using his cousins’ sur-
name, he published his first poem in Langholm’s local newspaper the Eskdale and 
Liddesdale Advertiser.141 The poem, ‘Memories of Langholm’, written under the pseu-
donym ‘Alister  K. Laidlaw ’, contrasted depressing city-life with Langholm’s charms. 
It reflected Grieve’s homesickness in lines such as ‘Here is gloom and stricken loneli-
ness’, which he put in opposition to questions like ‘Does gorse / Still glow on Whita’s 
slope? / Does Esk ream with its old wild force? / Sea-winds blow hope?’142

137  Bold  1988, 440, note 52.
138  Cf. Watson 2004, 918.
139  Bold  1988, 33.
140  MacDiarmid  1994, 223.
141  In 1977, at the age of eighty-five, Grieve   stated that ‘Parchywechy’, a poem about a hedgehog, 

written ‘when I was ten or between eleven and twelve’ might have been his first poem in Lang-
holm’s local paper. (Vernon, 1984, 287-8). Ron Addison, librarian of the MacDiarmid  Library at 
Langholm and editor of the poems Grieve published in the Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser, A 
Langholm Lad Goes to War (2014) found out that the poem about the hedgehog, ‘Hotchiwitchi’, 
was published much later, 23 June 1915 (e-mail to the author, 21 November 2016). According 
to Addison, who scrutinised the Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser, ‘Memories of Langholm’, 
published 25 November 1908, can indeed be regarded as Grieve’s debut poem in Langholm’s 
local newspaper (e-mail to the author, 19 November 2016).

142  Bold  1988, 41.
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At Broughton Grieve  ’s literary gifts did not go unnoticed. When the principal teacher 
of English, George Ogilvie  (1871-1934), read Grieve’s first essay on the unseen sub-
ject ‘A Country Road’, done in class, he considered it ‘the finest bit of work’ that had 
been submitted to him at Broughton.143 Ogilvie became Grieve’s Edinburgh mentor 
in the way the Revd. Cairncross  had been his Langholm mentor. Grieve would visit 
Ogilvie’s home where they discussed literature and politics. Whereas Ogilvie saw no 
conflict between his socialism and his position as a church elder, Grieve, who had 
become a member of the Independent Labour Party and the Edinburgh University 
branch of the Fabian Society, was convinced that the two positions were ill-matched, 
arguing that the church was imbued with a slave-morality that would be at variance 
with socialism.144 

In 1909-1910 Grieve   edited the first three numbers of the third volume of Brough-
ton Magazine, the school periodical founded by Ogilvie .145 Ogilvie introduced Grieve 
to The New Age (1907-1938), the influential socialist review of politics, literature and 
arts, edited by A. R. Orage  (1907-1922). Among other things, the journal deepened 
his knowledge of Nietzsche ’s philosophy, the works of Dostoevsky , guild socialism, 
the social credit theories of Major C. H. Douglas  and Ezra Pound ’s modernism.146 It 
also made him acquainted with the work of John Davidson  (1857-1909), the poet who 
was later characterised by him as ‘the only Scottish poet to whom I owe anything 
at all’,147 and whose suicide during his Broughton schooldays affected him deeply.148 
Davidson’s verse demonstrated a marked interest in science and taught Grieve that 
‘a serious poet should be familiar with scientific developments’.149 

Consequently, on 18 February 1910, Grieve   attended a lecture on astronomy by Peter 
Ross , the principal teacher of Mathematics at Broughton, together with his Broughton 
fellow student and friend John Nisbet  , who also wrote for The Broughton Magazine 
(cf. 3.4). The lecture impressed Grieve greatly, prompting ideas for his essay ‘The 
Young  Astrology’, which he submitted to Orage ’s The New Age. He must have been 
inordinately proud that the piece was accepted for publication in The New Age of 

143  Wright 1977, 25-6.
144  Bold  1988, 47-8. In spite of the fact that Grieve   claimed to be a confirmed atheist (cf. Lyall  2006, 

92), his religious beginnings did not desert him, nor did his claim prevent him from writing 
religious poems such as ‘O Jesu Parvule’, ‘The Innumerable Christ’ and ‘Supper to God’ (Mac-
Diarmid  1978, 31, 32 and 69).

145  Cf. Wright 1977, 25 and Bold  1988, 51.
146  Cf. Watson 2004, 919.
147  Quoted by Bold  1988, 49, note 22. 
148  Bold  1988, 48-9.
149  Ibid., 53. On the influence of Davidson  cf. Crawford   2000, 244-9.
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20 July 1911, since he considered Orage’s review ‘the most brilliant journal that has 
ever been written in English’.150

By then, however, a train of events had disrupted his carefree life completely. To-
gether with some other students, Grieve   had been involved in the theft of books and 
stamps, a prank that had got horribly out of hand. On account of that foolishness, he 
had to leave school. Thanks to Ogilvie ’s intervention, he was allowed to resign on 27 
January 1911 ‘on grounds of health and mistaking his vocation’.151

A week later, on 3 February 1911, his father died of pneumonia, at the age of for-
ty-seven.152 By his own report, the way in which his father was treated by the local 
doctor – ‘an old Tory’ who had ‘simply stuffed him with a dose […] of morphia’ – 
‘added bitterness’ to Grieve  ’s attitude and strengthened his socialist conviction.153

Still Ogilvie ’s protégé, Grieve   managed to get a job as a reporter with the Edinburgh 
Evening Dispatch thanks to the influence of his former teacher of English. However, he 
messed things up yet again. Desperate for money, he was dismissed from his job after 
he had sold some of the review copies that belonged to the Dispatch, even though he 
had been intending to return new copies of those books to his newspaper once he had 
earned some extra money.154

Although Ogilvie  must have been disappointed by Grieve  ’s dismissal, the teacher 
and his pupil remained in contact, exchanging dozens of letters during the period 
1911-1930.155 After the loss of his father, Grieve came to regard Ogilvie not just as his 
mentor, but almost as a surrogate parent. Already in his first letter to his old school-
master he wrote: ‘I look back to you as I look back to my dead father, to my mother 
and one or two others’.156

His next few jobs reinforced his socialist conviction. In both Wales and Clydebank 
he was confronted by civil unrest caused by inadequate social provisions. In the sec-
ond half of 1911 Grieve   went to Ebbw Vale in South Wales, where he worked for 
the Monmouthshire Labour News, published by the South Wales Miners’ Federation. 

150  MacDiarmid  1966, 271. 
151  Bold  1988, 56.
152  Ibid., 57. 
153  Vernon 1984, 287.
154  Bold  1988, 58-9.
155  Bold  1984, 1-104.
156  Ibid., 4. (Letter to George Ogilvie , [October 1911].)
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Witnessing – and almost being part of – several riots, he reported to Ogilvie : ‘It’s like 
living on the top of a volcano down here’.157 In Wales, Grieve also met Keir Hardie  
(1856-1915), the Scot who had founded the Independent Labour Party (1893) and 
who, at that time (1900-1915), was Member of Parliament for Merthyr Tydfil, where 
he had launched the Merthyr Pioneer, a socialist paper for which Grieve used to write 
during his stay there.158

After the Monmouthshire Labour News re-organised, Grieve   lost his job as a reporter 
for a second time and returned to Langholm. Although he ‘philandered extensively’ 
during 1912, he also contributed verse and prose to several periodicals.159 

Early in 1913 Grieve   moved to Clydebank near Glasgow, where he worked for a 
weekly newspaper, The Clydebank and Renfrew Press. In Clydebank, a town dominated 
by the shipyard industry and the sewing machine factory established by Singer , he 
renewed his activities for the Independent Labour Party. His co-propagandists, Neil 
Malcolm  Maclean  and James Maxton  acquainted him with the work of John Maclean 
(1879-1923),160 the founder of the Scottish Workers Republican Party and the Scottish 
Communist Party. Later, in 1966 when he was a Communist himself, Grieve praised 
John Maclean as ‘the greatest leader the working class of Scotland have yet had’.161

In 1913, after approximately five months at Clydebank, Grieve   moved to Cupar, ten 
miles west of St Andrews, to improve himself financially by becoming a journalist 
for the Innes Group newspapers. In Cupar he struck up a friendship with Margaret 
(Peggy) Cunningham Thomson Skinner  (1897-1962), who worked as a copyholder for 
the same paper.162 Five years later, during leave from military service, he married her. 

In Cupar he was often more ‘boozy than busy’,163 and after he had moved on to Forfar, 
fourteen miles north of Dundee, to work as a journalist with the Forfar Review, he re-
alised that he had to alter things, if he wanted to become a serious writer. His mother 
came to live with him; she kept him ‘out of “company” […]’ and he ‘had peace to 
write’.164

157  Ibid., 6. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 24 October 1911.)
158  Bold  1988, 66.
159  Bold  1984, 6. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 20 August 1916.)
160  Bold  1984, 12. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 20 August 1916.)
161  MacDiarmid  1966, 125.
162  Bold  1988, 74.
163  Ibid., 81.
164  Bold  1984, 13. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 20 August 1916.)
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3.3.3  Military Service and First Years following Grieve  ’s Demobilisation 

(1916-1921)

On 4 August 1914, when Britain declared war on Germany, Grieve   did not imme-
diately join the army. Within the Independent Labour Party many members were 
pacifists, and initially Grieve seemed inclined to agree with them. However, after 
his friend John Nisbet   was killed in action (cf. 3.4), he decided to enlist and in July 
1915 he reported to Hillsborough barracks in Sheffield. After his military training in 
England, he was promoted to Quarter-Master-Sergeant in the Royal Army Medical 
Corps and posted to Greece.

During his time in the Services Grieve  ’s sense of being Scottish was reinforced. In a 
BBC Radio interview he reported:

My recollection of the wartime and the hundreds of men that I soldiered with 
was that when they were Scots, or Irish, or Welsh we got on alright, but we 
always had a difference from the English, we didn’t get on with the English at 
all and I became more and more anti-English as the time went on.165

The Irish Easter Rising, which began in Dublin on 24 April 1916, at a time when he 
received his military training in England, had even led him to doubts about his posi-
tion: ‘If it had been possible at all I would have deserted at that time from the British 
Army and joined the Irish’.166 

However, he did not leave the British Army, but went on his first voyage abroad. In 
Salonika’s historic city Grieve  , who was appointed Sergeant-Caterer of the Officer’s 
Mess, did not ‘personally come into contact with the more horrific side of [the war]’.167 
As he did not have a very onerous job, he had time to read and write, and to make 
plans for the future. Inspired by the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, which he would ‘fain 
have joined […] if that’d been possible’,168 he intended to write ‘a 20,000 word “book” 
on The Soviet State’ after the war.169 

Disease, notably malaria, killed more soldiers in Salonika than the enemy did. Grieve   
was also seriously affected by malaria soon after he had arrived, in September 1916. 
He had a second attack in the summer of 1917 and a third in April 1918.170 After the 
third recurrence he was sent to a malaria concentration centre near Rhyl in North 

165  Vernon 1984, 290.
166  Ibid., 289.
167  Quoted in Bold  1988, 85.
168  Ibid., 88.
169  Bold  1984, 32. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 23 March 1919.)
170  Bold  1988, 95.
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Wales to recover. In June 1918, when he was given convalescent leave, after being 
pronounced fit, he attended his mother’s second marriage in Edinburgh. In the same 
month – on 13 June 1918  – and in the same place, he and Peggy Skinner  married. In 
the meantime Peggy, to whom he had written regularly from Salonika, had become a 
typist in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. After their marriage the couple enjoyed 
a brief honeymoon at Lammermuir Lodge, Whittinghame, in East Lothian, where 
James Dawson , Christopher’s newly acquired stepfather, worked as a forester.

When the armistice was announced on 11 November 1918, Grieve   was in Dieppe. Be-
fore he was demobilised in July 1919, he still had to continue his service in the South 
of France. He was posted to the Sections Lahore Indian General Hospital at Château 
Mirabeau near Marseilles.171 Attached to the Indian Medical Service, he participated 
as a sub-assistant surgeon in the work that had to be done to run a hospital dealing 
with psychologically traumatised Asiatic troops from the Western Front. As the 1918 
Spanish flu pandemic also affected many of the soldiers, most of whom had little 
power of resistance, Grieve saw patients die in great numbers.172

Before he returned to Scotland, Grieve   savoured the delights of natural beauty by 
making a walking tour ‘along the Franco-Spanish frontier and in the Pays Basque’.173 
In November 1918 he had written to Ogilvie  that ‘various books’ existed ‘complete 
and unchangeable’ in his mind and that the only thing that remained to be done was 
‘the actual writing’.174 A few months later, still in France, he enumerated a complete 
list of works that he intended to write, including not only the monograph about the 
Soviet State mentioned above, but also a study of Joseph Conrad ’s work, sketches 
on Paris and Marseilles and a description of the Bolshevik government.175 Hardly 
any of these schemes came to fruition, although some of the sketches he wrote later 
appeared in Annals of the Five Senses (1923). A collection of poetry, which he also pre-
pared during the war and which he suggested calling A Voice from Macedonia, was 
rejected by the publishers and never appeared.176 

However, as soon as he returned to Scotland, he did manage to get an anthology of 
poems by contemporary Scottish poets published. Northern Numbers, his first work in 
print, was published by T. N. Foulis, a firm operating from London and Edinburgh, 
in 1920. Grieve  ’s selection of contemporary Scottish poetry, containing a few poems 

171  Ibid., 98.
172  Ibid., 99.
173  MacDiarmid  1994, 106.
174  Bold  1984, 28. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 24 November 1918.)
175  Bold  1984, 32-3. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 23 March 1919.)
176  Bold  1988, 97-8.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   189Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   189 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



190

in Scots (by John Buchan  and Violet  Jacob), was favourably reviewed.177 Its relative 
success meant that a second and a third series of new selections of work by contem-
porary Scottish poets could be published during the two following years. Although 
the Northern Numbers series – intended as an equivalent of the popular English Geor-
gian Poetry series (1912-1922) – did not as yet include any poems in Scots by Grieve, 
the fact that a selection of contemporary Scottish poetry appeared as a collection of 
Scottish poetry in its own right, can be regarded as an early expression on Grieve’s 
part to distinguish Scottish literature from English literature.

Back in Scotland, Grieve   first depended on the income his wife earned as secretary to 
a firm of solicitors in St Andrews.178 Soon however – in 1920 – he managed to obtain 
a job with the Montrose Review. As the job did not pay well and left him hardly any 
time to do creative writing, Christopher, together with his wife Peggy, moved to the 
Highlands, to Kildermorie Lodge, thirty-five miles north-west of Inverness, to take 
up employment respectively as caretaker and under-housemaid of the lodge.179 In 
addition to his job as caretaker, Grieve taught three eleven-year-olds – the only pu-
pils of the Side School, which was located in a room of the head stalker’s house, a 
few hundred yards from the Lodge. In a letter to Ogilvie  he described his Highland 
adventure as ‘the most unqualified successful experience I have yet made’.180 In the 
Highlands Grieve found time to write, but he also made new plans and schemes. As 
early as 1920 he contemplated the editorship of a monthly called Scottish Chapbook 
in order ‘to set a national standard, to sort the grain from the chaff, to discover and 
encourage new Scottish poets’ and ‘to move towards a National Theatre, etc. etc’.181 It 
would take almost two years, however, before that plan would be realised. The first 
issue of The Scottish Chapbook appeared in August 1922.

In the meantime many things changed. In 1921 the Grieves moved again. As the 
 Montrose Review made him an offer on more profitable conditions, Grieve   decided to 
take up his old position as journalist again. He and his wife settled in Montrose for 
the next eight years. In Montrose, a port on the east coast of Scotland with a popu-
lation of 10,000 people, Christopher’s and Peggy’s children were born: Christine  in 
1924 and Walter  in 1929.182 Christopher Grieve integrated in society by becoming, 
among other things, a Montrose town-councillor and a Justice of the Peace.183 He also 
committed himself more formally to the Scottish nationalist cause by becoming the 

177  Cf. Bold  1988, 108.
178  Ibid., 103.
179  Ibid., 104-5.
180  Bold  1984, 40. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 24 October 1920.)
181  Ibid., 40. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 13 November 1920.)
182  Wright 1977, 169. 
183  Ibid.
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local secretary of the Scottish Home Rule Association. But, more importantly in 
the context of the development of Scottish literature, as will be discussed in 3.4, it 
was in Montrose that he completely revised his view on the potentialities of Scots. 
There Christopher Grieve took on the alter ego of Hugh MacDiarmid , which he later 
described as a more or less Pauline conversion:

… the whole business of my turning to Scots – was an accident, if you like; it 
was certainly a phenomenon akin to religious conversion. I just suddenly felt 
as a Scot what J. S. Machar  confesses in his ‘Tractate of Patriotism’: ‘My Czech-
dom is the portion of my life which I feel, not as delight and as bliss, but as a 
solemn and inborn fealty. My native land is within me alone …’184

184  MacDiarmid  1984c, 248. The source from which Grieve   quoted this translation of Josef 
Svatopluk Machar ’s poem – a section of ‘Golgotha’ (1902) – could have been the ‘Xmas Double 
Number’ of Coterie: A Quarterly, Art, Prose and Poetry, 1920-21 (Nos. 6 & 7), 97-9. Cf. http://
library.brown.edu/pdfs/118856099646875.pdf. (Consulted 30 November 2016.)
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3.4  Christopher Murray Grieve  ’s ‘Combative’ Entrance into Scottish 

Literature

It took some time before the reading public realised that texts published under the 
name ‘Hugh M’Diarmid’/‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’185 stemmed from Christopher Grieve  . 
In this section it will be argued that the latter had good cause not to reveal the identity 
of Hugh MacDiarmid when he first used that name. The first publications under this 
pseudonym, Nisbet  : An Interlude in Post War Glasgow (1922), and his Scots poem ‘The 
Watergaw’ (1922) showed clear signs that Grieve wanted to steer Scottish literature 
into a new direction and that he wanted to use the Scots language in a different way. 
In this section Scotland’s literary future, as envisaged by ‘Hugh MacDiarmid’ in his 
dramatic debut Nisbet, and its linguistic potential, as illustrated in ‘The Watergaw’ 
(Scots for a fragment of a rainbow, often seen as a sign of bad weather), will be more 
closely examined in the light of Christopher Grieve’s newly developed national, lin-
guistic and literary ideas during the early 1920s.

Testing the waters as a poet, short-story writer and essayist, Christopher Grieve   pub-
lished his first creative apprentice work in English in his hometown newspaper, the 
Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser during 1908-1916, in the Edinburgh school periodical 
The Broughton Magazine in 1909-1910 volumes, and in The New Age, the prestigious 
and influential literary magazine edited by A. R. Orage , in 1911.186 Writing in English 
became his profession after he left school. Before the outbreak of the Great War Grieve 
whetted his pen as a journalist with a variety of newspapers, but never settled long in 
the localities where they were edited.

When Grieve   attended the Edinburgh Broughton Higher Grade School and Junior 
Student Centre, he spent much time with the literary inclined John Bogue Nisbet   
(1891-1915). According to Grieve, Nisbet – ‘terribly my friend’ – ‘was infinitely more 
than a brother, a very spiritual familiar’, and somebody, who ‘might have done a great 
deal if he had lived’.187 Nisbet, killed in action in April 1915, was crucial to Grieve’s 
rather late decision to enlist as a soldier. To his – and Nisbet’s – former Broughton 
teacher, George Ogilvie , he wrote: ‘Nisbet’s death finally settled matters. (N.B. No 
“patriotism” no fight for civilisation)’.188

185  In the 1920s Grieve   used the abbreviated form ‘Hugh M’Diarmid’; in the 1930s he opted for 
‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’, the pseudonym by which he is now commonly known and which will 
also be employed in this text, except in quotations.

186  For his poems in the Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser cf. Addison 2014 and Bold  1988, 40-1; re-
garding his publications in The Broughton Magazine and in The New Age cf. Bold 1988, 51-6 and 
59-61.

187  Bold  1984, 10 (Letter to George Ogilvie , 20 Augustus 1916) and 605 (Letter to Douglas  Young , 6 
December 1949).

188  Bold  1984, 13. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 20 Augustus 1916.)
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Being posted with the 42nd general hospital to Salonika in Greece, the war unsettled 
Grieve  ’s life though perhaps to a lesser extent than it did most of his fellow soldiers. 
It did give rise to a growing contempt for English imperialism and strengthened his 
awareness of his own Scottish identity.189 Always a voracious reader, he availed him-
self of the opportunity during the war to acquaint himself with contemporary literary 
publications. His reading as well as his war experiences led to a complete break with 
his pre-war traditional view of literature. After the war, he composed deliberately 
dense prose short stories, in which he experimented with subjective descriptions of 
a state of mind. A collection of those stories is represented in Annals of the Five Senses 
(1923), his prose book debut. One of his early post-Great War stories, ‘Casualties’, 
published in The Broughton Magazine (1919) and not included in the first edition of 
Annals of the Five Senses, has been regarded by Alan Bold , Grieve’s biographer, as a 
tribute to Nisbet  .190 However, since it was published in The Broughton Magazine,191 it 
can also be seen, more generally, as homage to Grieve’s fellow Broughton students 
who were killed during the war. ‘Casualties’, sketching the horrors of a makeshift 
army hospital near the Somme during the war, already demonstrates Grieve’s com-
pact vocabulary, also employed by him in the stories collected in Annals of the Five 
Senses, but it does not represent an experiment in describing a state of mind.

More explicit, regarding its dedication to Nisbet  , is Grieve  ’s sonnet ‘In Memoriam J. 
B. N.’,192 even though it uses initials, rather than the full name John Bogue Nisbet. It is 
much more disconsolate than Rupert Brooke ’s famous poem ‘The Soldier’, to which 
it overtly alludes.193 Particularly the line ‘And Life’s a wind that ’twixt your bones 
blows cold’ evokes the poet’s grim desolation.

The greatest honour bestowed on his literary friend Nisbet   is, however, the publica-
tion of the eponymous interlude which Grieve   included in The Scottish Chapbook, the 
literary magazine which first appeared in August 1922.194 Grieve gave this dramatic 
experiment pride of place in the first issue of The Scottish Chapbook, the same num-
ber in which he also published the literary policy he intended to adopt. On the first 
pages of his newly founded magazine, Grieve summarised his poetic programme as 
follows:195

189  Cf. Watson 2004, 919-20.
190  Bold  1988, 100-1. Cf. also Royle 2014, 237.
191  Cf. Bold  1984, 35, note 1 and MacDiarmid  1999a, 296.
192  MacDiarmid  1978, 1231.
193  Cf. Bold  1988, 78.
194  MacDiarmid  1999a, 104-113; 296.
195  [Grieve  ] 1922a.
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•  To report, support, and stimulate, in particular, the activities of the Franco-Scottish, 
Scottish-Italian, and kindred Associations; the campaign of the Vernacular Circle of 
the London Burns  Club for the revival of the Doric [Lowland Scots, JK]; the move-
ment towards a Scots national Theatre; and the “Northern Numbers” movement of 
Scottish poetry.196

•  To encourage and publish the work of contemporary Scottish poets and dramatists, 
whether in English, Gaelic or Braid Scots.

•  To insist upon truer evaluations of the work of Scottish writers than are usually 
given in the present over-Anglicised condition of British literary journalism, and, 
in criticism, elucidate, apply, and develop the distinctively Scottish range of values.

•  To bring Scottish Literature into closer touch with current European tendencies in 
technique and ideation.

•  To cultivate “the lovely virtue.”197

•  And generally, to “meddle wi’ the Thistle” and pick the figs.198

Although the manifesto unmistakably demonstrates that Grieve   proposed to tackle 
several particularly controversial issues, it also makes abundantly clear that the di-
rection into which he wanted to steer Scottish culture is on the one hand distinctly 
Scottish and, on the other hand, internationally-oriented.

In the third issue of The Scottish Chapbook Christopher Grieve   commented favourably 
on the work of ‘Mr Hugh M’Diarmid’.199 At that time, in October 1922, the readers of 
The Chapbook probably still assumed that ‘M’Diarmid’ was a new talent, discovered 
by Christopher Grieve for his new magazine. The addition of a new name to the list 
of contributors of The Scottish Chapbook can be regarded as tactics on Grieve’s part to 
demonstrate that his new venture was not a one-man affair. At the same time, a new 

196  The publication of anthologies of poetry written by contemporary poets from Scotland; the first 
and second series of Northern Numbers, edited by Grieve  , were published with T. N. Foulis from 
Edinburgh in 1920 and 1921; the third and last series of this kind of selection of Scottish poetry 
was both edited and published – at his own expense – by Grieve in 1922 (cf. 3.3).

197  Probably a more or less sarcastic allusion to the ‘Rectorial Address’ about Courage, ‘the love-
ly virtue’, by James M. Barrie, the creator of Peter Pan, delivered a few months before at the 
University of St Andrews, on May  3, 1922 (http://www.online-literature.com/barrie/2088/. 
(Consulted 1 December 2016.) Barrie, also the author of Auld Licht Idylls (1888), A Window in 
Thrums (1889), and The Little Minister (1891), was regarded by Grieve  , as a representative of the 
so-called ‘Kailyard-school’ (cf. 3.2). 

198  The last line from this manifesto is echoed in MacDiarmid ’s poem A Drunk Man Looks at the 
Thistle (lines 341-2; MacDiarmid 2008, 79). It offers a challenging response both to the motto 
‘Wha daur meddle wi’ me?’, the Scots version of the Latin inscription ‘Nemo me impune laces-
sit’, that accompanies the Scottish national emblem of the thistle, and to the rhetorical question 
asked in Matthew 7: 16: ‘Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?’ (Cf. Buthlay ’s note 
1, in MacDiarmid 2008, 78.)

199  Grieve  , C. M. 1922b; reprinted in: McCulloch 2004, 24-5.
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name offered the opportunity to approach matters from a completely different angle. 
As ‘Hugh M’Diarmid’, Grieve could express himself in a way not consistent, or at 
variance, with what ‘C. M. Grieve’ had written. Thus, while ‘C. M. Grieve’ voiced 
strong misgivings about the Doric tradition and the use of Scots, ‘Hugh M’Diarmid’ 
ventured to publish poems in the Scottish vernacular. 

As late as January 1922, Grieve   had continued determinedly to vent his unequivocal 
objections with regard to organisations that promoted the employment of the Scottish 
vernacular. According to him, the use of the vernacular would inhibit the Scottish 
people from thinking and ‘prevent the development of an atmosphere in Scotland 
congenial to modern ideas and ideals’.200 He had even gone so far as to blame the sen-
timents accompanying the use of the vernacular as one of the chief reasons for literary 
immaturity in Scotland, contending that ‘Compared with other countries comparable 
in size – Belgium for instance – Scotland stagnates in an apparently permanent liter-
ary infancy owing to the operation of certain forces of which the Doric sentiment is 
the principal’.201

However, just over six months later, Grieve   praised ‘Mr Hugh M’Diarmid’ for his 
use of the Doric in the October 1922 issue of The Scottish Chapbook. In his critical bio-
graphy MacDiarmid , Alan Bold  argues that Grieve’s revision of his stance concerning 
the literary use of the Scottish vernacular may be largely explained by looking at the 
influence of two literary events which took place during those months.202 In Febru-
ary 1922, Lewis  Spence , a poet and journalist highly regarded by Grieve, published 
poetry in the Edinburgh Evening News, in which he demonstrated the use of a stately 
Scots. In the same month the first book edition of James Joyce ’s Ulysses made its ap-
pearance, showing that a book evincing an unparalleled verbal virtuosity could be 
modern and Irish/Celtic at the same time. As Bold suggests, the combination of those 
two literary feats may well have been decisive in Grieve’s initiative to experiment 
with the Scots language in a new way: embracing Scots words and phrases from all 
districts and periods in his poetic vocabulary. 

Attributing the first fruits of his experiments to ‘Mr Hugh M’Diarmid’, Grieve   could 
also conveniently introduce his readers to a new way of looking at Scots. He did not 
condemn the use of Scots any longer, but, instead, commended the way in which ‘Mr 
M’Diarmid’ had ‘addressed himself to the question of the extendibility of the Ver-
nacular to embrace the whole range of modern culture’, and he even showed himself 
suitably impressed by ‘the economy of expressiveness’ of M’Diarmid’s poetic idiom.203 

200  Bold  1984, 755. (Letter published in the Aberdeen Free Press, 30 January 1922.)
201  Ibid.
202  Bold  1988, 128-30.
203  Grieve  , C. M. 1922b; reprinted in: McCulloch 2004, 24-5.
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Self-praise would, of course, have been unacceptable to his readers, so Grieve was 
exceedingly anxious to exhort those in the know not to divulge his secret.204

Grieve   later motivated his choice for the name ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’ by referring to 
his partiality to its Gaelic and Celtic connotations.205 However, the first MacDiarmid 
publication, – Nisbet   – was not in Scots, but in English. Yet, in spite of that choice, 
Nisbet thematised post-Great War Scottish identity, in particular Glaswegian identity 
versus individual identity, and the question of how literature was to develop in a 
post-war era.

The interlude – a one act play, set on a street corner in post-war Glasgow – can be seen 
as a reflection on Grieve  ’s own identity. Two men, who got acquainted during the 
war, Duthie  and Nisbet  , meet coincidentally in Glasgow and strike up a conversation; 
after some time Young , a fellow Duthie knows, joins them. The three men represent 
attitudes towards the post-war context and conditions, which undoubtedly must have 
been questioned and reflected upon by Grieve again and again. Duthie can easily be 
interpreted as a caricature of Grieve as an ink-slinger, claiming that he writes ‘yards. 
Verse too. In the Ham and Meat Column’.206 He is cynical about his own work and 
describes himself as ‘a mere conventional worm,’207 but he is jolly well-pleased, be-
cause of the pay. Nisbet, who has been gassed during the war, on the other hand, is a 
serious poet who is hardly able to write anything anymore, because of the hopeless-
ness around him. Young, the third character – Propaganda Secretary of the Glasgow 
Branch of the Communist Party of Scotland – is the prototype of the hard-core idealist. 
The sophisticated Duthie, who recognises that he has lost ‘his soul and gained the 
whole of Glasgow’, regards Nisbet as ‘a virgin’, a ‘prophet’ and a ‘Jesus’, bound to be 
pressurised and indoctrinated by the likes of Young.208 And indeed, when – out of the 
blue – Nisbet begins to speak about the bankruptcy of contemporary literature and 
states that Western civilisation can ‘add nothing more to the sum of vitally new human 
knowledge’, Young is only too eager to respond that renewal ‘has begun to come from 
Russia’, and that ‘in Dostoevsky  […] is to be found the delineation of that new world’.209 
Russia, it is suggested, can inspire Scotland to renew its energies in such a way, that 
it can make a meaningful contribution to civilisation, one of the fundamental ideas 
MacDiarmid  later elaborated on in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926).

204  Cf. e.g. Bold  1984, 308 (Letter to Professor Herbert Grierson , 30 April 1925) and 315 (Letter to 
Dr Pittendrigh Macgillivray , 3 August 1925).

205  Cf. Bold  1988, 134-5, quoting from MacDiarmid  1994, 6-8, but also Lyall  2006, 108. Lyall associ-
ates the name with the Irish nationalist Seán Mac Diarmada (1883-1916), one of the leaders of 
the Easter Rising, executed by the British. 

206  MacDiarmid  1999b, 107.
207  Ibid., 110.
208  Ibid., 106-10.
209  Ibid., 111-2.
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By radically revising his complacent, Georgian poetic stance, Grieve   redeemed his 
debt of honour as regards the death of his literary friend John Bogue Nisbet  , and he 
became MacDiarmid : the poet and prophet, who, like his character Nisbet, in the 
interlude, felt that what he would be concerned to say would be unprintable, and 
unintelligible to the likes of Duthie , who would be only too willing to bow to the 
conformity of the masses.210 

‘MacDiarmid ’ allowed Grieve   to adopt a completely new alter ego, a ‘battling per-
sona,’211 who, challenged by the post-war conditions of Scotland, is eager to pick up 
the gauntlet. Not only does he put forward some of his tentative, poetic ideas in his 
one act debut Nisbet  , the new Grieve is also ready to experiment with his language. 
Impressed by Lewis  Spence ’s poetic vocabulary, which relied heavily on Middle Scots 
poetry,212 Grieve applied himself to the study of the verbal treasuries offered by Scot-
tish dictionaries, such as John Jamieson ’s Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Lan-
guage (1808-1809) and James Wilson ’s Lowland Scotch as Spoken in the Lower Strathearn 
District of Perthshire (1915).213 The first products of his study – the poems ‘The Water-
gaw’ and ‘The Blaward and the Skelly’ (The Blue Conflower and the Field Mustard214) 
– Grieve published in The Dunfermline Press on 30 September 1922, attributing them 
to ‘a friend’, who was keen to give ancient words ‘a new lease of life’.215 Grieve re-
published ‘The Watergaw’, the poem which he considered the more successful of the 
two, in the October issue of The Scottish Chapbook, and ascribed it to his alter ego. In 
his ‘Causerie’, in the same issue, he reopened the discussion about the use of Scots, 
this time by enumerating its merits, as exemplified by ‘The Watergaw’, thus firmly 
introducing and praising the new Scots poet Hugh MacDiarmid.

More concerned about the ultimate result, than about etymological or grammatical 
correctness, Hugh MacDiarmid  produced a ‘synthetic’ Scots, in which he combined 
words and phrases from the complete range of Scottish dialects of all periods. He had 
been inspired to follow this approach by the work of the great Middle Scots poets, the 
Makars (literally Makers). In the work of Gavin Douglas  (c. 1474-1522), he had found 
‘a synthesis of languages that was almost Joycean in its range [for Douglas ] used half 

210  Ibid., 107.
211  Lyall  2006, 27.
212  Bold  1988, 129.
213  Ibid., 137 and 141-2.
214  This translation can be found in Bold  1988, 137. The Dictionary of the Scots Language provides 

additional references to the harebell (Campanula rotundifolia) and the Germander Speedwell 
(Veronica chamædrys) as regards ‘the blaward’. (Cf. http://www.dsl.ac.uk/entry/snd/blawort. 
(Consulted 2 September 2017.)

215  Ibid., 137.
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the languages of Europe [assimilating them], quite effectively, to the Scots basis in 
which he wrote’.216

By introducing Hugh MacDiarmid , Grieve   had created an alter ego who could ex-
press diverging ideas more forcibly and daringly. In spite of the fact that his first 
and only play, Nisbet  , became a dramatic failure because of its ‘lack of theatre’,217 it 
succeeded in bringing across some of his poetic ideas which he was to develop later 
in essays such as ‘A Russo-Scottish Parallelism’ (1923) and ‘The Caledonian Anti-
syzygy and the Gaelic Idea’ (1931-1932).218 In addition, his creation of MacDiarmid 
enabled him to experiment with Scots in an unprecedented way. Elaborating his idea 
of linguistic synthesis would, eventually, lead to the application of literary synthesis, 
incorporating world literature into Scottish literature, thus putting Scottish literature 
on the global map, and – as Nisbet phrased it – contribute something ‘more to the 
sum of vitally new human knowledge’.

216  Quoted from MacDiarmid  1984, 225, in Bold , 1988, 141.
217  Quoted by Eddie 2015, from a letter by Frederick Grant  , Director of the Project Theatre Glas-

gow, to C. M. Grieve  , dating from 3 January 1933, shortly after the first staging of the play 
(December 1932).

218  MacDiarmid  1970a and MacDiarmid 1970b, respectively.
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3.5   Creating a New Language and a New Movement: 

Leadership and Strategies

Having set out with the intention of modernising Scottish literature and linking it 
to current European trends, Grieve   had published his ‘Programme’ in the first issue 
of his literary magazine The Scottish Chapbook, in 1922 (3.4). In ‘A Theory of Scots 
Letters’, which appeared as the editorials of three successive issues of The Scottish 
Chapbook later that year, Grieve explained the motives behind his ‘Programme’, and 
elaborated on his poetic ideas.

His publication of three anthologies of poetry (Northern Numbers I, II and III, 1920-
1922) and The Scottish Chapbook (1922-1923) stirred up a movement among a group 
of non-organised, mostly literary people who, like Grieve  , tried to achieve a spirit of 
cultural and nationalist reawakening in Scotland. As progenitor and self-proclaimed 
leader of that movement – which thanks to an article published in 1924 by Professor 
Denis  Saurat  would become known internationally as the ‘Scottish Renaissance’219 – 
Grieve made a case for extending its activities to all spheres of Scottish life in his essay 
Albyn or Scotland and the Future (1927).

In subsection 3.5.1, following a brief introduction into the Scottish Renaissance move-
ment, the seminal texts, ‘A Theory of Scots Letters’, and Albyn or Scotland and the Fu-
ture, will be analysed aiming to find out what Grieve   understood by ‘synthetic Scots’, 
and under which conditions, according to him, Scottish literature would be able to 
flourish. In addition, Grieve’s leadership and his strategies to attain that goal, will be 
more closely examined in 3.5.2.

3.5.1  A New Movement, a New Language, 

and the Caledonian Antisyzygy

The emergence, during the interwar years, of a number of Scottish writers, sharing 
the idea that ‘the health of a nation’s culture could not be separated from the health 
of the nation as a whole’, made the Scottish Renaissance different from previous cul-
tural revival movements in Scotland.220 However, its emergence cannot be completely 
detached from the broader Celtic Revival and the Irish Literary Revival with leading 
figures, such as William Butler Yeats , George Russell , J.M. Synge  and Sean O’Casey. 

In Scotland it was Patrick Geddes  (1854-1932), the sociologist and city planner, who 
ushered in some of the ideas which were later embraced by Grieve   and his fellow 
Scottish Renaissance writers. In 1895-1896, in his periodical Evergreen, Geddes – de-

219  Saurat  2004. (Saurat’s article ‘Le Groupe de “la Renaissance Écossaise” ’ was first published in: 
Revue Anglo-Américaine, April 1924, 1-13.)

220  McCulloch 2004, xiii.
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scribed by MacDiarmid  as ‘one of the outstanding thinkers of his generation’ and 
‘one of the greatest Scotsmen […] in our entire history’221 – had already argued that 
English hegemony impeded the development of the Scottish people as an ethnic com-
munity, and consequently hampered Scotland’s cultural evolution.222 

In his memoir The Company I’ve Kept (1966), MacDiarmid  quoted the observation by 
the American historian Lewis  Mumford , that Geddes  ‘practised synthesis in an age of 
specialism’ and added that Geddes’ practice became ‘the theme of all my later poetry 
and work’, thus putting himself in Geddes’ tradition.223

The idea that the revitalisation should affect all spheres of Scottish life soon led Grieve   
to the conclusion that the vitality of all the languages in Scotland should come under 
close scrutiny. Even though Grieve appreciated Scotland’s linguistic diversity, in his 
view the cultural position of Scotland could only be strengthened substantially if it 
could find a medium in character with the nature, the needs and psychology of its 
inhabitants.

In his view, living in a modern world meant that resorting to one specific dialect only 
would not be sufficient. Nor would English do. Suffering from ‘Imperial elephantia-
sis’, and only useful as ‘a kind of Esperanto for mere commercial and industrial use’, 
English had lost ‘its own true basis’224 and showed ‘signs of fatigue’.225 ‘Braid Scots’, 
on the other hand, possessed, in Grieve  ’s view, ‘a great repository of the pre-Renais-
sance or anti-Renaissance potentialities which English had forgone’.226 Grieve’s mot-
to, used on the covers of The Scottish Chapbook, ‘Not Traditions – Precedents!’ and his 
battle cry ‘Not Burns  – Dunbar !’227 summed up his ambition to get away from popular 
sentimentalism and to find new inspiration in the language of pre-Renaissance poets, 
such as William Dunbar (c. 1460 – c. 1520) and Robert Henryson  (? – c. 1490). 

Dunbar , argued Grieve  , had achieved more than Geoffrey Chaucer, because of his 
simplicity and straightforwardness of expression.228 Allegedly, Dunbar ‘had for his 
highest quality a certain unique intensity of feeling, the power of expressing that 
passionate and peculiar force which distinguishes and differentiates us people of the 
North from our Southern neighbours’.229 

221  MacDiarmid  1966, 79.
222  Cf. Claes 2012, 112, quoted in De Craemer 2014, 6.
223  Macdiarmid 1966, 79.
224  MacDiarmid  1934, 181.
225  Grieve   1927, 25.
226  Ibid.
227  Ibid., 35.
228  Cf. Grieve   1927, 25.
229  Grieve   1927, 25.
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In his endeavour to define ‘this unique intensity of feeling’, Grieve   referred the reader 
to the ‘Caledonian antisyzygy’, a concept used by Professor G. Gregory  Smith  in his 
treatise Scottish Literature: Character & Influence (1919), on which he had already elab-
orated more extensively in ‘A Theory of Scots Letters’. Grieve considered this Scottish 
joining together of opposites as ‘the great vital characteristic of Scottish literature’.230 
Smith had observed that:

There is more in the Scottish antithesis of the real and fantastic than is to be ex-
plained by the familiar rules of rhetoric. […] The one invades the other without 
warning. […] This mingling, even of the most eccentric kind, is an indication to 
us that the Scot, in that fashion which takes all things for granted, is at ease in 
both rooms of life, and turns to fun and even profanity with no misgivings. We 
owe part of our strength to this freedom in passing from one mood to another. 
It takes some people more time than they can spare to see the absolute propri-
ety of a gargoyle’s grinning at the elbow of a kneeling saint!231

This bringing together of opposites, ‘whaur extremes meet’,232 not only enabled 
Grieve   to put forward a unified vision of Scotland, acknowledging the traditional 
divide between Highlands and Lowlands,233 but also offered him the opportunity to 
claim a role for Scotland as a nation that could bridge extremes and further the cause 
of human civilisation, as he would argue in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (cf. 3.6). 

The medium Grieve   looked for had to be able to give expression to modern life and 
thought as well as the ‘qualities of the Scottish spirit’.234 The model Grieve had in 
mind for Scotland was Landsmaal, or Norwegian Nynorsk, the language standard 
based on the Norwegian rural dialects as created by Ivar Aasen  (1813-1896).235 How-
ever, whereas Aasen provided the Norwegian people with a grammar (Norsk Gram-
matik, 1864) and a dictionary (Norsk Ordbog, 1873) for his language standard, Grieve, 
averse to any form of restriction which such undertakings would imply, did no such 
thing, nor did he encourage initiatives directed towards that goal. Similarly, he could 
not be bothered much to spread his ‘synthetic Scots’ to other than literary and ar-
tistic domains, although he advocated the use of Scots in schools and contributed 
a great many articles to the Scottish Educational Journal, in which he championed a 

230  Ibid., 19.
231  Quoted in MacDiarmid  1992a, 18-9.
232  MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 141-2.
233  Cf. De Craemer 2014, 10.
234  MacDiarmid  1934, 180.
235  Ibid., 185.
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complete reform of the Scottish school system.236 When his friend, the poet William 
Soutar  (1898-1943), suggested that children should be incited to learn Scots and that 
poets and writers should write nursery rhymes and children’s books in Scots, Grieve 
answered that:

Any revival of Scots among the people at large, in the schools, etc., has my 
strong support and I think that a re-vaccination of the children with it such as 
you suggest an excellent idea – but when I write or speak about a revival of 
Scots I am usually not thinking about that, but about its effective resumption 
into literary practice and adaptation to the most modern expressive require-
ments.237 

In Grieve  ’s view, the reader’s understanding of the language was – apparently – of 
no great importance. In the letter to Soutar , he wrote: ‘If great poetry is written in any 
language it does not matter a hoot whether nobody can read it except the man who 
wrote it’.238 The letter can be seen as an illustration of the fact that, although Grieve 
was deeply committed, both socially and politically, to the cause of the Scottish peo-
ple (cf. 3.7), he intended to be artistically autonomous, stating that he would not be 
prepared ‘to concede that the artist should be concerned with his audience or that art 
must subserve any social or other purpose except its own development’.239

As regards the development of his own ‘synthetic Scots’, Grieve   indicated in the early 
1930s that it had been limited ‘to the sort of thing Dante  did and practically confined 
to the revival of Scots words with no equivalents, in English, on the one hand, and a 
use of Gaelic and foreign phrases and allusions on the other’.240 His ambition to write 
modernist literature and his perception of ‘the superficiality of the normal uses of lan-
guage’241 prompted him to argue for an even more extensive and inclusive language 
from a multilinguistic perspective:

A Joycean amalgam of Scots, Gaelic, and English, plus Gothic, Sanskrit, Old 
Norse, seems to me a medium through which a great deal could be done to ad-
vance this world-wide experimentation and bring language abreast of modern 
psychological requirements.242 

236  Lyall  2006, 46-52. 
237  Bold  1984, 143. (Letter to William Soutar , 10 March 1931.)
238  Ibid.
239  Ibid.
240  MacDiarmid  1934, 184. The article was first published in the Scots Observer, vol. 6, no. 310, 1 

September 1932.
241  Ibid., 186.
242  Ibid., 186-7.
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Grieve  ’s initial proposition – encouraging ‘the experimental exploitation of Vernac-
ular expression’, set forth in 1922243 – thus developed into a linguistically illimitable 
scheme; a scheme, moreover, that would prove to be difficult, if not impossible, to 
put into practice.244 

3.5.2  Leadership

The very essence of MacDiarmid ’s ‘synthetic Scots’ – the limitless combination of old 
and new words, archaisms and neologisms, preferably based on Scots or Gaelic, but 
not restricted to those languages – although sympathetic to some Scottish interwar 
poets and writers, also engendered strife and antagonism. 

The actual number of interwar collections of poetry, written in ‘synthetic Scots’ or 
‘Lallans’,245 did not increase considerably after MacDiarmid  had published his 
Sangschaw (1925), Penny Wheep (Thin weak beer, originally sold at a penny a bottle, 
1926) and A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926). Perhaps William Soutar ’s poems 
in Scots for children, Seeds in the Wind (1933), can be seen as the only example. As for 
Soutar’s ‘synthetic Scots’, Grieve   did not seem to appreciate it greatly:

I have been in regard to Scots a thoroughly bad influence on you and others 
and that my practice in regard to the synthetic business is so purely individual 
and inimitable that it justifies in my case alone – so far – what in other cases 
simply clutters up the verse with unvivified and useless words.246

One of Grieve  ’s staunchest supporters, the poet Helen Cruickshank  (1886-1975), con-
tinued her use of Scots in a traditional way, confining it – more or less – to the Scots 
known to her. That way of writing, using ‘the method of dialectal demarcation’, could 
not find mercy at Grieve’s hands, as he was convinced, that it would lead to a dead 
end.247

243  MacDiarmid  1992a, 19-20.
244  In MacDiarmid ’s long poem ‘In Memoriam James Joyce ’, which can be seen as an attempt at re-

alising his scheme, the poet recognises that ‘We know that total speech is impossible, of course, 
/ Like a too big star that therefore could transmit no light’ (cf. Hart 2010, 67-8).

245  Ever since the 1940s the trend among the poets writing in Scots has been to call their language 
‘Lallans’, according to Duncan Glen (Glen 1964, 34). The magazine for writing in Scots, Lallans, 
was founded in 1973 by J. K. Annand .

246  MacDiarmid  1984, 146. (Letter to William Soutar , 26 February 1932.)
247  Grieve   1927, 41. In a letter, addressed to Duncan Glen, dating from 10 August 1970, Grieve ar-

gued that Helen Cruickshank  had ‘never really understood my work at all’ and had remained 
‘a virtually unredeemable Kailyarder’ (Bold  1984, 686).
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If Grieve  ’s linguistic experimentation could not boast a great number of followers, 
his vision of a culturally modern Scotland did inspire quite a few of his fellow writers 
in Scotland. The group around Grieve, which became known as the Scottish Renais-
sance movement, included poets (such as Helen Cruickshank , William Soutar , Albert 
Mackie , and J. K. Annand ), novelists (such as Neil Gunn  and Compton Mackenzie ), 
sculptors (such as Pittendrigh Macgillivray  and William Lamb ), visual artists (such as 
William McCance  and William Johnstone ) and composers (such as F. G. Scott ). Rather 
than a unified group, they formed an informal ‘association of allies’,248 sharing the 
idea that ‘the artistic status quo had to be overturned’.249 In 1922, in a book review, 
which appeared in the very first issue of his journal The Scottish Chapbook, Grieve had 
more or less willed the movement to come about, prophesying that ‘the next decade 
or two will see a “Scottish Renascence” as swift and irresistible as was the Belgian 
Revival between 1880 and 1910’.250 

Profiling himself henceforward as the Scottish Renaissance movement’s primus inter 
pares, Grieve   did indeed manifest himself as the movement’s torchbearer, demon-
strating traits generally attributed to charismatic leaders: 

self-confidence – complete confidence in their judgment and ability, a vison – 
idealised goal that proposes a future better than the status quo, strong convic-
tions in that vision, willingness to take high risks and engage in self-sacrifice 
to achieve their vision, behavior out of the ordinary as well as drastic change 
taking instead of guardians of the status quo.251

After having lost his job in London as the editor of Vox, a radio journal founded 
by his friend, the novelist Compton Mackenzie , and his position as a public rela-
tions officer in Liverpool, Grieve   became virtually destitute in the course of the 1930s. 
His misfortunes increased when he divorced his first wife, Peggy Skinner , in 1932. 
However, the more wretched Grieve’s circumstances became, the more charismatic 
he appeared to become. In 1933, he moved to ‘a four-roomed cottage at Sodom, east 
of Symbister harbour’, located on one of the northernmost British islands, Whalsay, 
where he, his second wife Valda   Trevlyn Rowland  and their son Michael  would live 
until 1942.252 Acknowledging that their hardships must have been almost unbearable, 
one cannot but feel Grieve’s sense of pride about the fact that he managed to survive 
Sodom ‘with no money behind me at all, broken down in health, unable to secure 

248  McGill 1995, 2.
249  F[inlay], R[ichard] J. 2001, 151. 
250  Grieve   2004, 53.
251  Robbins 1992, 151.
252  Quoted in Watson 2004, 922.
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remunerative employment of any kind, and wholly concentrated on projects in po-
etry and other literary fields, which could bring me no monetary return whatever’.253

In spite of his charisma, Grieve   lacked a number of characteristics essential to suc-
cessful charismatic leadership: consistent behaviour (e.g. in regard to his use of ‘syn-
thetic Scots’: although he advocated its employment, he wrote the majority of his 
literary texts in English254), intellectual stimulation and empowerment (as has been 
indicated above, Grieve hardly stimulated poets such as William Soutar  to write their 
texts in ‘synthetic Scots’).255 

Not all the artists associated with the Scottish Renaissance shared Grieve  ’s conviction 
that Scottish culture should be freed ‘from the shackles of the British past’.256 Grieve 
must have sensed that, although many of his fellow writers and other contemporaries 
from Scotland believed that, politically and artistically, ‘something’ had to be done, 
they would never be in agreement as to exactly what and how ‘that’ should be done. 
Consequently, Grieve never attempted to organise ‘his’ Scottish Renaissance move-
ment in any formal way.

Theoretically Grieve   sought to modernise Scotland, employing its indigenous lan-
guages as his starting point. Cultivating, on the one hand, a categorical rejection 
of English and English influences, and continuing to write in English, on the other, 
Grieve jeopardised his trustworthiness among his sympathisers, even though he jus-
tified his behaviour by explaining it by his need to be ‘whaur extremes meet’.257 

253  Ibid.
254  Cf. Hart 2010, 55-6.
255  Nine components shared across the dominant transformational and charismatic leadership 

theories can be identified, according to Conger 1999: (1) Vision; (2) Inspiration; (3) Role mod-
elling: successful leaders are consistent in their behaviour; (4) Intellectual stimulation; (5) 
Meaning-making; (6) Appeals to higher-order needs: successful leaders focus on the intrinsic 
rewards of work, de-emphasising the extrinsic side; (7). Empowerment: successful leaders see 
their relationship with followers as one of mutual influence; (8). Setting of high expectations: 
successful leaders challenge followers to meet high performance expectations and to strive for 
idealised goals; (9) Fostering of collective identity: successful leaders encourage followers to 
abandon their individual self-interests for collective undertakings. (Cf. McCauley 2004, 211-2.)

256  F[inlay], R[ichard] J. 2001, 151.
257  Cf. the first part of MacDiarmid ’s poem ‘The Caledonian Antisyzygy’ (MacDiarmid 1978, 1052-

3), also quoted in Hart 2010, 56:
 I write now in English and now in Scots
 To the despair of friends who plead
 For consistency; sometimes achieve the true lyric cry,
 Next but chopped-up prose; and write whiles
 In traditional forms, next in a mixture of styles.
 So divided against myself, they ask:
 How can I stand (or they understand) indeed? 
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One of those sympathisers was the poet Edwin Muir  (1887-1959). He and his wife 
Willa , the Scottish novelist and translator, were close friends of the Grieves during the 
1920s. Although Muir also wrote poems in Scots and had been very positive about 
‘synthetic Scots’ in the 1920s,258 he later differed greatly with Grieve   over Scotland’s 
indigenous languages and their future. In the 1930s this difference of opinion came to 
a head when Muir published Scott  and Scotland: The Predicament of the Scottish Writer 
(1936), arguing that ‘Scotland can only create a national literature by writing in Eng-
lish’.259 Enraged by Muir’s revised point of view, Grieve broke with him completely.260

3.5.3  Strategies

Due to the greatly varying ideas as to how to renew or overturn Scotland’s existing 
cultural, socio-economic and linguistic order, the artists generally associated with the 
Scottish Renaissance movement never managed to form a politically effective front, 
even though they were all convinced that fundamental change was a sine qua non for 
the modernisation of Scottish culture. Consequently, whenever, in Grieve  ’s writings, 
the Scottish (Literary) Renaissance (movement) is mentioned, one has to bear in mind 
the informal organisation and inchoateness of the movement. Grieve’s tendency to 
attribute certain developments to that movement can therefore be interpreted as a 
well-advised unifying strategy on his part to credit the Scottish Renaissance move-
ment with certain changes or aspirations, which could also be explained as the result 
of more general influences or phenomena. In other cases, it may well be that he only 
means himself, when he is apparently speaking about the whole Scottish Renaissance 
movement. For example, when Grieve states that the ‘Renaissance movement’ adopt-
ed ‘the Spenglerian philosophy’ (cf. also 3.6) and that it ‘regards itself as an effort in 
every aspect of the national life to supplant the elements at present predominant by 
the other elements they have suppressed, and thus reverse the existing order’,261 the 
reader may be tempted to think that a considerable group of people espoused Spen-
gler ’s philosophy, whereas in fact, in this case, only one Scot is explicitly known to 
have adopted ‘Spenglerian philosophy’: Grieve.

For Grieve   the reversal of the existing order implied that Scotland should have ‘full fi-
nancial autonomy’.262 Comparing Scotland with the Irish Free State, Grieve indicated 

258  Cf. Muir ’s contribution to The Saturday Review of Literature (31 October 1925), quoted by Alan 
Bold , in: Bold 1984, xvii.

259  Muir  1936, 178.
260  Cf. e.g. Bold  1984, 156-7. (Letter to William Soutar , 21 December 1936.)
261  Grieve   1927, 6-7.
262  Ibid., 58.
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that it would be impossible ‘that Scotland should accept any less’.263 Impressed by the 
developments in Ireland and decidedly positive about the influx of Irish immigrants 
in Scotland when he wrote Albyn,264 Grieve later, in 1931-1932, elaborated his ‘Gaelic 
Idea’, proposing a unifying – Pan-Celtic – scheme on the one hand, and implying a 
distancing – anti-English – strategy on the other: 

The importance of the fact that we are a Gaelic people, that Scottish anti-Irish-
ness is a profound mistake, that we ought to be anti-English, and that we ought 
to play our part in a three-to-one policy of Scotland, Ireland and Wales against 
England to reduce that ‘predominant partner’ to its proper subordinate role 
in our internal and imperial affairs and our international relationships [...] are 
important considerations which would follow from the acceptance of Bluts-
gefühl in Scotland.265

This essentialist propaganda, inspired by, among other works, Wyndham  Lewis ’s 
essay Hitler (1931), did not lead to any practical Pan-Celtic organisation. A decade 
later, after Grieve   had repudiated fascism and embraced communism, he advocated 
‘the establishment of Workers’ Republics in Scotland, Ireland, Wales and Scotland’ to 
make ‘a sort of Celtic Union of Socialist Soviet Republic in the British Isles’.266 In his 
history of Pan-Celticism, The Celtic Dawn (1993), Peter Berresford  Ellis  characterised 
Grieve as an individualist ‘who did not find it easy to work within any one move-
ment or group. His fellow Celts found it easier to revere him from a distance than 
attempt to work with him’.267 Not surprisingly, therefore, Grieve never presented a 
workable follow-up to his unifying Pan-Celtic ideas.

Grieve   explained his ingrained anti-Englishness by referring to his roots in the Border 
burgh of Langholm:

because it accentuated the frontier feeling in me. There was a great deal of an-
imosity towards the English in most Langholm people at that time. They were 
very radical […] and they were very anti-English and I inherited that. It’s a 
border spirit, where the differences are accentuated by proximity.268

According to Grieve   most Scots were incognisant of the nefarious Anglicising influ-
ences on Scottish life: ‘apart from “the Scottish Renaissance Group”, the rest of the 

263  Ibid.
264  Ibid., 6, 10-1, 16, 52-3, 69-70.
265  MacDiarmid  1970b, 71.
266  MacDiarmid  1994, 26.
267  Ellis , Peter Berresford  1993, 85.
268  Vernon 1984, 287.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   207Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   207 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



208

Scottish people to-day are not Scottish in any real sense of the term […] the vast 
majority of Scots to-day […] regard as typically Scottish the very sentiments and atti-
tudes which are the products of their progressive Anglicisation’.269

Having identified the Caledonian antisyzygy as the ‘vital characteristic of Scottish 
literature’, Grieve   continued his ‘Theory of Scots Letters’ by observing that the Cal-
edonian antisyzygy ‘can only shape forth poorly in English, but […] is potential-
ly expressible in the Vernacular to which it belongs’,270 thus deliberately employing 
a distancing strategy towards English. In addition to his exclusion of English as a 
language suitable to give expression to ‘this freedom in passing from one mood to 
another’ and ‘taking all things for granted’, he strategically connected Scotland with 
Europe by suggesting that the Caledonian antisyzygy sums up ‘the essential tenden-
cies of the most advanced schools of thought in every country in Europe today’.271 

In the post-Great War era, Grieve   discerned a reassertion of ‘the old Scottish rad-
icalism and republicanism’ opposing English constitutionalism and loyalty to the 
monarchy, which he regarded as a sign of the re-emergent true Scot,272 a Scot who 
had liberated himself from ‘the inhibitions imposed by English and Anglo-Scottish 
influences’.273 

Similarly, Grieve   observed a re-emergence of Catholicism in Scotland.274 Referring 
the reader to the Catholic pre-Union and pre-Reformation times, when ‘Scottish arts 
and letters flourished’ in an unparalleled fashion,275 he applauded the increase of Ro-
man Catholicism in Scotland, which, in the early twentieth century, had chiefly been 
caused by the influx of Irish immigrants.276 In Grieve’s view, the Reformation had 
‘subverted the whole national psychology and made the dominant characteristics of 
the nation those which had previously been churl elements’, arguing that the use of 
the English Bible (King James Bible/Authorised Version, 1611) and the introduction 
of the Westminster Shorter Catechism (1647) in Scotland had facilitated the Anglicisa-

269  Grieve   1927, 16.
270  MacDiarmid  1992a, 19.
271  Ibid.
272  Cf. MacDiarmid  1992a, 28 about the contrast between the ‘true Scot’: ‘rapid in his transitions of 

thought, taking all things as granted, turning to fun and even profanity with no misgivings, at 
ease in both rooms of life’ and the ‘false Scot’: ‘the douce travesty, the methodical level-headed 
self-conscious creature of popular tradition’, and Grieve  ’s description of the ‘Canny [shrewd, 
frugal, restrained and quiet] Scot’, a Scot, who due to post-Union English and Anglo-Scottish 
influences ‘has conduced so largely to Scottish denationalization’ (Grieve 1927, 7).

273  Grieve   1927, 7. 
274  Ibid., 10-1.
275  Ibid., 11.
276  Cf. Roman 2010.
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tion of Scotland.277 Employing a connective strategy, Grieve stressed a link he noted 
between the old Scottish Makars, such as William Dunbar  – ‘great Catholic poets’ – 
and the younger Scottish poets: ‘a splendid mystical and imaginative spirit’ reunited 
them ‘over a period of five centuries’, observing that the Scottish genius was being 
‘liberated from its Genevan’ [i.e Calvinistic] ‘prison-house’.278 

More importantly, however, Grieve   not only strategically linked contemporary po-
ets using Scots as their medium to the internationally renowned Makars of the past, 
but he also connected them to modern Russian writers. Opposing the potentialities 
of Scots to the exhaustion of the English language, Grieve discerned ‘a complicat-
ed wildness of imagination’ in the Scots on the Western fringe of Europe,279 and a 
pan-humanism and Christian utopianism, embodied by Dostoevsky ’s ‘Russian Idea’280 
on the other side of Europe: two extremes, which would complement each other. In 
this way, Grieve claimed a specific role in post-Great War Europe for poets using 
Scots, after rebuking Dostoevsky for his mistake ‘to imagine that Russia alone could 
prevent the robotisation of Europe’.281 As Hugh MacDiarmid , he would elaborate this 
complementariness as one of the main themes in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle.

277  Grieve   1927, 11 and 30-1.
278  Ibid., 12-3 and 15.
279  Ibid., 23.
280  Ibid., 46. About Dostoevsky  and the ‘Russian Idea’ cf. MacDiarmid  1970b, 67.
281  Ibid.
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3.6   A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle as an Example of ‘Combative 

Literature’

In a time when the process of thinking of more or less ordinary men had been fore-
grounded by modernist writers, such as James Joyce , Ezra Pound  and T. S. Eliot ,282 
Hugh MacDiarmid  wrote his long poem A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, in which 
the thoughts of the poetic persona, circling ‘like hobby horses’,283 constitute the main 
body of the poem. MacDiarmid regarded himself as a poet whose style had much 
in common with these three modernist authors.284 A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, 
his first major long poem, was published in 1926 at 2685 lines. Explicitly referring to 
Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) and deeply influenced by Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) stream 
of consciousness genre of writing, it consists of several parts, unified by reflections, 
mainly on Scotland and the Scottish, voiced by an inebriated protagonist. 

Following an introductory synopsis of the genesis, the structure and the content of 
the poem, this section will argue that reflection and contemplation are central to A 
Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, and that eclecticism and intertextuality is employed 
as a successful and enriching strategy to position the poem, both in Scotland and 
beyond, as literature that matters. In particular, it will emphasise MacDiarmid ’s aug-
mentation of international ‘literary capital’ to Scottish literature during his quest to 
define and outline a new future for Scotland in his first extensive poem.

As Ann Boutelle  suggested in her study of Hugh MacDiarmid ’s poetry, Thistle and 
Rose, parts of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle may have been conceptualised by 
MacDiarmid as early as 1923,285 but the main idea for the poem, ‘a drunk man looking 
at the thistle’, supplied by MacDiarmid’s friend, the composer Francis  George Scott , 
did not present itself until 1925.286 When MacDiarmid first submitted his manuscript 
to the Blackwood Publishing House in Edinburgh, the poem numbered ‘over 600 
lines’.287 Between the date of that first submission – 12 February 1926 – and the date 
when he sent Blackwood’s the finished manuscript of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle 
– 28 August 1926 – MacDiarmid must have continued to add new parts to his poem, 
since, on 6 August 1926, he wrote to his former English teacher George Ogilvie : ‘As it 
now stands it’ll be at least six times as big a book as “Sangschaw”’.288 
Sangschaw (1925), also published by Blackwood’s, numbered 58 pages. MacDiarmid  
also told Ogilvie  that ‘My friend Scott  (the composer) and I afterwards went over 

282  Cf. Kiberd 2009.
283  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 897.
284  Cf. Bold  1984, 433.
285  Boutelle  1981, 78-9.
286  Bold  1988, 181.
287  Buthlay  2008, 1.
288  Cf. Buthlay  2008, 1-7; Bold  1988, 180-7; and Bold 1984, 88-90 (Letter from C. M. Grieve   to G. 

Ogilvie , 6 August 1926).
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the whole thing with a small tooth comb’.289 When the poem finally appeared, on 22 
November 1926, the poem filled 108 pages, meaning that huge parts must have been 
discarded during the weeks before the manuscript was sent off.290

In A Drunk Man’s initial dedicatory verses, ‘To F. G. Scott ’, MacDiarmid  refers to his 
work as ‘my flyting and scalatrie’, translated by Kenneth Buthlay  as ‘railing; a poetic 
form of verbal abuse’ and ‘obscenities, scandal ([rendering given by] MacD[iarmid); 
cf. “scaldrie”, scolding, intemperate language ([definition given by] J[amieson])’, 
respectively.291 In the Glasgow Herald of 17 December 1925, almost a year before the 
poem was actually published, MacDiarmid had announced its appearance as ‘a 
gallimaufry in braid Scots’, ‘a long poem […] split up into several sections, but the 
forms within the sections range from ballad measure to vers libre. The matter includes 
satire, amphigouri [nonsensical pieces292], lyrics, parodies of Mr. T. S. Eliot  and other 
poets, and translations from the Russian, French and German’.293 

Although MacDiarmid  described A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle more or less jocu-
larly as ‘a gallimaufry’, a ‘hotchpotch’ – a term usually linked to cooking dissimilar 
ingredients or leftovers in one and the same pot294 – he is unambiguously serious 
about the impact he wants the poem to have. In the letter already referred to, Mac-
Diarmid wrote to Ogilvie : ‘if, as such, it [A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle] does not 
take its place as a masterpiece – sui generis – one of the biggest things in the range of 
Scottish Literature, I shall have failed’.295

The poem can possibly best be described as a ‘collage’, in the sense of ‘a work, such 
as a literary piece, composed of both borrowed and original material’.296 In the case 
of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle it is perhaps even better to extend that definition 
with ‘adapted material’. The apparently chaotic order of the poem is in line with its 
theme: a drunk man contemplating the thistle, the floral emblem of Scotland, in all its 
meanings. The random reflections of the protagonist – ‘juist a figure in a scene / O’ 
Scottish life AD one-nine-two-five?’297 – centre around the thistle and thus present the 
poem with a deliberately erratic unity. 

289  Bold  1984, 89. (Letter from C. M. Grieve   to G. Ogilvie , 6 August 1926.)
290  Cf. Buthlay  2008, 7. Buthlay suggests that approximately 2,600 lines must have been eliminat-

ed.
291  Buthlay  2008, 51.
292  Cf. Collins English Dictionary: ‘a piece of nonsensical writing in verse or, less commonly, prose’.
293  Quoted in: Buthlay  2008, 1.
294  Cf. Collins English Dictionary: ‘a jumble, a hotchpotch [from French galimafrée ragout, hash, of 

unknown origin]’.
295  Bold  1984, 89. (Letter from C. M. Grieve   to G. Ogilvie , 6 August 1926.)
296  American Heritage Dictionary 2011.
297  MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 289-90.
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The form of the poem goes beyond that of a dramatic monologue of a drunk man. It 
has been suggested by Tom Crawford   and, subsequently, by Peter McCarey , that it is 
useful to parallel the poem to the verse interludes of Menippean satire.298 Elaborating 
this idea, McCarey summarises Mikhail Bakhtin ’s definition of Menippean satire in 
Problems of Dostoevsky ’s Poetics (1929), a study discussing the work of an author, seen 
by A Drunk Man’s persona as his mentor who should be consulted for guidance and 
who is addressed with the request to share a part of his ‘Appallin genius’.299 

Bakhtin  stressed three elements in Dostoevsky ’s work: the unfinalizability of the self, 
the relationship between the self and others (or groups of other people) and the po-
lyphony of distinct voices, speaking for an individual self. Echoes of those elements 
reverberate in MacDiarmid ’s long poem and the genres both of ‘Menippean satire’ 
and the ‘carnivalesque’, identified by Bakhtin in the work of Dostoevsky, can be 
meaningfully applied to describe A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle. The characteristics 
of Menippean satire, as summarised by McCarey , also feature in MacDiarmid’s long 
poem:

It combines fantasy, symbolism and mystical or religious elements with coarse 
and primitive naturalism; often set in bars, brothels, highways, etc. Academic 
philosophy is dropped and only the ultimate questions of ethics and practical-
ity remain. The genre features experimental fantasy […] and sharply changes 
the scale of the objects observed. Menippean satire shows […] examples of 
moral and psychological experimentation: the depiction of abnormal and psy-
chic states, in dreams and madness, disrupting the epic and tragic integrity of 
man and his fate. Alternative selves and lives are seen. […] The genre features 
scandal and disruption of accepted codes; it favours abrupt transitions in tone 
and subject, incorporates other genres to increase the profusion of styles and 
tones, and engages in current controversy.300

In his ‘Introduction’ to A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle Buthlay  argues, that the gen-
re of the ‘carnivalesque’ is even more appropriate to describe MacDiarmid ’s long 
poem, ‘because the drunkenness of the man is traditionally associated with the car-
nival spirit in which one finds ‘“life turned inside out”, “life upside down” (“monde à 
l’envers”)’. 301 Since the protagonist of A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle indicates that he 
always is ‘whaur / Extremes meet,’302 the carnivalesque, a genre in which opposites 
are brought together and in which the normal hierarchical order is often disrespected 

298  Crawford   1979, quoted in McCarey  1987, 20, note 14.
299  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 742 and ll. 1751.
300  McCarey  1987, 20.
301  Buthlay  2008, 41.
302  MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 141-2.
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or reversed, can indeed be regarded as a proper classification of MacDiarmid’s poem, 
even though its obvious intention is to go beyond any categorisation. 

Following McCarey , Buthlay  also cites Bakhtin , who in a later, enlarged edition of his 
discussion of Dostoevsky ’s poetics applied the concept of ‘carnival’ to Dostoevsky.303 
The meeting of extremes, is also central to Bakhtin’s characterisation of the ‘carnival 
image’:

It strives to encompass and unite within itself both poles of evolution or both 
members of an antithesis; […] and the upper pole of a two-in-one image is 
reflected in the lower; after the manner of the figures in playing cards. It could 
be expressed thus: opposites meet, look at one another, know and understand 
one another.304

Even though the poem is intentionally chaotic, it is grounded in a solid narrative 
which can be readily pieced together. After a bout of heavy drinking with his mates 
at a pub, the protagonist staggers home. During the night, on his way home to join his 
wife Jean , he falls. In his inebriated state, he looks around him, sees the moon partial-
ly obscured by a thistle, and begins to ruminate, discharging his emotions and con-
veying his thoughts and reflections in all manners of ways. Finally, having nothing 
more to say apparently, the protagonist ends the poem by saying that he has ‘Silence 
left’ and by remarking that his wife would undoubtedly concur by observing ‘And 
weel ye micht, / efter sic a nicht!’305 

The frame of the story is bound to remind readers of Scottish poetry almost immedi-
ately of the narrative thread of Robert Burns ’s famous ballad ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ (1791). 
The obvious parallels – also a tale about a man, who, after a lot of drinks with his 
cronies and unmindful of his wife, leaves a pub and is struck by what he sees during 
the night on his way home – put the poem firmly in the Scottish tradition. At the same 
time, however, the poem seeks to destroy Scottish traditionalism, and to replace it by 
something fundamentally new. The Scottish modernist perspective in A Drunk Man 
Looks at the Thistle provides a completely fresh approach to Scottish symbols, culture 
and traditions by juxtaposing them with concepts and ideas from a wide range of 
contemporary art and culture, but also from traditional Scottish sources. It does so by 
employing synthetic Scots as its medium (cf. 3.5) and by interpolating the poem with 

303  Cf. Bakhtin  1984.
304  Bakhtin  1973, quoted in Buthlay  2008, 41-2, note 66. Instead of using the image of opposite fig-

ures in playing cards – who would be unable to see one another, in spite of Bakhtin’s contention 
– the concept of figures looking at distorting, carnival mirrors can perhaps be more accurately 
employed. At least they create the suggestion of looking at each other.

305  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 2683-5.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   213Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   213 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



214

numerous texts originally written by other writers and referring the reader directly 
or indirectly to other publications. 

The ensuing part of this section will deal primarily with MacDiarmid ’s contribution 
to Scottish literature through his accumulation of international ‘literary capital’ in 
A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle in his deliberately rambling search to find ways to 
guide Scotland to a new and more independent future.

The Drunk Man presents himself more or less facetiously as a visionary, a guide acting 
on the advice of others, such as Dostoevsky , who will show the way to his fellow Scots:

To prove my saul is Scots I maun begin
Wi what’s still deemed Scots and the folk expect,
And spire up syne by visible degrees
To heichts whereto the fules hae never recked.306

Even if this is almost jokingly derisive, the pervading tone of A Drunk Man Looks at the 
Thistle is one of optimism, an optimism that Scotland can still be redeemed after a long 
period of dependence and servitude. The protagonist sometimes acts like a latter-day 
Jesus expelling merchants from the Temple, e.g. in his zeal to rid Scotland of those 
who use Robert Burns ’s poetry to their own advantage. He can be characterised ‘as 
a revolutionary Scottish Christ, crucified by the suffering of excessive self-conscious-
ness and irrationalist intellection and hampered in his mission to save his people from 
themselves by “the dour provincial thocht / That merks the Scottish breed.”’307

Dostoevsky  had already been presented as the perfect role model of a writer who 
could put a nation on the right track in MacDiarmid ’s short play Nisbet   (1922). Ac-
cording to Young , one of its characters, ‘renewal [in Britain] is coming, has begun to 
come, from Russia’. Young had been told ‘that in Dostoevsky […] is to be found the 
first new delineation of that new world’.308 Realising that in that new, subverted post-
First World War world instinct and irrationality, rather than deliberation and ration-
ality should be recognised as creative powers, MacDiarmid, strongly influenced by 
Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground (1864) echoes Oswald Spengler ’s reverence for 
Dostoevsky in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle, addressing Dostoevsky as ‘This Christ 
of the neist thousand years’.309 According to MacDiarmid, the Celtic and Russian na-
tions, with their emphasis on myth and the spiritual forces in life, could have comple-

306  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 21-4. (Translations provided by Buthlay : maun = must; spire (Eng.) = climb; 
syne = then; heichts = heights.)

307  Lyall  2006, 106.
308  MacDiarmid  1999b, 111-2. Cf. MacDiarmid 2008, 180: Buthlay ’s note 3.
309  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 1800. (Translation provided by Buthlay : neist = next.) and cf. MacDiarmid 
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mentary leading roles in the cultural world after the European and American civili-
sation had disintegrated, as Spengler had predicted in The Decline of the West (1918).310 
Referring to D. S. Mirsky’s monograph Modern Russian Literature (1925), MacDiarmid 
compared Scotland’s mission to that of Russia, as formulated by Dostoevsky in the 
‘Address’ when the Pushkin memorial in Moscow was presented in 1880. Both na-
tions should transcend their nationality ‘to effect the final synthesis of all mankind’:311

But even as the stane the builders rejec’
Becomes the corner-stane, the time may be
When Scotland sall find oot its destiny,
And yield the vse-chelovek. 
- At a’ events, owre Europe flaught atween,
My whim (and mair than whim) it pleases
To seek the haund o Russia as a freen
In workin’ oot mankind’s great synthesis....312

Exactly because of being non-standard, Scots suited A Drunk Man Looks at the This-
tle perfectly. Three years before A Drunk Man was published, Scots had already 
been described by MacDiarmid  in Dostoevskian terms as a ‘debris of Dostoevskian 
ideas’ and as a being replete with ‘uncanny spiritual and pathological perceptions 
[…] which constitute the uniqueness of Dostoevsky ’s work’.313

Although MacDiarmid ’s synthetic Scots, encompassing several Scots dialects and old 
as well as present-day Scots, could be seen as a suitable vehicle to express the grand 
mission, the elaboration of ‘mankind’s great synthesis’ required an even wider scope. 
For that reason MacDiarmid not only enriched the poem with an international vocab-
ulary, employing e.g. French, Russian and even Welsh words, 314 but also incorporat-
ing complete translations – or rather adaptations – of poems from beyond the British 
borders.

Reflecting on the thistle, the Drunk Man roots his quest to find new growth – not 
only for Scotland, but on an individual and a universal level as well – in his own 

2008, 180: Buthlay’s note 3. 
310  MacDiarmid  elaborates this idea in MacDiarmid 1970b, 67-8. Cf. McCulloch 2009, 97-8 and 

Hart 2010, 70. 
311  Mirsky  1925, 48.
312  MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 1651-8. (Translation provided by Buthlay : flaught = stretched out; abased 

(MacD[iarmid]); atween = between) and cf. MacDiarmid 2008, 170: Buthlay’s note 5, with the 
translation of vse-chelovek as ‘an All-man’. 

313  The Scottish Chapbook, March 1923, quoted in: Kerrigan 1987, 45, note 3.
314  Cf. e.g. MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 2304-18 (French), l. 870, l. 1640 and l. 1654 (Russian) and l. 403 

(Welsh).
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traditions, chiefly by comparing himself with and referring to Robert Burns . First, he 
has to come to terms with his own identity, but, pursuing his quest, he also addresses 
Herman  Melville  and T. S. Eliot , cheekily appropriating them to the Scottish literary 
tradition.315 However, after having invoked Melville, he leaves familiar ground and 
goes beyond the customary dominant literary English language traditions, address-
ing Dostoevsky , looking further afield for new inspiration. Although, like Dostoev-
sky, the Drunk Man has his ‘ain land’ in his blood, he knows that as a Scottish poet he 
must assume ‘The burden o’ his people’s doom / And dee to brak’ their livin’ tomb’.316

At times the Drunk Man uses irony to emphasise bourgeois banality by comparing 
the safe, conventional little bourgeois life with his never-ending world-wide quest:

Wad I were them – they’ve chosen a better pairt,
The couthie craturs, than the ane I’ve ta’en,
Tyauvin’ wi’ this root-hewn Scottis soul;
A fer, fer better pairt – except for men.

Nae doot they’re sober, as a Scot ne’er was,
Each tethered to a punctual-snorin’ missus,
Whilst I, puir fule, owre continents unkent
And wine-dark oceans waunder like Ulysses...317

His wanderings, ‘adventures of the mind only’,318 lead him to look not merely for 
connections between the Scots and the Russians, but for an all-encompassing range of 
concepts and ideas which will further the cause not only of himself as an individual, 
or that of the Scots as a nation, but that of humanity as a whole. As well as turning to 
philosophers, psychologists and poets, he looks to myths and symbols, such as Ygg-
drasil and the Great Wheel. By including complete adapted translations into Scots of 
contemporary modern poets, such as Alexander  Blok  (1880-1921), Zinaida Hippius  
(1869-1945) and Else Lasker-Schüler  (1869-1945) in A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle 
MacDiarmid  added important capital to the Scottish literary field.

Surprisingly, one of the non-English language poets MacDiarmid  turns to, is a Bel-
gian, Georges Ramaekers  (1875-1955), a symbolist poet, who also wrote about the 
thistle. The Drunk Man, more or less humorously, feigns to begrudge others than 

315  Cf. MacDiarmid  2008, ll. 1649: ‘Melville  (a Scot) kent weel […]’ and l. 345: ‘T. S. Eliot  – it’s a 
Scottish name’.

316  MacDiarmid  2008, l. 1985 and ll. 2639-40.
317  Ibid., ll. 393-400. (Translations provided by Buthlay : wad = would; couthie = comfortable; craturs 

= creatures; tyauvin’ = struggling; root-hewn = perverse.)
318  Ibid., 82, Buthlay ’s note 5.
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Scots writing about Scotland’s floral emblem. The Belgian poem about the thistle thus 
confronts him with his own ‘aboulia’ – his irresoluteness – since it should be his me-
tier to ‘meddle with the thistle and to pluck / The figs frae’t’.319 

Belgium had been an eye-opener to MacDiarmid  ever since the Great War. The fact 
that he had fought for small nations like ‘poor little Belgium’ had confronted him 
with the fact that he did not know ‘anything about my own country of Scotland’.320 In 
August 1922, in a contribution to The Dunfermline Press, he had extolled the literary 
revival of Belgian authors publishing in French (1880-1910).321 Although, as Sascha 
Bru  convincingly demonstrated, MacDiarmid was ignorant of recent developments 
in Belgium and had some misconceived ideas about the Belgian multilingual situ-
ation,322 he praised the Belgian revival as an example for Scotland: ‘What Belgium 
could […] achieve, Scotland can also achieve’.323 Condemning the prevalent ‘indiffer-
ence in Scotland to foreign literature’ as one of the ‘causes of the continued domina-
tion and subversion of Scottish literature by English influences,’ MacDiarmid urged 
his fellow countrymen to avail themselves of ‘Continental experience’.324 Only then 
could they hope to attain a literary status comparable to that of the Belgians.

By quoting Ramaekers ’s poem the Drunk Man vaunts his internationality of outlook, 
but, ironically, also shows his parochialism by claiming the thistle as a subject for 
Scottish poets only – even though he does that more or less jestingly.

This combination of antitheses – the international and the parochial, the high and the 
low, the serious and the frivolous – is one of the great attractions of the poem. The 
contrasting moods, the combination of extremes make it at once very ‘antisyzygal’ 
and thus very Scottish, but also universal. At the same time, the fact that MacDiarmid  
opted for non-English language poems to be included in A Drunk Man Looks at the 
Thistle demonstrates his strategy to distance Scottish from English culture. However, 
the anti-English colonialist sentiment, pervading particularly those parts of A Drunk 
Man Looks at the Thistle which MacDiarmid later provided with titles such as ‘My 
Quarrel with the Rose’ (ll. 751-70) and ‘My Quarrel with England’ (ll. 2371-94), is par-
alleled by the anger at the Scottish obsequiousness and devotion to British imperial 
power.325 

319  Ibid., l. 319 and ll. 341-2.
320  MacDiarmid1984, 246.
321  MacDiarmid  1996a.
322  Bru  2011.
323  MacDiarmid  1996a, 29.
324  Ibid., 29.
325  Cf. MacDiarmid  2008, l. 757-8 and 2372-5.
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Multi-vocally, using his own voice, but also voicing ideas and thoughts conceived by 
others, the Drunk Man holds up a mirror to his own face as well as to the faces of his 
fellow countrymen – in a shaky manner, because of his drunkenness. The resulting 
images may appear humorously carnivalesque, but that is not to say that there is not 
truth in them since, as quoted by the Drunk Man from Alexander  Blok ’s poem ‘The 
Lady Unknown’ (1906), there is truth in wine: ‘in vino veritas’.326 

A true modernist poem, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle presents views and reflections 
from varying perspectives. As indicated in Bakhtin ’s characterisation of Menippean 
satire ‘Alternative selves […] are seen’: self-critical selves, but also accusing, re-
proachful and denunciatory selves, groping to find ways to escape dependence 
and uncertainty. The poem holds up a mirror to Scotland as well as the rest of 
the world, presenting, in Fredric Jameson ’s terms, a national allegory with global 
dimensions. The poem’s combativeness is first and foremost a fight to overcome 
Scottish indecisiveness, smugness and sentimentality. Secondly, it fiercely denounces 
all kinds of repressive powers, not only by openly condemning them, but also by 
using synthetic Scots and employing distancing and connecting strategies. Thus, by 
seeking alliances with non-English people, such as Dostoevsky , and by including 
his own translations of non-English-language poems, MacDiarmid  presented a new, 
international, but also a deliberately non-English perspective on Scottish culture. 

326  Ibid., l. 191.
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3.7  Literary-Political Work and the Scottish Centre 

of PEN International

After elucidating Christopher Grieve  ’s political stance during the interbellum, this 
section will focus on Grieve’s work for Scottish PEN (Poets Essayists Novelists). It 
will be argued that, by establishing a Scottish Centre of PEN International, Grieve 
and the other co-founders of Scottish PEN made a substantial literary-political contri-
bution towards the international recognition of the distinctive literatures in Scotland, 
English as well as non-English.

3.7.1  Politics

In Eric Linklater ’s novel Magnus  Merriman (1934), which can be read as a parody of 
Scottish literary and political life in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the political opin-
ions of ‘Hugh Skene ’, whom the reader will recognise as ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’, ‘a poet 
whose work had excited more controversy than any Scottish author had been flat-
tered by for many years’,327 are branded as ‘the waste products of his genius’.328 This 
characterisation of Grieve  ’s political ideas may be blunt and over-simplified. How-
ever, it does rightly reflect that poetry, and not politics, was Grieve’s prime concern,329 
even though he was, and always remained, passionately interested in politics. He 
recognised that his literary success would be heavily dependent on Scotland’s suc-
cess, and that leading the Scottish Renaissance movement would inevitably involve 
engagement in Scottish politics.

A strong believer in socialism, young Christopher Grieve   joined the Edinburgh Cen-
tral Branch of the Independent Labour Party and the Edinburgh University branch 
of the Fabian Society as early as 1908.330 During the interwar period, his ingrained 
distrust of the establishment would lead him to question any political organisation as 
soon as it showed a willingness to compromise. His constant, unwavering suspicion 
of anything undermining the interests of the working classes or the future of Scotland 
can be regarded as the connecting thread in his widely varying political ventures. 
So, when socialism emphasised its global, all-encompassing mission, without due re-
spect for Scottish national issues, Grieve – considering fascism as ‘a form of left-wing 

327  Linklater  1959, 46.
328  Ibid., 71. Cf. this characterisation of ‘Hugh Skene ’s’ political thoughts with Grieve  ’s later, and 

often quoted statement that ‘My job, as I see it, has never been to lay a tit’s egg, but to erupt 
like a volcano, emitting not only flame, but a lot of rubbish’ (first written 1 July 1964, in a letter 
to the BBC producer George Bruce, MacDiarmid  1984, xiii).

329  Cf. his ‘Answers to an Enquiry’ in MacDiarmid  1997, 528: ‘I regard poetry as the rarest and (not 
only therefore) most important of human faculties’.

330  Wright 1977, 169.
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nationalism’331 – examined the potentialities of fascism for Scotland in two articles 
written in 1923, ‘Plea for a Scottish Fascism’ and ‘Programme for a Scottish Fascism’.332 

Convinced that ‘a new national will’ was needed ‘to overcome Scotland’s inability 
to get its wrongs righted’,333 and influenced by Oswald Spengler ’s view of the West-
ern world, as expressed in The Decline of the West, Grieve   drew hope for Scotland 
from Spengler’s characterisation of Western culture. According to Grieve the term 
‘Apollonian’, used by Spengler, could be applied to the English (and the Germans), 
to indicate that they could be characterised as ‘dogmatic, unquestioning, instinctive 
having no concept of infinity’, whereas the true Scots, in his view, were ‘Faustian’, 
‘dominated by the conception of infinity, the unattainable, and hence ever question-
ing, never satisfied, rationalistic in religion and politics, romantic in art and litera-
ture’.334 Accordingly then, if English culture was exhausted, as indicated by Grieve’s 
interpretation of Spengler’s concepts, ‘space was being created into which Scottish 
culture could erupt’.335 A variety of social, political, religious and linguistic phenom-
ena strengthened Grieve’s belief in Scotland’s potential vitality:

- the emergence of the ‘Glasgow Group’ of Socialist M.P.’s;336

- the intensification of the Scottish Home Rule movement; 
- the growth of Scottish Catholicism337; and
- the movement for the revival of Braid Scots.338 

331  Purdie 2012, 10.
332  MacDiarmid  1996b and MacDiarmid 1992b.
333  Purdie 2012, 13.
334  MacDiarmid  1992a, 27; quoted in Purdie 2012, 17-8.
335  Purdie 2012, 18.
336  Three Red Clydeside MPs, James Maxton , David Kirkwood and Campbell Stephen. They sup-

ported the crofters, who, ‘without legal title’, occupied and worked parts of the Hebridean 
island of Lewis , which had been bought by the soap magnate Lord Leverhulme. (Cf. Purdie 
2012, 10-1.)

337  MacDiarmid ’s slogan ‘Not Burns  - Dunbar ’ (cf. 3.5.1), meant that the Scottish Renaissance po-
ets had to look back to the fifteenth century for inspiration, since that era of high cultural 
achievement was a period during which Scottish culture was part of world culture, at that time 
also a Roman Catholic culture. After being interrupted by the Reformation, Scottish culture 
had narrowed its scope. Grieve  ’s main interest in Catholicism constituted the opportunity it 
offered to Scotland and Scottish culture to become part of Europe and European culture. (Cf. 
Purdie 2012, 16.) The growth of Catholicism can be largely explained by the huge number of 
Irish immigrants and the conversion of a considerable number of middle and upper class Scots 
during the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century. (Cf. Roman 2010.)

338  MacDiarmid  1995, 95; quoted in Purdie 2012, 18.
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Moreover, he found that, as soon as he began to interest himself ‘in the possibilities 
of a Scottish Renaissance’, he was ‘by no means alone in doing so. The matter was 
definitely “in the air”.’339

While Grieve   wrote about national and international politics, he also became im-
mersed in local political activities, particularly during the 1920s, when he earned his 
living as a journalist with the Montrose Review. Not committing himself to any polit-
ical party during the early 1920s, he was elected an independent town-councillor in 
Montrose in 1922. As demonstrated by Scott  Lyall ’s archival research,340 MacDiarmid , 
throughout the 1920s, ‘actively engaged in a local socialism, both in the council cham-
ber and in public lectures and debates round the town’.341  

In March 1922, Grieve   wrote to his former teacher George Ogilvie , that he had thrown 
himself ‘with more energy than I imagined I possessed into the Work of Local Gov-
ernment,’ but he also emphasised his work as a nationalist: ‘I have […] blossomed out 
as one of the leaders of the Scottish Free State Movement and have addressed a public 
meeting in Dundee’.342 He continued to combine socialist and nationalist activities 
during his years in Montrose, working at a practical local community level, as well as 
at an intellectual level by producing hundreds of articles. 

In 1926, he was deeply involved in the General Strike – an unsuccessful strike, in-
volving c. 1.5-1.75 million workers, called by the General Council of the Trades Union 
Congress (TUC) to force the British Government to act to prevent wage reduction.343 
Its outcome affected him profoundly, and he felt exceedingly disappointed by the 
inconsistently compliant attitude of the Labour and TUC leaders:

When the news of the great betrayal came through, I was addressing a packed 
meeting mainly of railwaymen. When I told them the terrible news most of 
them burst into tears – and I am not ashamed to say I did too.344

Repulsed by the Labour establishment, yet firmly resolved to find a strategy to free 
the working classes and Scotland from subordination, Grieve   explored new political 
alternatives. In 1928, Grieve, who had been a member of the Scottish Home Rule 
Association since the early 1920s,345 but never been much impressed by its progress, 

339  Ibid.
340  Cf. Lyall  2004 and Lyall 2006, 80-115.
341  Lyall  2006, 86.
342  Bold  1984, 71. (Letter to George Ogilvie , 19 March 1922.)
343  Cf. Ferrall and McNeill 2015, 21.
344  MacDiarmid  1966, 158.
345  Cf. Bold  1988, 142.
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attended a conference organised by the young nationalist student John MacCormick  
(1904-1961).346 The conference, held in 1928, shortly after yet another Westminster 
rejection of a Home Rule Bill for Scotland, and attended by delegates of various na-
tionalist groups, agreed to join forces to form a new political party: the National Party 
of Scotland. Inspired by their shared ideological zeal, Grieve wrote to one of the other 
co-founders of this party, his friend, the novelist Compton Mackenzie : 

The country is waking up: a new sense of nationalism is becoming very wide-
spread and manifesting itself in all manner of promising ways. To gather them 
up and direct them to the goal is the task now: and I believe that the National 
Party now in process of formation will succeed in doing that.347

During the 1920s and 1930s, fighting for the working classes or proletariat implied 
universality, but it also meant that one could not simultaneously fight for the estab-
lishment of a separate independent nation-state, since the nation-state was regard-
ed as a creation of the bourgeoisie. Yet, Grieve   wanted to do both. His idiosyncratic 
stance, trying to cut across party dogmas, led to passionate discussions and to an on-
going yoyo of allegiance from the nationalist to the communist party: in 1933 Grieve 
was expelled from the National Party of Scotland; in 1934 he joined the Communist 
Party of Great Britain; in 1937 he was expelled from the Communist Party, but rein-
stated on appeal to the National Executive; in 1938 he was expelled from the Commu-
nist Party for nationalist deviation; in 1942 he joined the Scottish National Party and 
became a member of its National Council; in 1948 he left the Scottish National Party; 
and, finally, in 1956, he re-joined the Communist Party.348 

As a custodian of his own reputation, Grieve  , adopting the pen name of ‘Arthur   Les-
lie ’, elucidated his stance in an essay, published in 1952, entitled ‘The Politics and Po-
etry of Hugh MacDiarmid ’.349 In that essay he explained that, ever since his boyhood, 
he had been working ‘towards, and in the service of, that “first, truly human culture” 
as Trotsky  calls it in Literature and Revolution [1924], which socialism is eventually to 
make possible; and that Scottish nationalism is simply his concentration on that task 
in his own immediate neighbourhood’.350 Referring to his nationalism, he demon-
strated a remarkable eagerness to emphasise his sophistication: 

his [Grieve  ’s] intense Scottish nationalism coexists in him with an almost un-
believably extensive and minutely detailed knowledge and appreciation of a 

346  Ibid., 231.
347  MacDiarmid  1984, 388. (Letter to Compton Mackenzie , 14 April 1928.)
348  Cf. Wright 1977, 169.
349  Leslie  1992, 201-19.
350  Ibid., 201.
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great number of other literatures and languages – that is clear enough in all 
that he has written; if he is an extreme Scottish nationalist he is also one of the 
greatest internationalists even Scotland has ever produced.351

Moreover, by mentioning his friendships with numerous ‘communist and near-com-
munist politicians, writers and artists in many countries’, such as ‘Nancy Cunard , 
Valentine  Ac[k]land, Sylvia Townsend  Warner, Sean O’Casey, Josef Hermon [Her-
man ], Norman Macleod, Horace Gregory , Muriel Rukeyser , and Kenneth Patchen ’, 
Grieve  , disguised as ‘Arthur   Leslie ’, availed himself of the opportunity to put his 
alter ego ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’ among renowned leftist contemporaries on the inter-
national map.352

3.7.2  PEN

In addition to his numerous political activities both as a town councillor and as a 
co-founder of the National Party of Scotland, as well as his countless publications, 
Grieve  ’s work for the establishment of a Scottish Centre of PEN International testifies 
to his indefatigable and unremitting political and literary commitment during the 
1920s. As early as 1923 Grieve joined PEN (Poets [+ Playwrights], Essayists [+Edi-
tors], Novelists),353 founded in London in 1921. This was the first world-wide associ-
ation of writers, promoting international understanding and advocating freedom of 
expression. In this sub-section, it will be argued that Grieve’s contribution towards 
the founding of a Scottish Centre of PEN can be seen as a meaningful, yet ambivalent, 
assertion of the distinctiveness and authenticity of Scottish literature in an increasing-
ly wider-ranging, international context.

The history of the establishment of a Scottish Centre can be deduced from the letter 
Christopher Grieve   sent to the Scottish novelist Neil Gunn  (1891-1973), on 16 May  
1927; a letter in which Grieve invited Gunn to become a member of the Scottish Cen-
tre of PEN:

Some time ago Mr [John] Galsworthy  [the novelist who was the first President 
of the London Centre of PEN] asked Professor H. J. C. Grierson , of Edinburgh 

351  Ibid., 203.
352  Ibid., 204. Nancy Cunard  (English-born poet, 1896-1965); Valentine  Ackland  (English-born 

poet, 1906-1969; Sylvia Townsend  Warner (English-born poet and novelist, 1893-1978); Sean 
O’Casey (Irish-born dramatist, 1880-1964); Josef Herman  (Polish-born painter, 1911-2000); Nor-
man MacLeod  (American-born poet, 1906-1985); Horace Gregory  (American-born poet, 1898-
1982); Muriel Rukeyser  (American-born poet, 1913-1980); Kenneth Patchen  (American-born 
poet and novelist, 1911-1972). 

353  Wright 1977, 169.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   223Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   223 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



224

University, to try to form a Scottish Centre. Professor Grierson got in touch 
with me as the only member, I think, regularly resident in Scotland […]. I have 
since discussed the matter with the London Executive’s Committee (who are 
keenly desirous of completing the chain of international centres by establish-
ing one in Scotland) and I am acting on their advice and with their support.354

Grieve   sent out ‘some thirty letters to Scottish writers he considered significant,’355 
and organised an inaugural meeting in Glasgow in the summer of 1927. In that same 
year, after much discussion, the Scottish Centre of PEN published its ‘Manifesto’: 

The P.E.N. Charter, to which all members of Scottish P.E.N. subscribe, is based 
on resolutions passed at its International Congresses and may be summarised 
as follows:
P.E.N. affirms that:

1.  Literature, national though it be in origin, knows no frontiers, and should 
remain common currency between nations in spite of political or interna-
tional upheavals.

2.  In all circumstances, and particularly in time of war, works of art, the patri-
mony of humanity at large, should be left untouched by national or politi-
cal passion.

3.  Members of P.E.N. should at all times use what influence they have in fa-
vour of good understanding and mutual respect between nations; they 
pledge themselves to do their utmost to dispel race, class and national ha-
treds, and to champion the ideal of one humanity living in peace in one 
world.

4.  P.E.N. stands for the principle of unhampered transmission of thought 
within each nation and between all nations, and members pledge them-
selves to oppose any form of suppression of freedom of expression in the 
country and community to which they belong, as well as throughout the 
world wherever this is possible. P.E.N. declares for a free press and op-
poses arbitrary censorship in times of peace. It believes that the necessary 
advance of the world towards a more highly organised political and eco-
nomic order renders a free criticism of governments, administrations and 
institutions imperative. And since freedom implies voluntary restraint, 

354  Bold  1984, 217. (Letter to Neil Gunn , 16 May  1927.)
355  Bold  1988, 228.
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members pledge themselves to oppose such evils of a free press as a men-
dacious publication, deliberate falsehood and distortion of facts for politi-
cal and personal ends.356

However, as soon as the ‘Manifesto’ appeared, it was abolished, as the Scottish PEN 
members resolved ‘to live by the law of nature thereafter’, according to William Pow-
er  (1873-1951).357 As ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’, Grieve  , of course, could not abide by rules 
prohibiting the publication of texts touched ‘by national or political passion’, nor 
would he be able to muster the restraint demanded by the ‘Manifesto’.

Grieve   became the first secretary of the Scottish Centre of PEN and he arranged to 
have meetings in Glasgow as well as in Edinburgh, bringing together writers as con-
tributors to Scottish literature, thus defining literature produced by Scottish writers 
specifically as a national literature. By organising those meetings, Grieve created a 
certain cohesion among writers who might not normally meet each other on other 
occasions, giving them the opportunity to discuss their specific needs and interests as 
well as the position and future of Scottish literature. However, it took a while – until 
1930 – before the Scottish Centre was granted full national rights by the internation-
al PEN Congress. William Power , a Scottish author and a leading journalist, had to 
plead for those rights at the International PEN Congresses, held at Oslo in 1928 and 
at Warsaw in 1930, since the Germans and the French questioned Scotland’s right to 
national representation.358

As a delegate of the Scottish Centre of PEN, Grieve   attended two international con-
ferences on the Continent: the Seventh International Congress, held in Vienna in 1929, 
and the Ninth, which had its meeting in The Hague in 1931. During the Congress in 
The Hague, he met the Czech author Karel Čapek  (1890-1938), the literary leader of 
the younger Czech generation. Grieve, as leader of the Scottish Renaissance Move-
ment, felt that he had ‘a great deal in common’ with Čapek, whose language had leapt 
up ‘like a spring in a new literature as soon as the Czechs were freed of the Hapsburg 
yoke’.359 However, his meeting with Čapek also made him realise that, whereas the 
Czechs had kept their native language alive ‘through so many proscribed years’ by 
‘an indomitable patriotism’,360 the attitude of the average Scot towards his language 
was – and, had been – lukewarm, at best.

356  McCulloch 2004, 322-3.
357  Cf. Power 1937, 143.
358  Power 1937, 143-4 and 150-1.
359  MacDiarmid  1994, 107 and 110.
360  Ibid., 110.
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Not only did the congresses offer writers the opportunity to acquaint themselves with 
other writers from many parts of the world, they also provided the unique opportu-
nity, to the countries hosting the event, to present their literatures and showcase their 
literary treasures. However, by 1934, when it was Scotland’s turn to invite the writers 
of the world, Grieve   had already turned his back on the Scottish Centre of PEN. 

Undoubtedly, he had become rapidly disillusioned with its membership.361 He must 
have resented its bourgeois character and increasing ‘respectability’, as described by 
Helen Cruickshank , who succeeded him as secretary, when he went to London in 
1929.362 Although Grieve   later became an honorary life member of the Scottish Centre 
of PEN, he would continue to lament that its membership included ‘all sorts of petty 
scribblers, and literary aspirants and hangers-on generally’.363 

Just before the opening of the Twelfth International Congress of PEN in Edinburgh on 
17 June 1934, MacDiarmid  published his satirical poem ‘Welcome to the PEN Dele-
gates’ in the June issue of The Modern Scot.364 The poem, referred to by his wife Valda  , 
as that ‘stinker of yours’,365 must have been extremely embarrassing to both the or-
ganisers and the participants of the Congress, opening, as it does, with the following 
lines:

Genius of Europe, welcome to the land
Fit least of all your gifts to understand,
Yet happ’ly, so unable to perceive
Its incapacity you’ll needs receive
A greater, if a queerer, welcome here,
Despite the absence of a single peer
To midwife you to our insensate mob,
Who, therefore, must themselves take on the job
And give you the unspeakable sensation
Of being mothered by a Yahoo nation ….
Genius of Europe, welcome to a land
That best of all your gifts can understand,
If you are not too nice to nuzzle-nuzzle
Like any pig and with us guzzle-guzzle.366

361  Cf. Bold  1988, 323-4.
362  Cruickshank  1976, 75. 
363  MacDiarmid  1946, quoted in Glen 1964, 103-4.
364  Cf. Bold  1984, 422, note 1.
365  Junor 2007, 29. (Letter of Valda   Trevlyn Grieve   to Christopher Murray Grieve, May  1934.)
366  MacDiarmid  1978, 1299.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   226Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   226 28-05-18   10:2928-05-18   10:29



227

The poem illustrates Grieve  ’s / MacDiarmid ’s tendency towards ‘creative destruc-
tion’.367 On the one hand, he claimed a separate field for Scottish literature, but, on 
the other hand, he alienated himself from his fellow Scottish writers, as soon as they 
moved towards ‘developing a collective international identity’368 by means of the 
very Centre which he himself had been eager and proud to help found. Setting him-
self apart from the Scottish organisers and participants of the 1934 Congress in this 
way, Grieve / MacDiarmid demonstrated his incapacity to be a team player, and 
that – in his view – he was in a position superior to that of his colleagues in Scotland. 

However, under the cover of one of his other alter egos, ‘James Maclaren ’, Grieve  , 
in The Scottish Educational Journal, praised the fact that the International Congress of 
PEN would be held in Edinburgh two months prior to the event.369 He even extolled 
it as ‘the sign and seal of Scotland’s re-emergence as an independent entity in the field 
of European culture’.370 

In the first part of his article ‘Scotland and Europe’, ‘Maclaren ’ contended that, even 
though it would still be true to say that Scotland had become provincialised ‘in so 
far as Scotland’s own political status and the quality of attention given to Scottish 
affairs’ was concerned, ‘the international proclivities of the Scottish writers’ had been 
‘particularly manifest in recent years’.371 To prove his case, ‘Maclaren’ furnished the 
reader with a long list of recent translations, including renderings from Spanish as 
well as from modern Greek by ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’.372 In addition, he referred the 
reader to two publications about modern Scottish literature by two non-British schol-
ars: Rainald Hoops  [‘Die schottische Renaissancebewegung’, Englische Studien, (67) 
1933, 371-90] and Denis  Saurat  [‘Le Groupe de “la Renaissance Écossaise” ’, Revue 
Anglo-Américaine, April 1924, 1-13], thus drawing attention to the first signs of inter-
national recognition of the Scottish Renaissance Movement. The latter, by the way, 
was later also praised by MacDiarmid, as one of International PEN’s Vice-Presidents, 
for his activities to organise ‘Western Europeans concerned with minority languages 
and literatures’.373 

In the second part of his article, ‘Maclaren ’ argued that, in contrast to European schol-
ars who approached recent literary and linguistic developments in Scotland prompt-
ly and open-mindedly, English critics systematically ignored or tardily belittled those 

367  Roberts, Richard H. 2010, 55.
368  Ibid.
369  The article ‘Scotland and Europe’, appeared in two parts. The first part was published 30 March 

1934 and the second 6 April 1934. Cf. Maclaren  1997.
370  Maclaren  1997, 367.
371  Ibid., 368-9.
372  Ibid., 369.
373  MacDiarmid  1966, 270.
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developments. In his view there was ‘a very marked divergence between European 
estimation and English estimation of writers’ who belonged ‘to the Colonies, Amer-
ica, Scotland and Ireland’ and those who belonged ‘to England proper’.374 Even 
though some lip-service was paid to some of the writers not belonging to England 
proper, the English invariably treated them with suspicion, according to ‘Maclaren’. 
Their ability to distinguish the finer shades of their own ‘proper’ English, was bound 
to impede their appreciation of the English of others, thus enhancing their insularity.

Whereas Grieve  ’s alter ego ‘James Maclaren ’ had glorified the 1934 International PEN 
Congress as ‘the sign and seal of Scotland’s re-emergence’ a few months before the 
event, another of Grieve’s alter egos, ‘Hugh M’Diarmid’, indicated a few months after 
the Congress in the article ‘Scotland and the Arts’, that the 400 to 500 foreign PEN del-
egates had not been able to see Scotland as ‘a separate entity’, because Scotland still 
had to travel a long way before that aspiration would be able to become ‘a substantive 
achievement’.375 The huge list of all the things that still needed to be done, according 
to ‘M’Diarmid’, eclipsed the enumeration of achievements, mentioned only a few 
months earlier by ‘James Maclaren’. Thus, by employing two of his alter egos, Grieve 
provided his readers with a sense of ambivalence regarding his interpretation of the 
Congress and the state of Scottish affairs.

Grieve  ’s political activities as a co-founder of the National Party of Scotland as well 
as his work for the establishment of a Scottish Centre of PEN International demon-
strated his eagerness to put Scotland on the map as a separate entity. His energies and 
talents helped create internationally respected organisations, but his uncompromis-
ing attitude and unyielding criticism made it well-nigh impossible to remain active 
in those organisations as soon as they showed signs of Anglicisation or bourgeois 
adaptation.

374  Maclaren  1997, 371.
375  M’Diarmid 1997a, 529-30. The article was first published in The Bookman, September 1934.
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3.8  Conclusion

The ferocity with which Grieve   condemned those who used Scots only to look back 
nostalgically on a glorious Scottish past or to create a caricature of Scotland and its 
inhabitants, was more or less commensurate with the degree of enthusiasm with 
which he advocated Scots, once he had taken on his alter ego ‘Hugh MacDiarmid ’. 
Convinced that the subordinate role allocated to Scotland thwarted its progress, po-
litically, economically and culturally, he adopted strategies to dissociate Scotland 
from the heart of the British Empire and to distance the Scots language and Scot-
land’s culture from anglicising influences. On the other hand, he sought to unify Scot-
land’s multilinguistic culture and to connect its literature to internationally modern, 
non-Anglo-centred literary developments.

His combative stance manifested itself clearly in the programme presented in his 
first literary journal The Scottish Chapbook (1922). Motivated by his ambition to play a 
meaningful role, not only in the context of Scotland’s literature, but also on the inter-
national literary stage, he put forward his ideas in ‘A Theory of Scots Letters’ (1922) 
and numerous other essays.

Inspired by the creativity of the great Middle Scots poets of the fifteenth century, 
MacDiarmid  completely transformed the written form of Scots, by deliberately in-
cluding old and present-day words from Scotland’s multifarious Scots and Gaelic 
vernacular varieties into a new language, which he termed ‘synthetic Scots’. Using 
this supra-dialectal inclusive form of Scots, he set the example for a new generation 
of Scots poets. Rooted in his Scottishness, his subsequent increasing use of English 
did by no means imply that he embraced English culture. Rather, his poetic eclecti-
cism – his poetic references to poets other than English ones – appealed to an ideal 
encompassing all the world’s nationalities.

In his best-known poem, A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), references to and 
interpolations of non-English poems translated into Scots are incorporated to connect 
Scottish culture with non-British civilisations, thus clearly separating Scotland’s liter-
ature from English literature, but at the same time linking it internationally to other 
literatures. Opposing the freshness and creativeness of his own language to, what he 
considered, the exhaustion of English, he vigorously explored the potentialities of 
Scots.

The contrasts, the fragmentation and self-dividedness, characteristic of Scotland, 
separated into Highlands and Lowlands, as well as those within twentieth-century 
Europe, proved to be a source of creativity for MacDiarmid , who wanted to be there 
‘whaur extremes meet’. 
MacDiarmid ’s contrariety and sharply critical attacks meant that co-operating with 
him was never easy. His literary journals – after The Scottish Chapbook, The Scottish 
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Nation, The Northern Review and The Voice of Scotland – often remained more or less 
one-man affairs. 

Politically his uncompromising straightforwardness even led to expulsion: the first 
time, in 1933, from the National Party of Scotland, which he had helped found in 
1928; and a second time, in 1938, from the Communist Party. 

His literary-political activity as co-founder of the Scottish Centre of PEN Internation-
al in 1927 can be regarded as a significant feat in the process of the demarcation of the 
Scottish literary field. The membership of Scottish PEN was not restricted to writers 
of Scots, or writers of Scots and Scottish Gaelic, but also included Scots who wrote 
in English, thus establishing the Scottish literary field as a composite, multilingual 
literary field.

Although some of his work was translated into French, German, Breton, Bulgarian, 
Czech and Hungarian, his modernist poetry never reached a very broad audience.376 
However, by asserting and demonstrating the potentialities of a modern Scots idiom 
and connecting his work with modern literature, preferably from beyond the borders 
of the British Empire, MacDiarmid  did manage to gain worldwide acknowledgement 
for a revised perspective on Scottish literature and to give his literary Scottish Renais-
sance movement an international and critical dimension.

376  Barnaby and Hubbard 2007, 31-3. 
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Louis Nemo  in 1929
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4.  Roparz Hemon ’s Combative Linguistic 
Nationalism in the 1920s

Outline 

In the period shortly after 1918 when France, having recovered the territories it had 
lost during the Franco-Prussian War, reasserted itself but was still mourning the great 
losses incurred during the Great War, Louis Nemo , a non-native speaker of Breton 
and a student from Brest gifted with linguistic talent discovered Breton and its poten-
tial for Brittany. After initially sharing his enthusiasm with his contemporaries, who 
were intent on political autonomy for Brittany, Nemo chose to go a different path. 
Adopting ‘Roparz Hemon ’ as his pen name, he proclaimed that Breton independence 
could only be reached on the proviso that his fellow Bretons would take pride in their 
language and on the condition that they would be ready to employ it in all domains 
of life. In order to achieve this, Hemon entered the Breton literary field by insisting 
on change in his first critical essays and by launching and directing Gwalarn, a journal 
devoted to modernising Breton literary and linguistic culture.

This chapter puts Roparz Hemon ’s position in the Breton literary field in the 1920s at 
the centre. It focuses on the strategies which he developed to strengthen that field and 
examines the extent to which he managed to achieve his aims.

In order to put his work in context a brief survey of the major forces at work in Brit-
tany during the Great War era will be given in section 4.1, and the main features of 
the Breton literary field will be presented in section 4.2. Following an assessment of 
his background and the genesis of his habitus in section 4.3, Hemon ’s first critical and 
‘combative’ essays will be analysed in section 4.4. His ideas and ideals as expressed in 
his essays published in Gwalarn during the second half of the 1920s will be examined 
in section 4.5. Thereafter, it will be contended (in section 4.6) that as a consequence 
of Hemon’s mobilising, connecting, distancing and unifying strategies coming to the 
fore in the 1920s, he developed Gwalarn into much more than a literary journal and 
that his work should be interpreted as combative literary-political activities extend-
ing the production and distribution of Breton literature. Finally, in section 4.7, two 
short plays – Eun Den a Netra (1927) and Meurlarjez  (1938) – will be closely analysed 
to examine the various strategies employed by Roparz Hemon. In the concluding 
section an assessment will be presented with regard to Hemon’s contribution to the 
Breton literary field. 
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4.1  The Breton Context during the Great War Era

The Belle Époque, the period in which Louis Nemo  (1900-1978) was born, is gener-
ally seen as the ‘Beautiful Era’ of prosperity and optimism between the end of the 
Franco-Prussian War (1871) and the beginning of the Great War (1914).1 However, 
this period had also its dark times. One of the main scandals overshadowing the 
era for more than a decade – from 1894 until 1906 – was the so-called ‘Dreyfus Af-
fair’. In 1896 Alfred Dreyfus (1859-1935), an Alsace-born captain of Jewish descent in 
the French Army was unjustly accused of providing the German Army with secret 
French documents and sentenced to life imprisonment. Even though evidence was 
found that the real traitor was Major Ferdinand Walsin Esterházy , Alfred Dreyfus was 
reconvicted to ten years hard labour following a new court-martial held at Rennes 
in 1899. Exhausted, he accepted guilt and the subsequent pardon granted him by 
President Émile  Loubet . In 1906 his innocence was finally recognised by the Supreme 
Court and Dreyfus was reinstated in the French Army.2 

The Affair, put under the spotlight by Émile  Zola ’s famous open letter ‘J’Accuse…!’ 
(13 January 1898), highlighted several highly sensitive issues. Firstly, it demonstrated 
that anti-Semitism could be found among the most high-ranking French Army of-
ficers and officials. Secondly, as the Dreyfus Affair occurred within the context of the 
traumatic loss of Alsace and much of Lorraine after the Franco-Prussian War (1870-
1871) and the electoral defeat of General Georges Ernest Boulanger  who wanted to 
avenge the French defeat, the case also reflected that the new boundaries between 
France and Germany were still a running sore in France. The strictness with which 
the French Third Republic (1870-1940) imposed French as the only official medium 
to be used in education has to be seen against the background of this sensitive loss.3 
The French central Government did not want to hear German in schools on the French 
side of the Franco-German border.

1  The main works consulted for this section include: Favereau , Bretagne Contemporaine: Langue, 
Culture, Identité, 1993; Ford, Creating the Nation in Provincial France: Religion and Political Identity 
in Brittany, 1993; Broudic, L’Interdiction du Breton en 1902: La IIIe République contre les Langues 
Régionales, 1997; Sowerwine, France since 1870: Culture, Politics and Society, 2001; Toute l’Histoire 
de Bretagne: Des Origines à la Fin du XXe Siècle, edited by Monnier and Cassard 2003; Cornette, 
Histoire de la Bretagne et des Bretons, Tome 2: Des Lumières au XXIe Siècle, 2005; Nicolas, Histoire de 
la Revendication Bretonne, Ou la Revanche de la Démocratie Locale sur le ‘Démocratisme’: Des Orig-
ines jusqu’aux Années 1980, 2007; Dictionnaire d’Histoire de Bretagne, edited by Cassard, Croix, 
Le Quéau and Veillard, 2008; Piette, A Concise History of Brittany, 2008; and, Carney, Breiz Atao! 
Mordrel , Delaporte, Lainé, Fouéré: Une Mystique Nationale (1901-1948), 2015.

2  Sowerwine 2001, 67-73.
3  Cf. e.g. the Third Republic school book Le Tour de la France par Deux Enfants by G. Bruno (pen 

name of Augustine Fouillée), first published in 1877. I thank Erwan Hupel, University of 
Rennes 2, for this reference.
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The outcome of the Affair boosted the morale of the Dreyfusards, most of whom 
could be found on the Left of the political spectrum. However, the Affair also sig-
nalled a deep rift in French society, dividing the French: roughly with conservative 
Roman Catholic monarchists on the one hand, and Republican socialists on the other. 
During Émile  Loubet ’s Presidency (1899-1905), the Bloc des Gauches’s Cabinets draft-
ed the bills that separated Church and State, the Associations Law of 1901 and the 
1905 Law on the Separation of the Churches and the State.4

In most regions of France the new laws met with indifference, but in deeply religious 
Brittany the Law on Associations, intended to restrain clerical influence and subject 
associations to civil power, encountered fierce opposition.5 When, in 1902, the new 
Prime Minister Émile  Combes  ruthlessly applied that Law, Bretons in Finistère from 
‘republican’ as well as ‘clerical’ communes rebelled against the government officials.6 
This popular insurrection led to additional measures by the government, including 
the ban on the use of regional languages for religious instruction in 1903. The Breton 
opposition to the governmental dictates can be seen as a sign of defence of religion 
turning into defence of the region.7 Lower Brittany, and Finistère in particular, took 
a united stance in their revolt against the central French government.

Brittany as a unity could not simply be taken for granted around 1900. After 1532, 
when the Duchy of Brittany had been incorporated into the Kingdom of France, Brit-
tany had enjoyed local privileges and fought to keep them, but the French Revolution 
had put an end to its exclusive rights and its administrative unity. Following the 
French Revolution of 1789 the Province of Brittany had ceased to exist and had been 
dissolved into five departments: Côtes-du-Nord, Finistère, Ille-et-Vilaine, Loire-In-
férieure and Morbihan. 

Although the geographic distribution of the use of Breton had never corresponded 
completely with the territory of the Duchy or Province of Brittany, since it was never 
spoken in large parts of the Pays Rennais and the Pays Nantais, the border of the area 
where Breton had been spoken in the Middle Ages had been considerably farther to 
the east than at the beginning of the twentieth century.8 The Breton language would 
therefore not be perceived as a distinctive feature of Brittany as a whole by many 

4  Ibid., 83-5.
5  Cf. Ford 1993, 135-69. For the situation in Nantes as a result of the enforcement of the Law 

of Associations, cf. Kedward, 2006, 12 and for the situation in Saint-Méen and Le Folgoët, cf. 
Piette 2008, 107-8.

6  Cf. Ford 1993., 138.
7  Ibid., 224.
8  In the ninth century it ran, as far as can be established on toponymical evidence, roughly 

speaking from Roz-sur Couesnon in the North to Donges in the South. Cf. Bodlore-Penlaez 
and Kervella 2011, 54-5; Favereau  1993, 23-6; and, Map 1.
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non-Breton speakers living in Brittany around the turn of the century. The late nine-
teenth/beginning twentieth-century language frontier, running from Plouha in the 
North to Batz-sur-Mer in the South, divided Brittany in Haute-Bretagne (Upper Brit-
tany), where, apart from French, the Oïl language Gallo was (and still is) employed, 
and Basse-Bretagne (Lower Brittany), with Breton as its main language. However, 
due to mobility among other factors, the main towns in Lower Brittany, such as Brest 
and Quimper, had also gradually become predominantly French-speaking. 

In 1886 the ethnologist Paul Sébillot  had established the language frontier, which later 
became known as La Ligne Sébillot. To the West of that line Breton was the main oral 
means of communication and to the East of it Gallo and French predominated. Later 
studies, carried out by Albert Dauzat  (1925) and Roparz Hemon  (1928), demonstrated 
that the frontier had moved slightly farther west.9 Over time, Breton in Lower Brit-
tany developed into four main dialects: Leoneg (French: Léonard), the variety in the 
North West, Tregerieg (French: Trégorrois), the variety in the North East, Kerneveg 
(Cornouaillais) in the South West and Gwenedeg (Vannetais) in the South East.10

Breton had been introduced in continental Europe approximately in the fifth century 
by refugees from southern England who had been uprooted by the influx of An-
glo-Saxons.11 Not surprisingly therefore, the language is closely related to Cornish, 
belonging, like Welsh, to the Brythonic Insular Celtic Languages.

The oldest surviving Breton manuscript dates back to the end of the eighth century. 
Although many Old and Middle Breton written texts are religious in character, the 
oral medieval Breton tradition of telling Arthurian legends and romantic tales about 
Tristan  and Iseult  reflected more secular themes. Those themes inspired authors, such 
as Chrétien  de Troyes , who employed other languages, to write them down in stories 
that managed to survive the ravages of time.12

Breton and Roman Catholicism remained close allies until well into the twentieth cen-
tury. It led to the expression ‘Ar brezonek hag ar feiz / A zo breur ha c’hoar e Breiz’ 
(Breton and Faith are brother and sister in Brittany). Although, as the former Bre-
ton Language and Literature Professor Francis  Favereau  (1948) suggested, it would 
perhaps be more appropriate to see the one (Breton) as servant of the other (Faith),13 

9  Cf. Broudic 2016.
10  The division corresponds to the division into the four bishoprics Léon, Trégor, Cornouaille, 

Vannes. Sometimes Goëlo, spoken in the north-western part of the bishopric Saint-Brieuc is 
added. As the bishoprics had their own catechisms etc., they developed their own written 
varieties.

11  Cf. Fleuriot 1980.
12  Favereau  1993, 121.
13  Ibid., 145.
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Map 5 Decline of the Breton language in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries14

the rhyming phrase ‘Feiz ha Breiz’ (Faith and Brittany) which derived from that say-
ing, continued to remain popular for a very long time and was used as the title for one 
of the best read Breton journals, first launched in 1865 (cf. 4.3). Until the late nineteenth 
century the bulk of Breton writings was produced by members of the clergy and in-
tended for religious edification.15 The Roman Catholic Church, abiding by the ‘règle 
d’idiome’ (the rule to use the local language) formulated by Pope Gregory  XI  in 1373,16 
encouraged priests to communicate with their flocks in their own language. The trilin-
gual Catholicon completed in 1464 and published in 1499 – being at the same time both 
the first Breton and the first French dictionary – served the Latin-schooled priests to 
learn the languages of the people. To this end, Breton lessons were given well into the 
second half of the nineteenth century in religious institutions such as the seminary in 
Vannes and the college of Saint-Charles in Saint-Brieuc.17 The Breton grammarian and 
lexicographer Jean  François Le Gonidec  (1775-1838), who had published the Gram-
maire Celto-Breton (1807) and the Dictionnaire Celto-Breton, ou Breton-Français (1821), 

14  From: Broudic 2016. http://bcd.bzh/becedia/fr/la-limite-linguistique-entre-le-breton-et-le-
gallo. (Consulted 6 July 2017.)

15  Gibson and Griffiths  2006, 16.
16  Favereau  1993, 143.
17  Piette 2008, 106-7.
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had been much impressed by the influence of the Welsh Bible (1588). He translated 
the complete Bible into Breton in the course of the nineteenth century.18 However, as 
his work was not officially supported by the Roman Catholic Church and because 
Welsh Protestant and Breton Roman Catholic traditions diverged with regard to read-
ing and possessing the Bible, the impact of the Breton translation on the use of Breton 
remained very restricted (cf. 2.1). Nevertheless, as Breton was widely employed for 
catechism and as one of the vehicles of communication in the local schools that were 
run by parish priests or religious orders, the tie between the Church and the Breton 
language was particularly strong throughout most of the nineteenth century.19 

The laws decreed by Jules Ferry in the 1880s, intending to republicanise the country, 
diminished the Church’s influence on education by forbidding certain religious or-
ders to manage schools. The laws enforced by Émile  Combes  in the first decade of the 
twentieth century widened the gulf between State and Church even more. The social 
and political divide between white (pro-Church) and red (pro-Republican) was al-
most automatically equated with reactionary versus progressive and with pro-Breton 
versus pro-French, although most Breton-speakers agreed that French had to prevail 
in order to get on in society.

Breton in parish schools was used mainly for practical reasons, to familiarise domes-
tic Breton speakers with French, which was generally seen as the language of culture 
and was the predominant language in Brittany’s large sized towns. As the process 
of separation of Church and State developed, Breton came to be regarded as the lan-
guage defending Breton traditions and the Catholic faith, in contrast to French which 
became increasingly associated with secular and modern values.20

During several periods of time in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, large num-
bers of Bretons were unable to earn a livelihood. They were forced to look elsewhere 
for means of support and this meant, in most cases, that they partially or complete-
ly abandoned the use of Breton. In the nineteenth century migration from Brittany 
was largely due to Brittany’s high birth rate which was higher than anywhere else in 
France. The population had increased from 2,200,000 in 1801 to 3,271,000 in 1911 and 
by 1911, 400,000 Bretons lived in France beyond the Breton borders,21 Paris becoming 
‘the biggest Breton town in the world’.22 

18  The translation into Breton of the New Testament was published in 1827 with the help of the 
British and Foreign Bible Society. The Breton Old Testament did not appear until 1866, long 
after Le Gonidec  had deceased.

19  Cf. Piette 2008, 107.
20  Ibid., 106. 
21  Cassard 2003, 473-4.
22  Denez , Pêr 1971, 117.
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Although Brittany was referred to as ‘cette Irlande française’ (that French Ireland) 
because of its high birth rate and its inability to provide enough food and work for 
its inhabitants,23 Bretons, unlike the Irish, did not massively emigrate to foreign coun-
tries. However, a fair number of them did go to Canada, where they founded, for 
example, the parish of Saint-Brieux (1904), some went to Argentina, and – although 
it was strongly propagated by the Government – a relatively small number settled 
in the French colonies, such as Algeria.24 Migration to other parts of France and emi-
gration continued in the first half of the twentieth century. It has been estimated that 
between 1911 and 1946, 270,000 people left Brittany25 at the rate of approximately 
17,000 a year from 1911-1921, and at the rate of about 11,500 annually between 1921 
and 1935.26 This exodus impacted the linguistic situation. It induced Breton-speakers 
to acquire French more readily as their medium of communication and convinced 
many that the limited use of Breton implied that their first language was culturally 
inferior.27 The imposition of French in education as well as religion was hailed by 
many as a civilising sign of progress.

Socio-economic forces that were part of the drive to modernise Brittany also altered 
the linguistic landscape. The two, more or less parallel, East-to-West railways, which 
opened in the 1860s – Paris-Brest in the North, and Savenay-Landerneau in the South 
– connected metropolitan France to Brittany, changing not just the Breton economy, 
but Breton culture. As the lines were directed towards the French hinterland, Brit-
tany’s fishing industry, for example, could respond more rapidly and with greater 
supplies to the increasing Parisian demand for fish. The growing social interaction, 
resulting from this trade, implied an increase in the use of French in a domain where 
Breton had prevailed.28 

The new railroads had not been constructed to increase mobility within Brittany, 
since North-South lines intersecting Brittany’s centre were lacking. Consequently, 
some Bretons argued that Brittany was exploited by central France and complained 
that the railways had been designed to serve as ‘lignes pompières’ (pumping lines) 
to drain Brittany.29 On the other hand, the railroad lines brought in tourists who 
stimulated the economy. During the period of the Second French Empire (1852-1870) 
the first influx of tourism had taken place when people went in search of the Brittany 
of the French Romantic poet François René de Chateaubriand  (1768-1848), who had 

23  Quoted in Cassard 2003, 471.
24  Cassard 2003, 474. Cf. also the series Bretons à travers le monde, published since 2001 (Rennes: 

Les Portes du Large).
25  Reece 1979, 285.
26  Piette 2008, 115.
27  Cf. Reece 1979, 275.
28  Timm 2003.
29  Reece 1979, 285.
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been born in Saint-Malo.30 The second, much larger, wave of tourism to Brittany oc-
curred in the last decades of the nineteenth century after the opening of the railways, 
when Parisian artists and leisured classes discovered it.31 This too, promoted the use 
of French, rather than Breton, by those finding new jobs in this service sector.32

While artists and tourists came to admire the Breton landscape, the mysterious me-
galithic monuments and the ancient Breton traditions, the number of Bretons who dis-
played an interest in their own culture gradually increased.33 Some of them founded 
associations, furthering the cause of Breton language and culture. Most of those pre-
Great War organisations, now collectively known as the First Emsav (literally: Rising), 
occupied themselves mainly with cultural affairs. An exception was the Parti Nation-
aliste Breton (1911-1914) – not to be confused with the Parti National Breton (1931-
1944) – which aimed at greater Breton independence. Its main public action was the 
1911 protest launched against the unveiling in Rennes of Jean  Boucher ’s monument, 
symbolising the union of Brittany with France, and depicting – in a humiliating man-
ner according to the Party members – Anne , the last Duchess of Brittany (1477-1514), 
rising from a kneeling position before the King of France.34 The Parti Nationaliste 
Breton remained very small, however, consisting effectively of the thirteen contrib-
utors to the Party’s organ, Breiz Dishual (Brittany Free).35 After the Great War, during 
the Second Emsav when Breton nationalism had gained more ground, the monument 
was destroyed completely by members of Gwenn ha Du (White and Black; the name 
for the Breton flag), a militant Breton nationalist group that protested against the 400th 
anniversary celebrations of the union of Brittany with France, held in 1932.36 The act 
can be regarded as an example of the national patriotic agitation, referred to by Hroch  
as phase B of the process of national movement.37

The Great War did not leave many scars on the Breton landscape as its front line was 
relatively far away from the Breton borders. It did, however, have a profound impact 
on its population, its culture, the identity of its inhabitants and the use of its language. 
Rural Brittany with a relatively young population contributed more manpower to 
the French armed forces during the First World War than many other areas of France. 
Of the Breton population – according to the national census amounting to 3,271,000 
people in 1911 – more than 130,000 died as servicemen in the Great War, 3.9 per cent 

30  Geslin 2003, 458.
31  Cf. Geslin 2003, 458 and Timm 2003.
32  Timm 2003.
33  Cf. Piette 2008, 110.
34  Nicolas 2007, 64.
35  Ibid., 64-5.
36  Ibid., 77-8.
37  Cf. Annexe 1 (Hroch  1992, 65).
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of the Breton population, 0.5 percent more than the French national average.38 Ap-
proximately 22 per cent of the number of men from Brittany had been mobilised, i.e. 
five to six per cent more than the average percentage for France.39 

The Breton-speaking soldiers who did return often refrained from transmitting Bre-
ton to their children as they had been confronted with negative attitudes towards 
the use of their language during the war.40 The authorities had deigned to employ 
Breton on official posters appealing to the Breton public to lend money to the Govern-
ment, but in the army they failed to understand it.41 

With respect to religion several developments, some of which had already set in be-
fore the outbreak of the Great War, caused increasing polarisation in interwar Breton 
society. In 1910 Le Sillon (The Furrow; 1894-1910), the popular social-reform move-
ment that emphasised the responsibility of the individual Christian rather than the 
authority of Roman Catholic hierarchy, was condemned by Pope Pius X . The reac-
tionary force of the Church, reclaiming its control, resulted in Le Sillon’s dissolution 
and – as a counter-reaction – in the establishment of new organisations, such as the 
Fédération des Républicains Démocrates du Finistère (The Federation of Finistère 
Democratic Republicans).42 This Federation, which was later instrumental in found-
ing the Christian Democratic Party, Parti Démocrate Populaire (The Popular Demo-
cratic Party, 1924-1940),43 became an important political party in which West Breton 
sillonistes not only tried to bridge the gap between Left and Right, but also advocat-
ed, without success, the integration of Breton into the state’s primary and secondary 
schools.44 

It may be argued that in defending the regional interests, this democratic centrist 
party limited mass support for separatist and Breton-nationalist movements and par-
ties.45 It did not imply that massive demonstrations against measures taken by the 
central Government affecting sensitive issues in Brittany did not occur. Indeed, in 
1924, during the administration of the Cartel des Gauches (The Lefts Cartel, 1924-1926), 
led by Édouard Herriot , when strict rules were announced to eradicate the interweav-
ing of Church and State as well as the use of Breton in religion and education, tens of 
thousands of Bretons protested in the streets of Quimper and Le Folgoët.46

38  Guyvarc’h 2008, 345.
39  Cf. Ford 1993, 195; Cassard 2003a, 582; Le Coadic 2010, 135-6; and, Gilles 2010, 311.
40  Cassard 2003a, 581.
41  Ibid., 577 and 580.
42  Ford 1993, 186.
43  Ibid., 196.
44  Ibid., 190.
45  Ibid., 230.
46  Ibid., 213-4.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   241Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   241 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



242

Immediately after the Great War a petition signed by 800 prominent Bretons was pre-
sented to the Commission for the League of Nations, asking for the recognition of the 
national and cultural liberties of Brittany.47 Ever since 1870 the French Government 
had been sent requests to do justice to Breton language and culture, but none had 
been granted and this one was received with a similar negative attitude; it was vetoed 
by the French Government. 

During the War, many Breton servicemen had become more conscious of their lan-
guage and identity. As noted above, for many of them this awareness led them to give 
up their native language. However, some of them, returning from the War, felt that 
Brittany had suffered disproportionately and were frustrated that the pre-Great War 
associations fighting for Breton language and culture had not been able to accomplish 
anything substantial for their homeland. Inspired by the 1916 Irish Easter Rising, they 
were determined to demand more independence for Brittany and formed the nucle-
us of the Groupe Régionaliste Breton that would become renowned for the journal 
which they edited: Breiz Atao (Brittany Forever, 1919-1927; cf. 4.4).

The moral support for the Easter Rising had also been expressed by Taldir ,48 who had 
organised the first gathering of neo-druid bards on the model of the Welsh Gorsedd in 
1901, and François Vallée . This resulted in the suspension of Vallée’s journal Kroaz ar 
Vretoned (Cross of the Bretons) by the Roman Catholic authorities.49 The emergence 
of Ireland as the first independent Celtic nation was regarded by quite a few young 
Bretons as a beacon and an example. After the War Pan-Celticism was first revived 
in Brittany where the editors of Breiz Atao adopted it in 1923 as their official policy.50 

Although it was in the rural areas that Breton continued to flourish as the everyday 
language during the interwar years,51 the idealistic leaders typical of the Second 
Emsav (1914-1945) tended to originate from towns and, despite the fact that many 
of them had learned Breton as their second language,52 they argued for a monolin-
gual Breton Brittany.53 Their more comprehensive, but frequently also more militant 
social and political ideas deeply influenced the Breton movement and had a major 
impact on the development of Breton literature.

47  Reece 1977, 69-70.
48  Official name: François-Joseph-Claude Jaffrennou  (1879-1956).
49  Cf. Morvannou 1987, 199 and Cassard 2003, 583.
50  Ellis , Peter Berresford  1993, 82-3.
51  Timm 2003.
52  Piette 2008, 115.
53  Cf. Hupel 2010, 92.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   242Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   242 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



243

4.2  The Breton Literary Field

In 1950 Roparz Hemon  admitted that his persisting denunciation – for a period of 
twenty-five years – of the bulk of Breton literature that was published before the ap-
pearance of his literary journal Gwalarn (North-westerly) in 1925, had been somewhat 
preposterous.54 However, he was also adamant that Gwalarn would not have been 
created without the absolute conviction that Breton literature had to make a com-
pletely new start. After the Great War Hemon and his fellow Gwalarnistes were intent 
on starting from scratch, believing that through their literature they could elevate the 
Bretons in such a way that – in their view – they would become worthy of that name.55 
However, the Gwalarnistes did not begin their work in a vacuum. In this section the 
Breton literary field of the first quarter of the twentieth century will be examined 
with particular reference to the roots of their linguistic nationalism as well as their 
modernising ambitions.56

According to Yves Le Berre , former Professor of Celtic Studies at the University of 
Brest, one can distinguish four periods of relative growth in the history of Breton 
literature.57 In his analysis, each of those periods coincides with two concomitant 
phenomena: the expansion of the influence of a certain layer in society and the de-
velopment of a new ideology. As regards the nineteenth century, he points to the in-
fluence of the medium landowning peasantry and petty bourgeoisie in combination 
with the Roman Catholic renewal generated by the secular clergy. With respect to the 
twentieth century, he foregrounds the ascendancy of intellectuals and urban middle 
classes which, according to him, was paralleled by increasing individualism.58

An examination of Breton literature in the nineteenth century reveals that a veritable 
‘explosion’ of publications took place: on average two Breton publications a month 
appeared (including re-editions, translations and adaptations), after the ties between 
the Church and the Breton people had been restored in the period following the Rev-

54  Quoted in Hupel 2010, 81.
55  Cf. Denez , Gwendal and Erwan Hupel 2009, 72-3.
56  The main works consulted for this section include: Pêr Denez , ‘Modern Breton Literature’, in: 

Literature in Celtic Countries, edited by J.E. Caerwyn Williams, 1971; Histoire Littéraire et Cul-
turelle de la Bretagne, edited by Balcou and Le Gallo, which contains major contributions by 
Lagrée and Morvannou, 1987; Favereau , Anthologie de la Littérature de Langue Bretonne au XX-
ème Siècle; Deuxième Partie; 1919-1944, 2003; Calvez, ‘ “Il n’est pas de Renaissance Nationale 
sans Renaissance Linguistique”: 1925, La Création de Gwalarn’, in: L’Éveil des Nationalités et les 
Revendications Linguistiques en Europe (1830-1930), edited by Carmen Alén Garabato; Gwendal 
Denez and Erwan Hupel, ‘Gwalarn: An Attempt to Renew Breton Literature’, in: Proceedings of 
the Harvard Celtic Colloquium 29, 2009; and, Des Littératures Périphériques, edited by Blanchard 
and Thomas, 2014.

57  Le Berre  1988, 311: 1. Fourteenth – sixteenth centuries; 2. Seventeenth century; 3. Nineteenth 
century; 4. Twentieth century. 

58  Ibid.
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olution and the Napoleonic era.59 An increasing number of Breton texts could be 
found in journals, magazines and even in newspapers, such as the Courrier du Fin-
istère (1880-1944). They were all relatively short, excepting Emgann Kergidu (The Battle 
of Kerguidu; 1877), the first and only Breton novel published before the Great War. 
The book, written by Lan Inisan  ,60 strings together the events of the 1793 battle of the 
Léon peasants and nobility against the Republicans.61

Considerably more numerous were the so-called ‘feuilles volantes’. Thousands of 
those loose-leafs sheets, printed with Breton songs dealing with topical issues, found 
ready buyers. Less popular with the public at large, but markedly more successful 
in putting Breton literature on the international map was the publication of poetry 
in the nineteenth-century Romantic neo-bardic tradition. The pivotal work, Barzaz 
Breiz (1839), the ballads collected by Théodore Hersart  de la Villemarqué  (1815-1895), 
later gave rise to questions regarding authenticity,62 but at the time of its appearance 
it inspired Bretons, such as François-Marie Luzel  (1821-1895), to more extensive col-
lecting and additional publication of oral poetry, and to a relatively rich flood of new 
Breton poems. 

While August Brizeux  (1803-1858), whose Breton work appeared in the 1840s (and 
whose Breton oeuvre was republished by Roparz Hemon  in 192963) can be regarded 
as the founder of the neo-bardic movement, the heyday of this movement did not 
begin until around 1900 and terminated with the outbreak of the Great War. The poet 
dominating those two decades, François Jaffrennou , known as the bard Taldir -Jaffren-
nou (cf. 4.1), introduced various Welsh elements into Breton culture. He translated 
the Welsh national anthem ‘Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau’ (literally: Ancient Land of My 
Fathers, but mostly referred to as ‘Land of My Fathers’) into Breton in 1898. Taldir’s 
translation (‘Bro Gozh ma Zadoù’) does not have any official status as national an-
them, but it is generally sung and accepted as such.64 Although the contacts between 
the Welsh poets of the Gorsedd Beirdd Ynys Prydain (Gorsedd [literally: Throne] 
of Bards of the Island of Britain, founded in 1792) and the poets of Brittany date 
back to at least 1838 when several Breton poets went to Wales and were received as 
bards, it was Taldir-Jaffrennou who did much both to advance traditional Celtic po-

59  Cf. Le Berre  1988, 308 and 1991, 250, note 12.
60  Official name: Alain Marie Inisan   (1826-1891).
61  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 160.
62  Taking into account the practice of nineteenth-century editors, Donatien Laurent concluded in 

his study Aux Sources du Barzaz Breiz: La Mémoire d’un Peuple (Douarnenez, 1989), based on the 
discovery of La Villemarqué ’s notebooks, that although the original texts had been rearranged 
and revised, La Villemarqué’s Barzaz Breiz could be deemed authentic. Cf. Leerssen  2004.

63  Auguste Brizeux , Telenn Arvor: Furnez Breiz (Edited by Roparz Hemon ) Brest: Gwalarn, 1929.
64  Maugendre 1996, 99-102.
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etry and to create a bond between the Breton bards.65 Together with, among others, 
his former teacher François Vallée , he formed the Gorsedd Barzed Gourenez Breiz 
Izel (Gorsedd of the Bards of the Peninsula of Brittany) in 1900.66 Taldir, whose qual-
ity of verse-making did not improve with time,67 published several periodicals of 
which An Oaled / Le Foyer Breton (The [Breton] Hearth, 1928-1939) promoted bardism 
in particular.68

In 1919, at the inauguration of the monument erected in honour of the Breton bard 
Prosper Proux  (1811-1873) in Guerlesquin when Taldir  made an appeal to reassemble 
the dispersed Breton bards after the Great War,69 a speech was presented by the 
philologist Georges Dottin  (1863-1928), professor at the University of Rennes, who 
had warned against the escapist writing of Breton bards as early as 1906.70 In his 
Guerlesquin speech Dottin re-emphasised the relevance of studying the present-day 
situation as well as the past.71 Ever since his appointment to the first Chair of Celtic 
Studies at the University of Rennes (1903),72 he had encouraged his Celtic Languag-
es students not to neglect the study of the contemporary Breton linguistic and cultur-
al situation.73 Although he advocated the study of local dialects, he supported un-
ambiguously a unified Breton spelling.74 A staunch Republican, Dottin nevertheless 
had the audacity to demand, in 1918, that Breton be taught at primary and secondary 
schools as well as at teacher training colleges. In his opinion, this would in no way 
harm the unity of France.75 The Republican Bretons were divided about this ‘dottin-
isme’. His ideas regarding the introduction of Breton in education found no support 
with the freethinking Republican socialist Yves Le Febvre  (1874-1959), the editor of 
the literary journal La Pensée Bretonne (The Breton Thought, 1913-1925) and many of 
its readers.76 

65  Williams, Rita 1992, 286.
66  Ibid.
67  Cf. e.g. Denez , Pêr 1971, 127.
68  From 1904 until 1914 he published a weekly Ar Bobl (The People) as well as a monthly Ar Vro 

(The Country). Cf. Williams, Rita 1992, 287.
69  Taldir  had written his doctoral thesis on Prosper Proux  (University of Rennes in 1913). It was 

the first thesis submitted in Breton (Prosper Proux, Studiadenn war e Vuhez, e Lizerou, e Varzoniez, 
Carhaix, 1913).

70  Cf. Dottin  1906 quoted in Hupel Forthcoming.
71  Cf. Dottin  1919 quoted in Hupel Forthcoming.
72  Cf. Veillard 2003, 487. Although Dottin  was appointed to the chair, Joseph Loth (1847-1934) had 

been charged to present lectures on Celtic since 1884. Loth continued with this work until 1910, 
when he was appointed professor at the prestigious Parisian Collège de France.

73  Cf. Hupel Forthcoming.
74  Ibid.
75  Cf. Baudru 1997, 84.
76  Ibid., 84-5.
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Another libertarian socialist, Émile  Masson  (1869-1923), was on Dottin ’s side. Mas-
son, who had attended Dottin’s lectures,77 taught English at the Pontivy Lycée. He 
edited the journal Brug / Bruyères (Heather, 1913-1914) and, using Breton, he hoped to 
inspire his students in the Breton heartland with his anti-militarist and internation-
alist ideas.78 In that way, he believed, he would be able to modernise the language 
by infusing it with new concepts.79 Undoubtedly motivated to increase the impact 
of the language, Dottin, who endorsed Masson’s idea to bring the language up to 
date,80 wanted the proponents of Breton to concentrate their efforts to pass on their 
knowledge of their language and culture first of all to the upper classes,81 although 
his numerous social activities convincingly demonstrated his unfailing commitment 
to educate the working classes.82

Iwan  en Diberder ,83 was another Rennes University student of Dottin ’s. He had stud-
ied Breton as well as Cornish and Welsh. While he continued the nineteenth century 
tradition of collecting Breton oral literature, he also sought to renew Breton life and 
letters. In the Annales de Bretagne (Annals of Brittany) he published numerous songs 
and stories from the Morbihan area (1912-1916). In Brittia (1912-1913), the journal he 
edited in collaboration with Meven Mordiern 84 and Yann-Ber Kalloc’h85 and others, 
he announced that their ambition would be ‘to help incite in the cultivated classes of 
Brittany an intellectual movement of the first order, authentically indigenous and to 
make it take shape in the Breton language’.86 In addition, he stated that their aim 
was ‘to contribute to reshaping Brittany into a nation, a Celtic nation.’87 Thus intent 
on creating a national literature, written in Breton and Celtic in character, Iwan en 
Diberder rendered the Old Irish legend ‘Derdriu or the Exile of the Sons of Uisli’ into 
Vannetais Breton. Together with Loeiz Herrieu ,88 the editor of the popular Vannes 
journal Dihunamb (Let Us Awake, 1905-1914 and 1921-1944), he translated the Old 
Irish tale ‘The Voyage of Mael Dúin’.89 

77  Cf. Hupel Forthcoming.
78  Cf. Baudru 1997, 84.
79  Cf. Hupel Forthcoming.
80  Ibid.
81  Loth 1928, 438. Cf. Hupel Forthcoming.
82  Baudru 1997, 85-8.
83  Official name: Yves-Alexandre Le Diberder  (1887-1959).
84  Official name: René Le Roux  (1878-1949).
85  Also known as Bleimor  (literally Seawolf); official name Jean -Pierre Calloc’h (1888-1917).
86  Le Diberder  1912, 2: ‘aider à susciter dans les classes cultivées de Bretagne un mouvement 

intellectuel de premier ordre, authentiquement indigène et à lui faire prendre corps dans la 
langue bretonne.’ 

87  Ibid.: ‘notre but est de contribuer à refaire de la Bretagne une nation, et une nation celtique.’
88  Official name: Louis Henrio  (1879-1953).
89  Cf. Williams, Rita, 1992, 290.
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Yann-Ber Kalloc’h (1888-1917) shared with Iwan  en Diberder  the love for the Vannes 
variety of Breton, a variety often looked down upon by those who employed one 
of the other main Breton dialects (Kerneveg/Cornouaillais, Leoneg/Léonard or 
Tregerieg/Trégorrois; cf. 4.1).90 Kalloc’h, born on the island of Groix, south of the 
Breton coast, had been educated at Breton seminaries but was forced by canon law 
to renounce the priesthood because of a mental illness running in his family. He was 
a devout Roman Catholic, and consequently, when Brittia began to publish attacks 
on prominent Roman Catholic Church leaders, he felt constrained to discontinue 
collaboration with En Diberder .91 However, together with ten other Bretons, he put 
his name under the manifesto ‘Aveit Breih-Vihan / Pour la Bretagne’ (For Brittany).92 
In that manifesto, published in May  1913, the signatories expressed their fear of an 
impending European war. While they intended to be loyal to France, their ambition 
simultaneously was to strengthen Brittany’s identity in such a way that its interests 
would be defended and that its national revival would not be compromised. They 
called on all their fellow intellectuals from Lower as well as Upper Brittany to study 
Breton and use it as their language in order to secure its future.93 

Kalloc’h considered himself a Breton nationalist, striving for a Breton Brittany, cultur-
ally and linguistically, but not politically.94 In his poem ‘Deit, Spered-Santél’ (Come, 
Holy Spirit; 1915), he exhorted his fellow Bretons and fellow Celts to defend their ter-
ritory against the Germans when the War broke out, since – in his opinion – the West 
belonged to them.95 Although he was keen to join the French forces immediately at 
the outset of War, Kalloc’h did not enter the army until January 1915, as the number 
of reservists willing to serve in 1914 had been too high.96 He was killed at the front 
on 10 April 1917. A selection of his poetical works, an important part of which was 
written during the War, was published posthumously under the title Ar en Deulin 
(Kneeling; 1921). It represented poems expressing in a highly personal manner, seem-
ingly without any system or structure, his religious and patriotic feelings. Since Ar 
en Deulin was published with an introduction, a preface and a translation in French 
by the prestigious Parisian publishing house Plon-Nourrit and Company, the publi-
cation can be regarded not only as a collection of poetry by a major Breton poet, but 
also as a symbol of homage to Yann-Ber Kalloc’h and all those Bretons whose creative 
powers were cut short by their untimely deaths.97

90  Cf. Morvannou 1987, 179.
91  Ibid., 185.
92  Supplement to Brittia, 1 May  1913. http://bibliotheque.idbe-bzh.org/data/cle_federaliste/

cle_mi-janvier_2016/cle_pnb/Brittia_9_.pdf. (Consulted 28 July 2017.)
93  Cf. Denez , Gwendal and Erwan Hupel 2009, 74.
94  Ibid., 186.
95  Ibid., 185-6.
96  Ibid., 186.
97  Cf. Morvannou 1987, 179 and Favereau  2007, 132. Breton literature from the trenches is very 
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Vannetais Breton was also the variety employed by the dramatist Job er Baion ,98 yet 
another student who had attended Dottin ’s courses.99 Before the Great War Er Baion ’s 
plays, often religious pieces, met with huge success. A theatre, purposely built in 
Sainte-Anne -d’Auray in 1909 to accommodate his audience, seated 2,500 people.100 
While Er Baion became very successful in Morbihan, Yann-Vari Perrot  ,101 the editor of 
Feiz ha Breiz (Faith and Brittany), the popular journal of the Breton Roman Catholic 
association Bleun-Brug (The Flower of Heather), instigated a much-loved theatre in 
Léon. However, after the Great War, society evolved in such a way that the attention 
given to work of those two dramatists diminished rapidly.102

A playwright, who commenced his work well before the outbreak of the Great War 
but whose plays were not appreciated until well after it had finished, was Tangi Mal-
manche .103 In his symbolist plays, drawing on Breton historical sources and legends, 
he often thematised the conflict between dream and reality in a pioneering, highly 
individualistic and almost idiosyncratic manner. He staged his first play Marvailh an 
Ene Naonek (The Tale of the Hungry Soul), near the family manor house, located not 
far from Plabenneg in Finistère, on All Saints’ Day, 1901. He and the couple who lived 
in the mill near the manor house and who had taught him Breton played the roles in 
front of a presumably very small audience.104 Most of his plays were not published 
until after the Great War and rarely performed. Ar Baganiz (The Pagans [referring 
both to the word for the inhabitants of Bro-Bagan/Pays Pagan in Finistère and to 
heathens]), for example, was played with limited success in 1931,105 and published 
by Roparz Hemon  in Gwalarn in the same year.106

In 1903, in an era when Anatole Le Braz  (1859-1926) and Charles Le Goffic  (1863-
1932) celebrated Brittany in their French literary works and Théodore Botrel  (1868-

rare. Only Yann-Ber Kalloc’h’s poems, war notes written by August Bocher, memoirs recount-
ed by Ambroise Harel and Loeiz Herrieu ’s letters addressed to his wife survived the war. Cf. 
Le Coadic 2010, 136.

98  The official name of Job er Baion , also known as Job Er Glean and Ab Inean, is Joseph-Marie Le 
Bayon  (1876-1935).

99  Cf. Hupel Forthcoming.
100  Cf. http://www.daskor.bzh/fr/litterature-bretonne-le-bayon-joseph. (Consulted 28 July 

2017.)
101  Official name: Jean -Marie Perrot   (1877-1943).
102  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 170-1 and http://www.daskor.bzh/fr/litterature-bretonne-le-bay-

on-joseph. (Consulted 28 July 2017.)
103  Official name: Tanneguy Charles François Malmanche  (1875-1953; but cf. Morvannou 1987, 

188).
104  Morvannou 1987, 190.
105  Ibid., 192.
106  Cf. http://mnesys-viewer.archives-finistere.fr/accounts/mnesys_cg29/datas/medias/col-

lections/bibliotheque/presse/4MI091/FRAD029_4MI_091_1931_09_001_1931_09_128.pdf. 
(Consulted 31 July 2017.)
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1925) was very successful with his French songs idealising Brittany,107 Malmanche  
launched another highly individualistic enterprise: the edition of four issues of his 
one-man Breton journal Spered ar Vro (The Spirit of the Land; August- November 
1903). At a time when culturally distinguished Bretons seemed to give preference to 
French as their means of communication, Malmanche put Breton firmly in the context 
of nationhood and insisted that the cultural elite should commit itself to the preser-
vation of the language.108 Ahead of its time, Malmanche’s journal did not meet with 
much success.109 Just before the Great War, out of a population of a million and a 
half in Lower Brittany the number of Breton speakers peaked at 1.2 million, many of 
whom were monolingual.110 It could therefore be argued that not many of Malman-
che’s fellow Bretons would be inclined to share his concern regarding the linguistic 
situation. With respect to Malmanche’s linguistic nationalism – ‘A nation that wants 
to preserve its character must have its own literature. Therefore the first thing it has 
to do is to preserve its language’111 – and his emphasis on the responsibility of the 
Breton elite, Spered ar Vro can be regarded as the precursor of Gwalarn (1925-1944),112 
the journal published in the decades when the number of Breton speakers in Lower 
Brittany rapidly decreased to half a million.113 

According to Professor Georges Dottin , Meven Mordiern ’s edition of texts in Noten-
noù Diwar-ben ar Gelted Koz (Notes on the Ancient Celts, published in twelve parts, 
1911-1922) translated into Breton and prefaced by Abherve , could be regarded as an 
example of how to deal with the varieties of the Breton language.114 The authors, 
Meven Mordiern (pen name of René Le Roux , 1878-1949) and Abherve (the bardic 
name of François Vallée , 1860-1949), had taken Jean -François Le Gonidec ’s orthogra-
phy and the Léon dialect as their points of departure and incorporated varieties from 
the other Breton dialects into their language, thus creating a more or less standard-
ised Breton. Both men devoted their lives almost entirely to Breton and Celtic studies. 

Vallée , the son of a paper mill owner, became popular among the Breton-speaking 
part of the population, notably in and around the Côtes-du-Nord department (since 
1990: Côtes-d’Armor), as the editor of Kroaz ar Vretoned (The Cross of the Bretons; 

107  In 1903 the English translation The Legend of Death Among the Bretons of Le Braz ’s La Légende de 
la Mort en Basse-Bretagne (1893; 1902) appeared; Le Goffic ’s four-volume series L’Âme Bretonne 
(The Breton Soul) made its debut in 1902 and was completed in 1922 and Botrel ’s Chansons de 
Chez Nous (Home Songs), first edited in 1898, was re-edited and reprinted many times during 
the first two decades of the twentieth century.

108  Cf. Denez , Gwendal and Erwan Hupel 2009, 73.
109  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 31.
110  Cf. Favereau  2007, 129.
111  Quoted in Denez , Gwendal and Erwan Hupel 2009, 73 from Spered ar Vro 1 (1903): 5.
112  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 31.
113  Cf. Favereau  2007, 129.
114  Cf. Dottin  1922, 156, quoted in Hupel Forthcoming.
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1898-1920). This journal had started as a supplement to the Roman Catholic La Croix 
des Côtes-du-Nord (The Cross of Côtes-du-Nord) in order to supply monolingual Bre-
tons with information regarding the diocese of Saint-Brieuc and Tréguier in their own 
language. However, it expanded its subject matter to other domains such as agricul-
ture and Breton history and developed into a much-loved weekly with a circulation 
of around 7,000 copies, read beyond the borders of the diocese.115 As a linguist Vallée 
gained renown as the result of his work as a grammarian, a folklorist collecting sto-
ries and songs on wax discs, and a lexicographer. Referred to as ‘tad ar yez’ (father 
of the language), he published both scholarly and educational works. The extracur-
ricular Breton lessons which he taught at the ‘Collège Saint-Charles’ in Saint-Brieuc, 
requested by, among others, François Jaffrennou , one of its students, can be seen as 
one of the first incidental steps towards Breton education.116 In 1908 Vallée set up the 
Comité d’Entente entre les Écrivains Bretons, a committee aiming to reach agreement 
between Breton writers regarding Breton spelling.117 The resulting unified KLT or-
thography – a spelling representing three of the main Breton dialects of Kernev (Cor-
nouaille), Leon (Léon) and Treger (Trégor), but excluding the representation of the 
dialect of Gwened (Vannes) – provided Breton with a provisional standard spelling. 
The scholarly work in Notennoù Diwar-ben ar Gelted Koz as well as the adventures of 
the Celtic warrior Segebranos  laid down in Sketla Segobrani (Segobranos’s Memoirs, 
1923-1925) comprised major texts, the orthography and vocabulary of which could 
help aspiring writers to find exemplars. 

Fascinated by the history of the Celts, Meven Mordiern , who had been one of the 
authors of Sketla Segobrani together with François Vallée  and the Celtic and Breton 
scholar Émile  Ernault  (1852-1938), collaborated extensively with Vallée. After attend-
ing courses in Paris presented by Celtic philologists such as Henri Gaidoz  and Henri 
d’Arbois  de Jubainville , Mordiern decided to learn Breton, although he had no Breton 
roots. In 1920, he settled in Brittany, in Saint-Halory en Pordic, near Saint-Brieuc, 
Vallée’s place of residence. Eager to mobilise the cultivated classes and intent on pav-
ing the way for a language that could be used in official domains, Mordiern created 
countless neologisms based on Celtic words. Attempting in a decade to fill lexical 
lacunae in domains in which Breton had hardly been employed for centuries, he com-
mitted himself to writing Istor ar Bed (The History of the World, 1929-1939). Reflect-
ing on the fate of languages and comparing those of Central Europe with Breton, 
Mordiern imagined that Breton could have a bright future provided that the Breton 
elite proved willing to use it.118 One of the best tools enabling them to cultivate their 
language, the Grand Dictionnaire Français-Breton (The Great French-Breton Dictionary, 

115  Morvannou 1987, 198-9.
116  Ibid., 197-8.
117  Ibid., 199.
118  Ibid., 203.
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1931), edited by François Vallée in collaboration with Meven Mordiern and Émile Er-
nault, which included many neologisms created by Mordiern, provided a well-nigh 
inexhaustible source for expressing thoughts and ideas. Although several lexical do-
mains had been neglected (e.g. the realm of sentiment and emotion) and many of the 
neologisms did not catch on, Vallée’s and Mordiern’s work had a lasting influence on 
the written form of the language.119 However, it did not bring the hoped-for recogni-
tion by any of the official state authorities.

In the course of the interwar years the campaigning for Breton in education became 
more structured. In 1932 the Breuriez Ar Brezoneg Er Skoliou (B.A.B.E.S., The Frater-
nity in Support of Breton at Schools) was founded to serve the interests of those want-
ing to promote Breton at Roman Catholic schools.120 For secularised State schools 
Yann Sohier  (1901-1935) created Ar Falz (The Sickle) in the following year. Ar Falz, an 
association as well as a monthly bulletin for school teachers, followed the principles 
of USSR educational organisations that respected the native languages of children.121 
In 1934, parallel to initiatives by inhabitants of several communes in Finistère de-
manding Breton education, the association Ar Brezoneg er Skol (A.B.E.S., Breton at 
School) established to serve both State schools and free (Roman Catholic) schools, 
formulated similar claims.122 However, in spite of the growing number of urgent re-
quests sent to the Ministry of Education, it was not until 1951, when the Deixonne  
Law was introduced, that – on condition that the teacher would be willing and able 
– Breton was allowed to be taught in public education establishments for one to three 
hours a week.123

Consequently no symbolic production in the Bourdieuian sense of Breton literature 
can be expected from Breton schools in the pre-Second World War era. As has been 
noted above, the symbolic production of Breton literature on the tertiary education 
level was represented mainly by Georges Dottin ’s influence, but it did not materialise 
in the publication of Breton academic books, journals or articles on Breton literature.

Statistical data on the amount of copies of Breton books sold in the first half of the 
twentieth century are scanty and hard to find. Referring to the interwar situation with 

119  Ibid., 205.
120  Cf. Déniel 1976, 193 and Calvez 2000, 55.
121  Cf. Favereau  1993, 153 and Ozouf 2009, 30-44.
122  Cf. Déniel 1976, 191-2.
123  Ar Mogn and Hicks 2003, 6. Maurice Deixonne  (1904-1987) was the rapporteur of the Parlia-

mentarian Committee of Education that presented the bill of law that eventually led to intro-
duction in 1951 of the ‘Loi Relative à l’Enseignement des Langues et Dialectes Locaux’ (Law 
relating to the teaching of Local Languages and Dialects). During the Second World War the 
Vichy regime had lifted the ban on Breton education in schools. However, after the war the 
Vichy declarations were deemed to be illegal.
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around one million Breton speakers, it has been estimated that the average num-
ber of sales for a book published in Breton was 500 copies.124 Although a list of Bre-
ton language works is not available for the years up to 1932, there is an exhaustive 
bibliography of Breton language publications which appeared from 1932-1942. This 
itemises 158 entries125 and makes it reasonable to assume that the average number 
of Breton language publications did not exceed fifteen per year in the two decades 
preceding that period. More than three-quarters of the 158 publications mentioned in 
the bibliography are under fifty pages in length and many were published in close 
cooperation with the leading periodicals of the time. Gwalarn and Sterenn (Star, 1941-
1943), led by Roparz Hemon , edited 91 (80 and 11 respectively) of the 158 publications 
in the bibliography; and Loeiz Herrieu , the editor of Dihunamb, took care of 11 of the 
158 works mentioned.

The Breton journals advertised (new) Breton publications, thereby assisting in their 
promotion and distribution. Other important support structures for the distribution 
of Breton literature – apart from bookshops and libraries – were gatherings of the 
Gorsedd Digor (the Gorsedd open to the public)126 and the traditional Roman Catho-
lic Breton Pardons, which were accompanied by cultural events. However, the num-
ber of the associations promoting Breton culture, the Cercles Celtiques (Celtic Circles) 
that increased significantly (to approximately 200-300) after the Great War both in 
Brittany and beyond the Breton borders in many big cities, may have contributed to 
the distribution of Breton literature to an even greater extent. 

With respect to the pre-Second World War Breton literary field it can be concluded 
that its material production depended almost entirely on a few individual editors of 
Breton journals; their ambitions, their work and their means. As for the promotion 
and distribution of Breton literature, no structural organisation existed – Coop Breizh 
(Brittany’s Cooperative) founded by Kendalc’h (Preservation and Continuation), the 
federation of Celtic Circles, did not come into being until 1957. The symbolic produc-
tion of Breton literature – essays, literary criticism, debates and discussions – also 
lacked a firm foundation. However, the first signs of its gradual emergence began to 
take shape in the form of a few critical essays in journals such as Spered ar Vro and 
Brittia. These can be seen as precursors to Gwalarn.

124  Denez , Pêr 1971, 131.
125  Berthou    1943. Following Berthou’s list, one can put the average of the number of Breton lan-

guage publications during 1932-1942 (158:11) at 14.36.
126  Although the first assembly of the Breton bards was held in 1900, it was not until 1927 when the 

first of the series of annual interwar festivals accompanying the assemblies of the bards open to 
the public was held. They took place at varying locations around Brittany. Cf. Le Stum 2016.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   252Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   252 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



253

4.3  Louis Nemo ’s Background: the Genesis of his Habitus

When, in 1919, the young Louis Nemo  wandered the streets of Paris during the time 
of his studies at the Lycée Saint-Louis to prepare himself for the entrance examina-
tion of the École Polytechnique, he could not help feeling immensely attracted to the 
posters of the École Nationale des Langues Orientales Vivantes (The National School 
for Living Oriental Languages). He fixed his eyes on the languages one could learn: 
Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, and so on.127 However, as he had specialised in Sciences, 
the doors of this institute would not be open to him.

This section will examine how Louis Nemo , a Brest-born middle-class young man 
from a family whose parents did not speak Breton, became fascinated by Breton to 
such a degree that he decided to dedicate most of his energy and time to furthering its 
cause. The background of his development up to the time when, in 1923, he decided 
to assume the role of writer and selected the pseudonym Roparz Hemon  for himself 
will be explored and briefly outlined.128 

On Sunday 18 November 1900 Louis Paul Nemo was born in Brest into a reasona-
bly well-to-do family, where both parents had state-paid employment. Eugène  Nemo 
(1875-1928129), Louis’s father, worked as a mechanical engineer for the Navy, where 
he would rise to the rank of officer, and his mother, Julie  Foricher   (1872-1948), was 
a girls’ school teacher, who would be promoted to headmistress in 1905.130 Louis 
was Eugène and Julie’s second child, succeeding Marie (1899-1973), his elder sister. 
Between 1902-1906 his sisters Aimée  (1902) and Julie (1904) were born as well as the 
twins Jean  (1906-1971) and Jeanne  (1906). Julie died at the age of three in 1907 and 
Jeanne, only three months old, in the same year. The family lived with Louis’s moth-
er’s parents and two servants at 32 Rue Louis Pasteur,131 in francophone Brest proper, 
not more than half a kilometre away from the very centre of the town and only half 
a mile removed from the Pont National, across the river Penfeld, leading to Recou-
vrance, historically the Breton-speaking quarter of Brest.

127  Hemon  1998, 64.
128  The main works for this section include: Sylvia Morgan , Roparz Hemon  and the Breton Cultural 

Movement in the Twentieth Century: A Thesis, 1979; Tymen, Roparz Hemon, 1900-1978, 1990; Calin , 
Minority Literatures and Modernism: Scots, Breton, and Occitan, 1920-1990, 2000; Calvez, La Radio 
en Langue Bretonne. Roparz Hemon et Pierre-Jakez Hélias: Deux Rêves de la Bretagne, 2000; Hupel, 
Gwalarn: Historie d’un Mouvement Littéraire en Bretagne, 2010.

129  I thank Jean  Nemo   for the years of birth and decease regarding the (grand)parents, brothers 
and sisters of Louis Nemo : forwarded to me by e-mail 12 September 2017.

130  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 9. 
131  Until 1907 the Rue Louis Pasteur used to be known as la Grande Rue. (Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008b, 

6.)

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   253Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   253 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



254

Gabriel Marie Foricher   (1840-1913) and Aimée  Caroline Eugénie Roussel  (1844-1910), 
Louis’s maternal grandparents, hailed from Breton-speaking communities, but used 
French as their language of communication with their children. Since Gabriel Fori cher 
came from Plouguin, a village where Léon Breton was spoken and Aimée originated 
from Lorient, where the Vannes variety of Breton was used, the two grandparents 
sometimes argued about the correctness of the different Breton dialects.132 Accord-
ing to Sylvia Morgan , who interviewed Louis Nemo  in 1977, the grandfather would 
sometimes cry out that someone would have to make one language out of all the old 
Breton patois varieties.133 In the same interview the author mentioned that overhear-
ing the family’s maids – in particular Mari Urien  from Saint-Pol-de-Léon and Janed 
Omnes  from Pleyben – had familiarised him with the language. As his father was 
repeatedly away for long periods of time for his work for the Navy and his mother 
was often busy with the work for her school, the young Louis was frequently entrust-
ed to the care of the maids. Occasionally they would take him with them to join their 
Breton-speaking friends, thus initiating him more and more into their language.134 

In the absence of any official knowledge about Louis’s paternal grandparents, Jean  
Nemo  , a nephew of the author, carried out family research.135 From his enquiries it 
can be arguably demonstrated that Alphonsine Coignet  , born in Brest in 1846, should 
be regarded as Eugène  Nemo’s mother and, consequently, as Louis’s paternal grand-
mother. According to Jean Nemo, Eugène was called after Eugénie Coignet, Alphon-
sine’s sister and Eugène’s godmother. The name Nemo – Latin for ‘nobody’ – was 
suggested by the priest who baptised the child.136 Although abandoned by his par-
ents, the costs of boarding him in a Hennebont guesthouse, run by Eugène’s mother’s 
cousins, as well as those of his education, were paid for by his ‘unknown’ father, who 
had also a legitimate family.137 In spite of his low social status as an unacknowledged 
child, Eugène managed to climb to the rank of ‘officier marinier’ (petty officer) by the 
age of twenty, thus gaining the social respectability to enter into matrimony with Julie  
Foricher   on 4 August 1898. A taboo subject, Eugène Nemo’s illegitimacy must have 
intrigued his children. From official documents it can be ascertained that Eugène kept 
in touch with some of his presumed maternal family,138 but we do not know to what 
extent and at what time he shared information about his ancestors with his children. 
His father’s unacknowledged descent may well have sparked Louis’s fascination 

132  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 52.
133  Ibid., 48 and 52.
134  Ibid., 50-1.
135  Nemo, Jean  2008b.
136  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 6.
137  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 7. When Eugène  Nemo was born his ‘unknown’ father was a ‘lieutenant de 

vaisseau’ (a naval lieutenant); at the beginning of the twentieth century, when he finished his 
career, he served the navy as a vice-admiral.

138  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 5 and 7.
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with artisans, workmen and people living on the fringes of society which, much later, 
he vividly evoked in his novel Nenn Jani (Nan Jani; 1974), set in pre-Great War Brest.139 

Another aspect which aroused the Nemo children’s curiosity was their father’s life 
away from home. His voyages to remote places and the exotic souvenirs with which 
he surprised his family excited them enormously.140 His father’s life at sea may partly 
explain the subject matter of Hemon ’s best-known novel Mari Vorgan (The Mermaid), 
written in 1947-1948, and first published in 1962, dealing with the adventures and 
otherworldly experiences of an eighteenth-century ship’s doctor.141

At school the young Louis appeared to have been a very quiet boy, reserved to such 
a degree that he later described himself as ‘un tamm koad’ (a piece of wood), not 
participating in school life and speaking only when asked.142 He did not enjoy school 
much, demonstrating only a love for drawing. According to his younger sister Aimée  
(1902-2000), who used to be his playmate, Louis managed to combine creativity with 
perseverance, drawing, painting and gluing a whole city out of paper at an early age.143

Timid, reticent and even taciturn, he did not have many friends, but as an exempla-
ry pupil – an intelligent, studious and methodical worker – he was awarded many 
school prizes at the Brest Lycée.144 He cherished the books he won and kept them 
under lock and key together with his other books.

During his time at the Lycée he discovered his aptitude for languages when the teach-
er of English immersed his pupils in English without using French. When they were 
reading crime fiction in class, he realised that, together with another pupil whose 
mother was English, he was the only one who really understood the contents of the 
book.145 He also became conscious of his affinity with Breton during his adolescence 
when, at the early age of thirteen or fourteen, he began to take a special interest in the 
language.146 His desire to learn Breton may have been triggered by the death of his 
maternal grandfather one year before the outbreak of the Great War.147 According to 
Louis’s sister a period of joy in their childhood had come to an end when their grand-
dad died.148 With his songs, stories and family tales, both in Breton and in French, 

139  Hemon  1998, 34. Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 49.
140  Nemo, Aimée  1990, 23.
141  Cf. Calin  2000, 150.
142  Hemon  1998, 15.
143  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 53.
144  Nemo, Aimée  1990, 25-6.
145  Hemon  1998, 17.
146  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 10, note 23.
147  Nemo, Aimée  1990, 26.
148  Ibid.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   255Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   255 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



256

Gabriel-Marie Foricher  , who used to be affectionately called ‘Bielig ’ (short for Gabriel 
in hypocoristic manner),149 had brought not only mirth to the Nemo family; he had 
given the children a sense of their roots. As a son of a Plouguin tailor family who had 
become a cannoneer, he told them stories of war.150 He also spoke of his boyhood, 
when children were punished when they spoke Breton at school. In Bielig’s school a 
pupil who had been overheard speaking Breton used to be given the Symbole, a clog 
or a slate which had to be worn around the neck.151 However, it was supposed to be 
passed on to anyone else caught speaking Breton. At the end of the day, the person in 
possession of the Symbole would be mocked or punished. The stories and songs thus 
passed on to him doubtlessly made the young Louis more aware of Breton, Brittany’s 
past and the family history.

The Catholic Nemo family occasionally attended the Breton ‘Pardons’, the festive 
penitential ceremonies and parades held in places of pilgrimage, such as Le Folgoët 
and Locronan. According to his sister, Louis took great delight in hearing the Breton 
chants and sermons and he tried to repeat them although he probably did not under-
stand them.152

In one of the books awarded to Louis at the Lycée, Les Poètes du Terroir (Poets of the 
Region),153 Louis found some Breton poems and in a book of Breton history by Alain 
Raison  du Cleuziou  bought for his sister,154 some passages were in Breton, which 
he read to the maids to have their meaning revealed.155 When he was about fifteen, 
he subscribed to Kroaz ar Vretoned (Cross of the Bretons, 1898-1920), a weekly, edited 
by the much respected Breton linguist François Vallée  (1860-1949).156 In addition, he 
bought Vallée’s manual consisting of forty lessons to teach oneself Breton.157 He used 
it to discover and recover Breton, a language strange and familiar to him at one and 
the same time.

The family holidays were spent along the Breton coast in places such as Le Conquet, 
Morgat and Camaret, where – according to his sister – Louis took long solitary walks, 

149  Ibid., 24. Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008b, 13.
150  Hemon  1998, 39-43.
151  Nemo, Aimée  1990, 24.
152  Ibid., 25.
153  Les Poètes du Terroir, edited by Adolphe van Bever, Part I: Alsace, Anjou, Auvergne, Béarn, Berry , 

Bourbonnais, Bourgogne, Bretagne, Champagne. Paris: Delagrave, 1909.
154  Alain Raison  du Cleuziou , Bretagne de l’Origine à la Réunion: Son histoire, ses Coutumes, ses 

Moeurs. Saint-Brieuc: Prud’homme, 1909; (2nd ed. 1914).
155  Morgan, Sylvia 1979, 55-6.
156  Ibid., 56.
157  François Vallée , La Langue Bretonne en Quarante Leçons: Petite Méthode Élémentaire Pratique, Com-

prenant Règles, Exercices, Vocabulaire. Saint-Brieuc: Saint-Guillaume, 1909.
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enjoyed his talks with the local fishermen and chanced to meet the symbolist poet 
Saint-Pol-Roux 158 several times.159

After having passed his ‘Bac D’, the Lycée’s examinations in sciences and modern 
languages, Louis was supposed to follow in his father’s footsteps. The most obvious 
choice of academic education, the Brest École Navale, had to be dropped due to Louis’s 
failing eyesight.160 The alternative, the prestigious Parisian École Polytechnique, re-
quired students to pass an entrance exam before being admitted. On the advice of his 
Brest teachers, Louis went to the Lycée Saint-Louis in Paris to prepare himself for the 
examinations for admittance.161 However, homesick and unhappy with his prospects, 
he explained to his parents that he preferred the study of languages.162 Although this 
complete change of direction led to heated discussions and even Louis’s disappear-
ance for several days,163 his parents eventually complied with his wishes. In order to 
be admitted successfully to the study of English at the Sorbonne, they arranged for 
him to go to the United Kingdom to improve his proficiency in the language.

Before Louis went to the Lycée Saint-Louis, he had copied his most beloved ‘gwerzioù’
 – ballad-like songs – from the Barzaz Breiz (1839) in order to take them with him to 
Paris. He valued Théodore Hersart  de la Villemarqué ’s collection of Breton poetry 
‘as a poetic statement of Brittany’s nationality’.164 On his way to Wales, where he was 
supposed to practise his English, he carried with him the anthology of Breton poetry 
edited by Camille Le Mercier  d’Erm.165 

In the spring of 1919 Louis travelled to his first address in the United Kingdom, Buck-
ley, in the English-speaking part of north-east Wales, where he stayed with Father 
Pochard . Jean  Jacques Marie Pochard, an acquaintance of one of his mother’s friends 
who hailed from Brest, took in lodgers who wanted to learn English.166 Together with 
Émile , Father Pochard’s nephew who also stayed at the Presbytery, Louis roamed 
Buckley and its surroundings. He helped Father Pochard and read a lot, Pochard’s 
Spanish books included. During the Great War he had taught himself Spanish with-
out the help of a teacher167 and this flair for languages manifested itself even more 

158  Official name: Paul-Pierre Roux  (1861-1940).
159  Nemo, Aimée  1990, 27-8.
160  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 10.
161  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 57 and Nemo, Aimée  1990, 28.
162  Ibid.
163  Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008b, 11-2 and Hupel 2010, 79, note 283.
164  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 13.
165  Les Bardes et Poètes Nationaux de la Bretagne Armoricaine: Anthologie Contemporaine des XIXme-

XXme Siècles, Rennes: Plihon & Hommay etc., 1918. Cf. Hupel 2010, 69.
166  Hemon  1998, 64.
167  Ibid., 80.
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clearly in Buckley in his zeal to learn Welsh. Father Pochard introduced him to a 
Welsh-speaking Anglican priest, who lent him Thomas Rowland ’s A Grammar of the 
Welsh Language (first published in 1853). In addition, Louis availed himself of the 
opportunity to visit one of the best known Welsh publishing houses, Hughes  a’i Fab 
(Hughes & Son, founded 1820), in Wrexham, where he bought two Welsh handbooks, 
which he studied eagerly during his stay in Buckley.168 In the nights he continued to 
read his best-loved Breton author Klaoda ar Prat ,169 whose Nozvezioù an Arvor (Coast-
al Night Works, 1909) was his most favourite book.170

In the autumn of 1919 Louis enrolled as a student at Leeds University, where he 
stayed ten months in the YMCA hostel.171 He chose three subjects for his studies: 
English literature, English language and history.172 His professor of English literature 
opened his eyes to an unknown world enabling him to discover that French books 
were not the only ones at the centre of the cultural world. While his English professor 
introduced him to Old English as well as to English grammar and phonology, Arthur   
Grant   (1862-1948), his professor of history, who had written a study on French mon-
archy, and he were able to exchange thoughts on French history.173 

To the Leeds languages students’ society he gave a presentation in which he com-
pared the Breton linguistic situation to that of the Welsh. However, as there were 
not many students interested in non-state languages issues, it met with very limited 
success.174

During his stay in the United Kingdom he received Vallée ’s Kroaz ar Vretoned on a 
weekly basis, thus keeping him abreast with developments in Brittany. In addition to 
studying English, he increased his knowledge of the Celtic languages by reading the 
Revue Celtique and absorbing the contents of John Strachan ’s An Introduction to Early 
Welsh (1909). Delighted by his discovery of Henry Jenner ’s A Handbook of the Cornish 
Language (1904) in one of the Leeds libraries, he diligently copied the complete man-
ual.175

168  Ibid., 93.
169  Official name: Claude Le Prat  (1875-1926).
170  Hemon  1998, 54 and 78.
171  Ibid., 96.
172  Ibid., 100.
173  Ibid., 102.
174  Ibid., 105.
175  Ibid., 103.
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As a town boy who loved history,176 Louis spent one of the happiest days of his life 
in medieval York during the spring of 1920.177 Returning to France the following 
summer, he completed his military service from October 1920 until 1922, starting his 
duties in Vannes, where he met Jakez Kerrien  .178 Kerrien put him in touch with major 
figures in the Breton cultural world, such as François Vallée  and Meven Mordiern . 
Together with Jakez Riou   and Youenn Drezen , Jakez Kerrien had studied theology 
at the seminary of the Picpus Missionaries in Spain. These missionaries, who were 
much loved in Brittany, had been forced to close their school in France after the in-
troduction of the Law of Associations (cf. 4.1), and had founded a new school in the 
Spanish Basque Country.179 Two of these three theology students, Riou and Drezen, 
would later become major contributors to Gwalarn, the epoch-making literary journal 
Louis would direct under his pen name Roparz Hemon  (cf. 4.6.1).

During his military service, which partly coincided with the French Occupation of 
the Ruhr Valley (1923-1925), Louis was also stationed in Koblenz where, among other 
things, he had to work as an interpreter for the American forces.180 There, he became 
increasingly acquainted with both German and English modern poetry and their met-
rical forms.181 His poetic studies led him to experiment with Breton poetry. Instead 
of copying the French verse forms into Breton, he composed English style poems in 
Breton (cf. 4.5). One of the first poems which he thus created and which pleased him 
greatly was ‘Barzoneg evit Kreiz ar Bloaz’ (Poem for the Heart of the Year).182

When, in 1922, he went to the Sorbonne in Paris to study English, Louis continued his 
study of Welsh183 and also took courses in Breton.184 Solitary rather than socialising, 
he nevertheless sought the company of fellow students speaking or aspiring to learn 
Breton, some of whom were members of the Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz (Youth Un-
ion of Brittany; cf. 4.4), thus profiling himself increasingly as a Breton. Yet he hardly 
mentioned this aspect of his life to his family, perhaps assuming that he would have 
good cause to believe that they would not approve of his Breton pursuits after his 
switch from the study of sciences to the study of English. Against this background it 

176  Ibid., 91-2.
177  Ibid., 108.
178  Official name: Jacques Kerrien   (1900-1992). Cf. Morvannou 1987, 219.
179  The missionaries of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary were better 

known as the Picpus Missionaries after their first residence on the Rue de Picpus in Paris. They 
left France after the introduction of the Law of Associations (1901). Cf. Morvannou 1987, 216-
32. The official names of Youenn Drezen  and Jakez Riou   are Yves Le Drézen  (1899-1972) and 
Jacques Riou (1899-1937) respectively.

180  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 58.
181  Cf. Hemon  2005, 125. 
182  It was later published in Gwalarn, 4 (Winter 1925), 37-8. Cf. Hemon , 2005, 126-7.
183  Favereau  2003, 266.
184  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 61.
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is quite understandable that Louis Nemo  chose a pen name when he began to publish 
in Breton, although the use of pen names in Breton literature was far from uncom-
mon.185 As a learner of Breton, he may also have chosen to sign his contributions with 
a pseudonym due to his initial lack of confidence regarding his use of the language. 
He published his debut, the short story ‘An Diouganer ’ (The Prophet), in the 1923 
January/February issue of Breiz Atao (Nos. 49-50) under the pen name Roparz Loeiz 
Hemon . Actually, he had sent his first work to Feiz ha Breiz (Faith and Brittany), the 
popular journal of the Breton Roman Catholic association Bleun-Brug (The Flower of 
Heather) with a circulation of approximately 10,000 copies.186 However, as the editor, 
Yann-Vari Perrot  , did not publish it despite his promises, he began to write for Breiz 
Atao187 which had a very restricted circulation. It started with approximately fifty 
subscribers in 1919 and by 1924 that number had increased to slightly more than a 
hundred.188 He later shortened his pseudonym to Roparz Hemon, because of the re-
semblance of Roparz Loeiz Hemon to the name of the Brest-born writer Louis Hemon  
(1880-1913) who later went to Canada.189 The choice of ‘Hemon’ as his pseudonym 
may have been prompted by the fact that the name is not uncommon in Brittany and 
because it contains the letters of his surname, while ‘Roparz’190 – the Breton equiva-
lent of Rupert – may have been chosen because of Louis Nemo’s admiration for the 
English poet Rupert Brooke  (1887-1915).191

Henceforward he lived a double life. As Louis Nemo , he finished his study of Eng-
lish. In 1924, after having failed the first time, he managed to take his degree in Eng-
lish and he returned to Brest to become a teacher of English at the Brest Lycée un-
til the outbreak of the Second World War.192 As Roparz Hemon , he embarked on 
an ambitious scheme to modernise and internationalise Breton literature. Initially 
the one remained secretive about the other, to such an extent that not many people 
knew that Louis Nemo was hidden behind Roparz Hemon and vice versa.193 In his 
French-speaking Republican Breton family and at the Brest Lycée it would have been 
hardly appropriate to mention activities for the Breton language. On the other hand, 
it would not have been opportune to bring up the non-Breton-speaking milieu of 
one’s work or family in the context of one’s ambitions for Brittany. However, it had 
been exactly this dichotomy which had kindled young Louis’s spirit. On the one hand 
the French, including the Gallicised Bretons, failed to recognise the life and culture 

185  Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008b, 9, note 21.
186  Lagrée 1987, 159.
187  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 62.
188  Cf. Déniel 60 and 68.
189  Ibid., note 58.
190  Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008b, 9 note 21.
191  Favereau  2003, 266.
192  Ibid.
193  Nemo, Jean  2008b, 11.
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peculiar to the Bretons. On the other hand the Bretons, proved to be disappointing 
in producing embarrassingly inadequate responses to this attitude. This predicament 
motivated Hemon to pick up the gauntlet and would continue to define his combat-
ive stance throughout his life.
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4.4  Roparz Hemon ’s ‘Combative’ Entrance in Breton Literature

Before Roparz Hemon  and Olivier Mordrel 194 published their epoch-making state-
ments in the ‘Premier et Dernier Manifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ (The First 
and Last Manifesto of Gwalarn in the French Language) in February 1925,195 Hemon 
had already expressed some of his literary-political ideas in Breiz Atao (Brittany For-
ever), the journal founded by the Groupe Régionaliste Breton, during the two years 
prior to the publication of the ‘Manifeste’. Following a closer look at the Groupe Ré-
gionaliste Breton, this section explores Hemon’s expository articles published in Breiz 
Atao up to February 1925196 in order to establish Hemon’s strategies and ideas when 
he first entered the Breton scene.

The Groupe Régionaliste Breton – founded in 1918 by the three young men Job de 
Roincé  (born in 1896),197 Henri Prado  (born in 1898) and Morvan  Marchal  (born in 
1900)198 – first moderately supported and promoted the preservation of the Breton 
language, Brittany’s costumes and traditions and a stronger unification of Upper and 
Lower Brittany as well as the development of the bonds of friendship between the 
Celtic nations.199 However, the Groupe soon radicalised. It shifted from a regionalist 
to a nationalist policy and in 1920 it changed its name to Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz 
(Youth Union of Brittany).200 In contrast with other Breton nationalist organisations, 
the young Bretons of the Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz dissociated their Union in such a 
way from Roman Catholicism that they proclaimed that it would be neutral in mat-
ters of religion.201 The young ‘autonomistes’, as they called themselves,202 aimed at 
creating an elite that could lead and inspire the disinterested mass of the Breton pop-
ulation and guide them towards Brittany’s independence.203

194  Official name: Olivier Mordrelle (1901-1985).
195  This Manifesto, published in Breiz Atao, No. 74 (February 1925), 524, preceded the publication 

of the first issue of Gwalarn; the latter first appeared in March 1925, as a supplement accompa-
nying Breiz Atao, No. 75. (Cf. Calvez 2005, 51 and Carney 2015, 83, note 209.)

196  The nine articles that were first collected by Hemon  in 1931 (in: Hemon 1931) and later, in 2005, 
introduced and translated by Michel Treguer (Hemon 2005): 1. ‘Tagore  ha Diskar ar C’huz-he-
ol’ (‘Tagore et le Déclin de l’Occident’), Breiz Atao, 52-3 (April-May , 1923); 2. ‘Breiz hag ar Bed’ 
(‘La Bretagne et le Monde’) Breiz Atao, 56 (August 1923); 3. ‘Gandhi ’, Breiz Atao, 61-2 (Janu-
ary-February 1924); 4. ‘Lennegez’ (Littérature), Breiz Atao, 63 (March 1924); 5. ‘Kornog’ (‘Occi-
dent’), Breiz Atao, 65 (May 1924); 6. ‘Ar Vroadelez hag ar Stad’ (‘La Nationalité et l’État’), Breiz 
Atao, 68 (August 1924); 7. ‘Barzoniez’ (‘Poésie’), Breiz Atao, 69 (September 1924); 8. ‘Hent ar 
Skrivagner’ (‘Le Chemin de l’Écrivain’), Breiz Atao, 70 (October 1924); and 9. ‘Anaoudegez ar 
Werin’ (‘Connaissance du Peuple’), Breiz Atao, 73 (January 1925). 

197  Official name: Joseph Boreau  de Roincé  (1896-1981).
198  Official name: Maurice Marchal  (1900-1963).
199  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 40.
200  Ibid., 41.
201  Déniel 1976, 67.
202  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 41.
203  Ibid., 43.
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Although Louis Nemo  never officially joined the Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz,204 he 
came into close contact with some of its members when he joined the Kelc’h Keltiek 
(Celtic Circle) during his studies in Paris (1922-1924).205 Among those members were 
some, such as Yann Bricler 206 and Olier Mordrel ,207 who would become prominent 
Breton nationalist party leaders. To a certain extent Paris can be seen as the birthplace 
of the Breton re-awakening after the Great War as much of the intellectual discus-
sion that inspired and radicalised the Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz took place within 
the Kelc’h Keltiek. One of the recurring topics was the necessity to break away from 
regionalism, not only in matters of politics, but also in literature. Eventually this dis-
course led to the separate edition of the literary magazine Gwalarn (North-westerly), 
first, in 1925, as a supplement to Breiz Atao, but later – since the publication of its 
seventh issue in 1926 – as an independent literary journal. 

In 1923 Roparz Hemon  started publishing in Breiz Atao, the organ of the Unvaniez 
Yaouankiz Vreiz (cf. 4.3). As well as creating propaganda for its autonomist goals, the 
magazine aimed to instruct its readers and provide them with an intellectual basis for 
their federal and autonomist aspirations. However, with its focus on Breton history 
and Breton language and literature, it offered little information with regard to social 
and economic questions.208 
Most of the young members of Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz hardly knew their pre-
Great War Breton Movement predecessors, yet they felt much strengthened by the 
support of one of them, the linguist François Vallée  (1860-1949), who profiled himself 
more or less as the spiritual father of the new post-Great War, more radical Breton 
movement.209 The nationalist – as opposed to the regionalist – ideas of the Unvaniez 
Yaouankiz Vreiz were catalysed by the events in Ireland leading to Ireland’s inde-
pendence. The young President of the Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz, Frañsez Debeau-
vais  210 – later one of the leaders of the Parti Autonomiste Breton (1927-1931) – stuck 
up posters in Rennes to promote the cause of a free Ireland, and the idea of the Irish 
Sinn Fein (We Ourselves) was echoed in 1924 on the cover of the fifth issue of Breiz 
Atao, telling the Bretons that, if they were waiting for King Arthur   to save them, they 
could wait a long time, since peoples are never saved unless by themselves.211

In this ambitious nationalist milieu Roparz Hemon  presented his first contributions 
regarding Breton language, literature and politics. The ideas reflected in his essays 

204  Ibid., 62.
205  Cf. Laurent 1990, 167-8.
206  Official name: Jean  Brichler  (1901-1943).
207  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 60.
208  Ibid., 69.
209  Hupel 2010, 60.
210  Official name: François Debeauvais   (1902-1944).
211  Hupel 2010, 61.
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and reviews presented in Breiz Atao in 1923 and 1924 can be characterised as a prelude 
to the manifesto, which he and Olivier Mordrel  – who had rooms in the same hotel as 
Louis Nemo  when they studied in Paris212 – published in February 1925. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs Hemon’s poetic and political convictions as well as the strategies 
which he adopted in his contributions to Breiz Atao will be examined, since they came 
to define his position as a writer for the rest of his life.213

In ‘Tagore  ha Diskar ar C’huz-heol’ (Tagore and the Decline of the West), his 1923 
review of Nationalism, a study by the literature Nobel Prize laureate Rabindranath 
Tagore published during the Great War, Hemon  concurred with Tagore in his assess-
ment of imperialism and centralism and identified France as one of the ‘Fals-vroadoù’ 
(false states) which fed on others. Hemon concluded his review by remarking that 
Tagore’s analysis of the dichotomy created by Western imperialism – ‘false states’ 
versus ‘true peoples/nations’ – had validity for Bretons and that the then current 
renaissance of the Celtic peoples could be regarded as part of the revolt against the 
imperial West.214 

Almost one and a half years later, in August 1924, Hemon  returned to the subject of 
the principles on which states are founded in ‘Ar Vroadelez hag ar Stad’ (Nationality 
and State).215 He ended this article by concluding that, while in the past faith may 
have been the decisive factor for states to commence war, the idea that a country goes 
to war to protect its ‘nationality’ is often a false pretence as states almost invariably 
comprise more than one nation. According to Hemon, power and riches, rather than 
nationality and patriotism, are mostly the real reasons to incite war. He admitted that 
in the case of Ulster it had become evident that faith could still play an important 
role, but he refused to be beguiled by the idea of ‘state-nationalities’. He observed 
that, although some might consider the ideal to dedicate one’s life to the defence of a 
language as mediocre – as some of his fellow Bretons did – it would be better to scorn 
the majority of the beliefs of one’s time than to conform to them.216 

In his essay ‘Kornog’ (The West, 1924),217 in which he described his perspective on 
the history of Western Europe, Hemon  provided the Bretons with a sense of purpose 
and formulated what he considered his mission and that of his fellow countrymen. In 
the first part of the essay he extolled the High Middle Ages, during which the peoples 
of Europe exchanged ideas and created art inspired by the same Christian faith. The 

212  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 60 and Carney 2015, 82.
213  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 88-90, 100. 
214  Hemon  2005, 20.
215  Ibid., 44-51.
216  Ibid., 50-1.
217  Ibid., 38-43.
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Renaissance changed all that. During that period the great states were created. The 
civilisation that had been common to all, and in which everyone had been able to par-
ticipate, was reduced to cultures specific to a few dominant Western powers, Spain, 
England and France. The soul of the West that had inspired all was turned into the 
spirit of a few hegemonic peoples who sought to impose their ideas on others. Since 
the Renaissance the sap of the tree that had fed all branches, was redirected and nour-
ished only some of its big branches, causing others to wither. After suffering this fate 
for more than three centuries, most of the small nations only knew to rekindle a few 
flames that could be found among the ashes of the past by having their bards repro-
duce the examples of the past, ignoring the winds of modernity. The rediscovery of 
the cultures of the small nations by Romanticists gave a false tonality and colouring 
to the publications that interpreted or re-edited the cultural heritage of those small 
nations. Even after the disaster of the Great War that almost killed the soul of Western 
Europe the great powers continued to demonstrate their voracious habits; having 
been masters, they did not seek to change that role. However, notably among the 
young people of small nations, the desire to save their cultures had become manifest 
ever since the end of the nineteenth century. Hemon put this desire in context. The 
small nations have a mission, he declared. With their enthusiasm they should help 
renew the soul of Western Europe. Their efforts are worth more than buttressing the 
walls of a mausoleum, he argued. In order to renew the soul of the West, the work of 
the Bretons should not merely lead to their own liberation and that of other Celts or 
similar small nations, but should also help big states that are at the end of their tether. 
That renewed soul, Hemon concluded, might provide the foundation for a new uni-
ty of the West, an inclusive spiritual unity in a patchwork of European nations and 
states.

First of all, Hemon  argued, the Breton spirit should be liberated from the shackles of 
French hegemony. In his article on Gandhi , he contended that Gandhi demonstrated 
that people should agree to follow the principles of Non-Violence and Autonomy in 
order to find the road to spiritual freedom.218 However, prior to embarking on that 
course, the people’s house should be put in order since, only on the condition of peace 
in their own house, could people hope to resist their oppressors effectively. Non-vio-
lent resistance might encompass the refusal to go to schools, courts and factories led 
by hegemonic powers. On the other hand, there would be the creation of autonomous 
schools, courts and workshops, governed by principles agreed upon by all those who 
wanted to be free from the yoke of the oppressor. Hemon emphasised that Gandhi’s 
approach to autonomy differed considerably from the way it was usually interpreted 
by the Bretons. Whereas Bretons would explain autonomy as a form of self-govern-
ment and an independent Parliament, Gandhi applied the concept first and foremost 

218  Ibid., 27-33.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   265Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   265 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



266

to the soul. Before foreign elements could be discarded from a country, they first 
had to be discarded from one’s soul. It would not suffice to introduce new laws to 
restore a people or a nation: it concerned the reform of one’s whole life. Consequently, 
Hemon argued, it was neither a military man nor a politician who would be needed 
to save a country or a nation, but a thinker and a man of action like Gandhi. Because 
of the emphasis on personal reform and the importance of exemplary men like Gan-
dhi as well as his scepticism regarding politicians, Hemon’s article ‘Gandhi’ (1924) 
can be seen as an explanatory essay justifying his reluctance to get directly involved 
in party politics and demonstrating his conviction that leading thinkers and men of 
action were needed to pave the way for autonomy.

To equip themselves for autonomous thinking Bretons needed to look beyond Bre-
ton and French borders. In his article ‘Breiz hag ar Bed’ (Brittany and the World, 
1923),219 Hemon  compared Brittany with a plant scorched by the sun and drowned 
by the rain. Without being aware of it Bretons had absorbed too much influence from 
France. They were like children who could only re-tell what their master told them. 
To expand their thinking and liberate themselves from the yoke of the French spirit, 
Bretons needed to study their own traditions, language and history as well as the 
culture of their fellow Celts living overseas, but most of all, Hemon argued, they had 
to look further afield. They should consider the works of writers, artists and philo-
sophers from big countries like England, the United States and Germany, but they 
should also study the language and culture of small countries that fought for their 
autonomy, and apply the lessons learned from those countries to Brittany. In ‘Breiz 
hag ar Bed’ Hemon urged his Breiz Atao-readers to make their choice without delay: 
either to stick with the status quo of Brittany as a region, or to make it a country, free 
among other countries, going its way as it sees fit, seeking its path to find goodness 
and truth. Distancing himself from previous generations who, due to ignorance and 
indifference, brought about the lamentable state Brittany was in, he observed that 
Bretons could only liberate their spirit by getting to know the entire world. He there-
fore exhorted his fellow countrymen to bring to Brittany from beyond the Breton and 
French borders, arts, sciences and wisdom, and to destroy the wall with only small 
openings which France had built around them, in order to be able finally to see more 
than the French wanted Bretons to see.

In ‘Anaoudegez ar Werin’ (Knowledge of the People, 1925),220 Hemon  distanced him-
self from those who – according to him – created a false image of Brittany by describ-
ing it from the outside as a quaint region with divergent customs and traditions. He 
contended that even esteemed writers, such as Anatole Le Braz  (1859-1926), known 

219  Ibid., 21-6.
220  Ibid., 62-6.
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for his Légende de la Mort chez les Bretons Armoricains (1893),221 approached Brittany 
from the wrong angle, presenting the Breton ways of life as ‘customs’ and Breton 
beliefs as ‘superstitions’. Brain-washed by French education, Bretons studied Breton 
folklore with the wrong attitude. Hemon argued that Breton folklore research had 
to be redone without any French bias. To get to the soul of the Breton people more 
would be needed than to please French bourgeois readers by evoking a nostalgic 
cliché picture of Breton life. Only those who managed to rid themselves of their Fran-
co-Breton spirit, would be able to acquaint themselves with the reality of the Breton 
people. An intimate knowledge of the Bretons was required before a true image of 
their life could be reproduced. By getting to know the people, Hemon hoped to find 
the source of Breton art, Breton thought and Breton life. Hemon therefore advised 
aspiring Breton writers to write in Breton rather than French as they would be less 
tempted to misrepresent events and adjust their texts to satisfy the French.

In the three essays ‘Lennegez’ (Literature), ‘Barzoniez’ (Poetry) and ‘Hent ar Skriva-
gner’ (The Writer’s Path), published in Breiz Atao before the ‘Manifeste’ (February 
1925), Hemon  had already provided clear pointers as to how, according to him, 
Breton literature should be written and how its past products should be assessed. 
Aiming at a more fully-fledged Breton literature, worthy of international respect, he 
employed distancing, connecting, unifying and mobilising strategies in these essays.

In ‘Lennegez’ (Literature, 1924)222 Hemon  began by dissociating himself from the 
Breton literature produced during the preceding century. In his view, the big mistake 
made by all those who wrote Breton was that they all intended to write for the people, 
thus creating a popular or semi-popular literature. The poems and stories produced 
in this way were often inspired by French writings or Breton legends and were ex-
pressed in a Breton idiom that appeared to be a strange mix of patois and literary 
language, suffused with a French spirit. Intending to write for the uneducated as well 
as the cultivated people, those writers failed in both respects. In Hemon’s view, their 
work did not please the masses, nor did it cater for the needs of the elite.

In ‘Lennegez’ Hemon  argued that more substantial works should be made available 
to the educated classes. It was his opinion that people who took the trouble to learn 
Breton would be bound to lose interest in Breton if nothing worthwhile appeared. 
However, in their turn young Breton intellectuals should commit themselves not only 
to reading Breton, but also to writing it: producing a dozen lines in Breton could 
prove more helpful than a long text in French. Referring his compatriots to the writ-

221  The English title of the abridged translation of this book, made by Derek Bryce, is The Celtic 
Legend of the Beyond (Lampeter: Llanerch, 1986).

222  Hemon  2005, 34-7.
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ings of Meven Mordiern ,223 Abherve 224 and Erwan Berthou   225 as examples to be fol-
lowed, Hemon mobilised young intellectuals to help build a new Breton literature. By 
addressing young Bretons to embark on this scheme, he employed language as a po-
litically unifying strategy,226 and by telling them what to do, he profiled himself more 
or less as their leader. He exhorted his fellow Bretons to be courageous, to remain true 
to themselves and to commit themselves to sincere Breton writing, without expecting 
financial reward or appreciation from their readers. At the same time, he distanced 
himself from Gallicised sentimental Breton literature and appealed to his compatriots 
to give Brittany a literature that spoke to the hearts and minds of Brittany’s finest 
children, thus pleading for superior literature, uncorrupted by French influences. 

In ‘Barzoniez’ (Poetry, 1924)227 Hemon  reiterated the importance of sincerity. Poets 
should not be afraid or ashamed to divulge their innermost feelings if the form they 
use to express themselves suits their theme, nor should they be impeded by absurdly 
formal rules. According to Hemon, the works written by Bleimor 228 and Tangi Mal-
manche 229 were the Breton examples to be followed.

In Hemon ’s view, the universal use of Jean  de La Fontaine ’s fables in French edu-
cational works had proved to be disastrous to the concept of poetry in France. La 
Fontaine ’s work had led poets astray. In Brittany his influence had resulted in mere 
didacticism, rather than poetry written from the heart. Dissociating himself from the 
wooden style employed by many French poets who had influenced Breton bards, 
Hemon advised writers of Breton poetry to explore vaster fields and to rediscover old 
Breton poetry with its internal rhymes. Warning his fellow poets not be prejudiced in 
favour of French poetry, he recommended that they experiment with old, exclusively 
Breton forms of poetry as well as with any other form congenial to the spirit of the 
Breton language.

In ‘Hent ar Skrivagner’ (The Writer’s Path, 1924),230 Hemon  adopted a connecting 
strategy – linking Breton literature to non-French literature – by pointing out to (po-
tential) Breton writers where they should go to look for inspiration. Brittany itself 
does not have enough to offer, he observed, and he distanced himself from the weak 

223  Pen name of René Le Roux  (1878-1949). Cf. Hemon  2005, 146, note 13 and 4.2.
224  Pen name of Adolphe-François Vallée  (1860-1949). Cf. Hemon  2005, 146, note 14 and 4.2.
225  Pen name of Yves-Marie Berthou    (1861-1933). Cf. Hemon  2005, 146, note 15 and 4.2.
226  Cf. Calvez 2002.
227  Hemon  2005, 52-6.
228  Bleimor  (literally Seawolf), pen name of Yann-Ber Kalloc’h (Jean -Pierre Calloc’h in French), 

1888-1917. Cf. Hemon  2005, 147, note 28 and 4.2.
229  Official name: Tanguy Malmanche  (1875-1953, but cf. Morvannou 1987, 188). Cf. Hemon , 2005, 

147-8, note 30 and 4.2.
230  Hemon  2005, 57-61.
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Breton literature of the past. Bretons had to open their windows to the world. In their 
search for inspiration Breton writers could be more successful if they examined the 
works of writers from other Celtic countries, but they could also go beyond those 
borders. However, he warned them to be wary of the great literatures of Europe, the 
writers of which seized whatever means they could employ to hide the state of decay 
those literatures were experiencing. In Hemon’s eyes Breton literature was young 
and should not draw from the putrid sources of decadent literatures. He also admon-
ished Breton writers not to follow those writers of small nations that imitated the 
fluctuating literary fashions of the day injudiciously.231 He urged his fellow writers 
not to lose sight of their Breton identity, concluding ‘Hent ar Skrivagner’ by present-
ing a piece of advice to them which the philosopher Francis  Bacon  gave to travellers 
returning home from distant countries in 1601:

let it appear that he [the traveller] doth not change his country manners, for 
those of foreign parts; but only prick in some flowers, of that he hath learned 
abroad, into the customs of his own country.232

During the two years preceding the publication of his and Olivier Mordrel ’s ‘Premier 
et Dernier Manifeste de Gwalarn’ in 1925, Hemon  acquainted the Breiz Atao readers 
with his ambitions and aspirations regarding Brittany and Breton literature. Political-
ly he rejected French domination and the false pretences of imperialism and – follow-
ing Gandhi  – he advocated non-violence and autonomy of the spirit. Convinced of 
the spiritual bankruptcy of the great Western European states, Hemon envisioned a 
new Western unity in diversity, the foundations for which could be provided by the 
enthusiasm of small nations, such as Brittany, thus dissociating Brittany from France 
and linking it to other small nations.

Profiling himself more or less as a literary leader among the Breiz Atao contributors, 
Hemon  distanced himself from most of his Breton literary predecessors, repudiating 
their regional outlook and their didacticism as well as their eagerness to please. Mo-
bilising young Breton intellectuals as well as using language as a unifying strategy, he 
urged new writers from Brittany to employ Breton rather than French as their medi-
um of expression. In Hemon’s view, the wall built around the Bretons by the French 
needed to be destroyed and Bretons had to explore the world. However, to remain 
true to their own character and identity, Breton writers also ought to study their own 
people and be wary of decadent influences and cheap imitation. To gain respect for 
Breton literature Breton writers should make their work worthwhile and refrain from 

231  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 79.
232  Hemon  2005, 61. For the original text in English cf. http://www.authorama.com/essays-

of-francis-bacon-19.html. (Consulted 21 March 2017.)

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   269Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   269 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



270

nostalgic sentimentalism and the use of patois. They should write from the heart, first 
of all for themselves, for only then, according to Hemon, would their literature have 
the potential to appeal to others.

There may be nothing ‘startlingly original’233 about Hemon ’s first Breiz Atao articles, 
expressing as they do the ideas current at the time among the young Breton nation-
alists, yet they did manage to exude an enthusiasm, perspicacity and authority in 
such a way that they inspired a young intellectual generation who later referred to 
the essays, after they had been collected in Eur Breizad oc’h Adkavout Breiz (A Breton 
Rediscovering Brittany,1931), as their guiding ‘bedside table book’.234 

233  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 65.
234  De Bellaing 1990, 165: ‘notre livre de chevet’. Cf. Hupel 2010, 125 who referred to it as the 

‘bréviaire’ (breviary) of the Gwalarn generation.
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4.5  Creating Gwalarn: Roparz Hemon ’s Literary Ideals and Ideas

The publication of Gwalarn in March 1925 can be seen as the logical sequel to the lit-
erary aspirations expressed by Roparz Hemon  in Breiz Atao. Its appearance was later 
referred to as ‘the literary event of twentieth century Brittany’.235 In this section Roparz 
Hemon’s ambitions, as expressed in his Gwalarn articles and later collected in Eur 
Breizad oc’h Adkavout Breiz (A Breton Rediscovering Brittany, 1931), will be analysed 
to establish his ideas regarding Brittany’s future.236 Prior to this analysis, the aims as 
formulated by Roparz Hemon and Olivier Mordrel  in their ‘Premier et Dernier Ma-
nifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ as well as the reasons for choosing the name 
Gwalarn will be closely examined to assess their literary-political stance.

The first issues of Gwalarn were published as quarterly publications under the aegis 
of Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz (Youth Union of Brittany). They appeared as supple-
ments to Breiz Atao, the Union’s magazine which had a very limited distribution (cf. 
4.4) and was clearly intended for young Bretons with nationalist ideals. In the au-
tumn of 1926, from number seven onwards, Gwalarn spread its wings and was issued 
as an independent literary quarterly. However, its readership never extended beyond 
500 subscribers.237 From number 23 (October 1930) until its last issue (number 165 
in May  1944) it appeared on a monthly basis, with the exception of several months 
during 1939-1940 and a period in 1943 when no issues were published.238 From its 
inception until its end, Gwalarn was led by Roparz Hemon . 

235  Bouëssel du Bourg 1989: ‘l’événement littéraire du 20ème siècle en Bretagne’ (his italics). Cf. also 
Favereau  2003, 248, Calvez 2005, 51 and Hupel 2010, 153.

236  It concerns the following 14 articles that were first collected by Hemon  in 1931 (in: Hemon 
1931) and in 2005 introduced and translated by Michel Treguer (Hemon 2005): 1. ‘Ar Vuhez 
hag al Lennegez’ (‘La Littérature et la Vie’), Gwalarn, 1 (March 1925); 2. ‘Peziou-C’hoari’ (‘Sur 
le Théâtre’), Gwalarn, 2 (Summer 1925); 3. ‘Studi hol Lennegez’ (Sur notre Littérature), Gwalarn, 
5 (Spring 1926); 4. ‘Tadou ar Yez’ (‘Les Pères de la Langue’), Gwalarn, 6 (Summer 1926); 5. ‘Arz 
ar C’hoariva’ (‘L’Art du Théâtre’), Gwalarn, 8 (Winter 1926); 6. ‘Gwalarn e Breiz’ (‘Gwalarn et 
Bretagne’), Gwalarn, 9 (Spring 1927); 7. ‘Danvez evit Kentskrid eur Geriadur’ (‘Éléments pour 
une Préface à un Dictionnaire’), Gwalarn, 10 (Summer 1927); 8. ‘Fiñvskeudennerez ha C’hoari-
va’ (‘Cinéma et Théâtre’), Gwalarn, 10 (Summer 1927); 9. ‘An Amzer hag al Lennegez’ (‘Le 
Temps et la Littérature’), Gwalarn, 10 (Summer 1927); 10. ‘Stumm ar Varzoniez’ (‘Art Poétique’), 
Gwalarn, 12 (Winter 1927); 11. ‘Al Lennegez Keltek Koz ha Ni’ (‘La Littérature Celtique An-
cienne et Nous’), Gwalarn, 13 (Spring 1928); 12. ‘Lizer d’ar Vreudeur Tramor’ (‘Lettre à nos Frères 
d’Outre-Manche’), Gwalarn, 13 (Spring 1928); 13. ‘En eur Bed a Sonerez’ (‘Dans un Monde de 
Musique’), Gwalarn 18 (Summer 1929); and 14. ‘Gwalarn 1930’, Gwalarn 20 (Winter 1929).

237  According to Mordrel  Gwalarn had 300 subscribers in 1926 and in 1975 Hemon  stated that, 
as far as he could recall, the number of subscribers was never more than 500. Hupel 2010, 14, 
note 27.

238  Gwalarn was not published from July-August 1939 (128-129) to November 1940 (No. 130) and 
only one issue appeared in the period from March to October 1943 (No. 158). Cf. Déniel 1976, 
70, Favereau  2003, 238, Calvez 2005, 51, Hupel, 2010, 14 and http://bibliotheque.idbe-bzh.org/
liste_theme.php?id=gwalarn-520&l=en. (Consulted 28 March 2017.)
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Although the title of the first issue of Gwalarn was accompanied by the heading ‘Renet 
gant Roparz Hemon ’ – ‘directed by Roparz Hemon’ – the manifesto announcing the 
publication of this literary magazine had also been signed by ‘Olivier Mordrel ’. The 
latter’s position as one of the founders of Breiz Atao may well have given more pres-
tige to both the ‘Manifeste’ and the plans to publish a Breton literary magazine as a 
supplement to Breiz Atao. 

In 1922, Mordrel  (1901-1985) and Hemon  must have become acquainted with each 
other when they were both studying in Paris and staying at the same hotel. In the 
following years, during which they both wrote for Breiz Atao, they undoubtedly ex-
changed ideas concerning Breton culture and Breton politics. According to Mordrel’s 
later testimony, their contacts remained formal and never became very friendly even 
though Hemon became godfather of Mordrel’s first child.239 

Since his Breiz Atao essays can be regarded more or less as work leading up to the 
‘Manifeste’, Hemon  should doubtlessly be credited with many, if not most, of its 
ideas.240 However, the idea that Gwalarn should cater for the educated Bretons inter-
ested in literature, the intellectual elite, seems to have been prompted by Mordrel ’s 
reading of the 1919 edition of La Réforme Intellectuelle et Morale de la France (1871) by 
the Breton philologist, philosopher and historian Ernest Renan .241 At the same time 
it can also be contended that Hemon had already advocated this idea in his essay 
‘Lennegez’ (Literature), published in March 1924.242 In the following discussion it 
should be kept in mind that both authors attached their names to the ‘Manifeste’. 
Its tenets and propositions may unmistakably have been influenced by others,243 but 
it is to Hemon as well as Mordrel that the ‘Manifeste’ should be ascribed, even though 
it was Hemon who became Gwalarn’s one and only ‘rener’ (editorial leader).

The very first sentence of the ‘Manifeste’ – ‘There is no national renaissance without 
linguistic renaissance’ – set the tone of the linguistic nationalism that pervades the 
document.244 While the authors emphasised that the columns of Gwalarn were going 
to be open to everybody, they simultaneously stressed that subscription to Gwalarn 

239  Cf. Carney 2015, 82.
240  Ibid., 83. 
241  Ibid., 84.
242  Hemon  2005, 34-7. Cf. Calvez 2005, 54. 
243  Cf. Hupel 2010, 96-104, who convincingly argues that elitism, unification of the language and 

high literary quality in the context of Breton language and literature had already been advocat-
ed by others. 

244  ‘Il n’est pas de renaissance nationale sans renaissance linguistique.’ For the complete text of 
‘Premier et Dernier Manifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ cf. Favereau  2003, 239 (the title 
heading on that page is deceptive as the ‘Manifeste’ did not appear in the first issue of Gwalarn, 
but in Breiz Atao, No. 74, February 1925, 524) and Nicolas 2007, 326-8. 
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would not imply adherence to Breton nationalism.245 On the one hand they embraced 
pure aestheticism, but on the other they saw literature as an instrument serving po-
litical goals.246 However, the fact that they began their ‘Manifeste’ with the emphasis 
on national renaissance, indicates that they set great store by their political goals. 
Moreover, the choice for Breton during a time when its use was rejected by the of-
ficial authorities could hardly be regarded as non-political. The authors linked the 
fate of Breton nationality to that of their language and literature. Paradoxically they 
perceived the language both as an instrument needed to unify the Bretons and as a 
medium that could obstruct unification because of its regional diversification. They 
therefore wanted to renew the language by presenting works to Bretons in a literary 
language beyond reproach and by closing the doors of their new magazine to Breton 
patois. Gwalarn would adhere to the unified literary standard shaped by the gram-
marian Jean  François Le Gonidec  and later polished by the authors of the Sketla Sego-
brani (Segobranos’s Memoirs, 1923-1925). That three-volume work, which dealt with 
adventures of the Celtic warrior Segobranos, had been written by Meven Mordiern  
(pseudonym of René Le Roux ), François Vallée  and Émile  Ernault 247 and employed 
the unified representation of three of the four main Breton dialects, the so-called KLT 
orthography, which had been established in 1911.248

As noted above, the authors dissociated the language they intended to use in their 
new magazine from that of the peasants. To young, non-native speakers of Breton, 
with only little Breton writing experience, they brazenly dictated the adoption of an 
elevated Breton of classical form. However, they did not seem to realise the enor-
mous scale of their programme. In their eyes, the elevation of Breton language and 
literature was the only way to overcome the feelings of frustration and annoyance 
of educated people regarding Breton issues. Aiming to save Breton nationality by 
producing literature that broke radically with traditional subject matter in a language 
that still had to be largely invented, the authors knew that they had embarked not just 
on an adventure, but a leap into the unknown.249 

The authors of the ‘Manifeste’ did not in any way conceal the close connection with 
the new Breton nationalist movement Unvaniez Yaouankiz Vreiz as they explicitly 

245  ‘Les colonnes de Gwalarn sont ouvertes à toutes les plumes, sans distinction de parti. L’adhé-
sion à Gwalarn n’implique pas l’adhésion au nationalisme breton.’ Nicolas 2007, 327.

246  ‘Nous concevons aussi qu’on puisse le faire par pur sentiment esthétique’ and ‘La littérature 
peut être mise au service de la politique’. Ibid., 327-8.

247  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 87 and Calvez 2005, 53.
248  The initials KLT stand for the regions Kernev (Cornouaille), Leon (Léon) and Treger (Trégor); 

the dialect of the Vannes region (Breton: Gwened) was included in the much debated KLTG 
orthography, also known as peurunvan (‘wholly unified’) or zh-orthography, which was intro-
duced in 1941. Cf. Wmffre 2007, xxvii and Hupel 2010, 232-58. 

249  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 75 and Carney 2015, 85.
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stated that they wanted the advent of the new literary supplement of Breiz Atao to 
create the same marked effect on Breton society as the publication of Breiz Atao had. 
They considered the development of the literatures of small nations such as Bohemia, 
Flanders and Catalonia as exemplary and intended to acquaint their readers with 
Celtic and foreign literature. In expressing the expectation that Gwalarn’s literary 
publications would derive their inspiration from modern European literature and 
be European in spirit, the authors of the ‘Manifeste’ immediately put the anticipated 
literary products in a European context.

As Mordrel  made clear in the first issue of the new literary magazine, not only the 
‘Manifeste’ but also the name ‘Gwalarn’ should be read as a programme.250 Referring 
to the north-west and the north-westerly wind, the name provided an indication to 
the preferred direction of the magazine. Rather than the Latinity of the South, the 
Gwalarnistes favoured the Celtic and the Germanic languages of the North.251 More-
over, as the word ‘Gwalarn’ had been incorporated as ‘galerne’ into the French lan-
guage – also meaning north-westerly wind – the word was indicative of the opposite 
(and desired) direction of the usual course of linguistic influence: this time Breton had 
influenced French and not the other way round. In addition, ‘Gwalarn’ pointed to the 
direction where – according to ancient Irish tradition – ‘Tír na nÓg’ (Land of Youth) 
could be found, an idyllic island and a paradise of youth beyond seas and abysses. 
For Mordrel the word ‘gwalarn’ also had several other connotations. It evoked the 
small valleys in north-west Brittany where Breton was heard; it was reminiscent of 
his heavy heart and his loves; it was the land perched on the extremity of Europe 
where Celts gathered round fires, suffered, sung and laughed; it was his spiritual 
homeland and the place where countless legends originated. It was also a land of 
promise bound to offer plentiful inspiration to new writers and poets and therefore – 
according to Mordrel – perfectly suitable for a supplement presenting a new type of 
Breton literature.

What this new type of Breton literature should encompass was elaborated on by 
Roparz Hemon  in his Gwalarn essays. In his ‘Eur Ger a-raok’ (Foreword) as well as 
his first essay in the first issue of Gwalarn, ‘Ar Vuhez hag al Lennegez’ (Life and Lit-
erature), he immediately (re)emphasised that it would be essential to cater for the 
literary needs of the educated Breton readers and that Gwalarn’s literary work need 
not exclude the commitment to a political cause or a religious belief. Furthermore, 
Gwalarn’s editorial leader would never give any affirmation to the veracity of this or 
that conviction or belief,252 because what he wanted was literature without preach-
ing. The urge, felt by Breton writers, to infuse their texts with a sermon, obliterated 

250  Mordrel  2003, 254.
251  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 45-6 and 112 and Hupel 2010, 119 and 132-3.
252  Hemon  2003, 255 and Hemon 2005, 67-71.
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the beauty of their work. More or less implicitly referring to the dreamland connota-
tion of Gwalarn, Hemon argued that literature should offer an alternative to our real 
life on another plane: adequately expressed fiction, sometimes corresponding to our 
dreams.253 True writers, according to Hemon, listen to their hearts and express them-
selves accordingly in a unique, individualistic way thus staying clear of any falsity 
or insincerity.

In ‘Studi hol Lennegez’ (Study of our Literature, 1926)254 Hemon  dissociated Gwalarn 
radically from pre-World War One Breton literature, excepting the Middle Ages. 
Only Breton literature that had not been adulterated by French influences could meet 
with Hemon’s approval. In his view, a truly great literature could not exist without 
a strong national identity. Severely criticising his literary predecessors – and thus 
causing a rupture with them255 – Hemon profiled himself as a literary leader who 
admonished Breton writers to get more acquainted not only with Breton literature, 
but also with the works of their fellow Celts abroad as well as with other literature 
from beyond France’s borders.

In ‘Gwalarn e Breiz’ (Gwalarn in Brittany, 1927)256 Hemon  presented himself again as 
leader, warning that political action alone would not be enough to liberate Brittany. 
In his eyes cultural reform, a distinctive way of life peculiar to Brittany, would be the 
vital condition to acquire that liberty. Brittany would be free

on the day that we have taught our compatriots how to read and write; on 
the day that we have explained to them their history; on the day that we have 
mastered our language, produced our literature, founded our schools with our 
masters and books, paid for by our money; on the day that we have opened 
and elevated the spirit of our compatriots to make them a free people in all 
fields of life, body and soul.257

253  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 90-101, 114-32; Calvez 2000, 33-5; and, Calvez 2002, 93.
254  Hemon  2005, 91-4.
255  Much later, in 1962, Hemon  admitted his inclemency regarding his predecessors in a letter 

to his fellow-Gwalarniste Abeozen  (Jean -François-Marie Eliès , 1896-1963). Cf. Hupel 2010, 81, 
notes 291 and 292.

256  Hemon  2005, 107-10.
257  My translation of Hemon  1931, 200-1 (with the help of Hemon 2005, 108 and Hupel 2010, 117): 

‘Saveteet e vo Breiz en deiz m’hor bezo krouet daoust d’an holl hag a-enep d’an holl, eur vuhez 
vroadel e Breiz. Saveteet e vo Breiz en deiz m’hor bezo desket d’hor c’henvroiz lenn ha skriva 
hor yez; en deiz m’hor bezo displeget d’ezo hon istor; en deiz m’hor bezo gwellaet hor yez, 
graet hol lennegez, savet hor skoliou gant hor mistri hag hol levriou paeet gant hon arc’hant; 
en deiz m’hor bezo digoret hag uhelaet, a-wal’ch speredou hor c’henvroiz, d’o lakaat da veza 
eur bobl dishual e pep tachenn eus ar vuhez, buhez ar c’horf hag an ene.’

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   275Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   275 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



276

Hemon  conceded that, in order to realise this liberation, the peasants of Lower Brit-
tany could play a major role as genuine Breton speakers. However, before they could 
perform that task, they needed to be instructed. Gwalarn, Hemon argued, could con-
tribute to offer them indispensable texts to open and elevate their spirits to become 
self-confident Bretons, thus changing explicitly his purely aesthetic stance to a more 
didactic one.

Some of the excitement of creating a new literary language – discovering the riches 
of Breton vocabulary as well producing new words – can be sensed in the rhetorical 
question at the end of ‘An Amzer hag al Lennegez’ (Time and Literature, 1927).258 ‘If 
we’ – Gwalarnistes / Hemon  – ‘prefer to write literary Breton rather than popular 
Breton’, Hemon asked, ‘is that not because we read and write with much more atten-
tion that new unusual language and because the Word reveals to us its splendour and 
amplitude?’259 Convinced that by developing this new literary language, he provided 
one of the cornerstones of the foundation of a more confident Breton nation, Hemon 
must undoubtedly have been motivated for his work for Gwalarn both by the thrill 
of novelty of the language and his sense of responsibility towards the Breton people.

In his essay ‘Tadou ar Yez’ (Fathers of Language, 1926),260 Hemon  expressed his great 
admiration for Jean  François Le Gonidec  (1775-1838), Amable Emmanuel Troude  
(1803-1845) and François Vallée  (1860-1949). He praised them for their linguistic and 
lexicographical work, but even more as veritable creators of modern Breton. As early 
as the 1920s Hemon demonstrated an eagerness to follow their examples. In 1928 
he published a Breton-French dictionary,261 the first of a nearly countless number of 
lexicographical works.262 On the other hand he wanted to continue their creative use 
of the language.

This emphasis on creativity becomes manifest in ‘Danvez evit Kentskrid eur Geria-
dur’ (Elements for a Preface to a Dictionary, 1927).263 The essay can be read as a justi-
fication of Gwalarn’s use of literary Breton: a Breton which, because of its neologisms 
and unusual grammar, was not easy to understand. While it delighted some,264 it 

258  Hemon  2005, 122-4.
259  My translation of Hemon  1931, 231 (with the help of Hemon 2005, 108 and Hupel 2010, 75): 

‘Daoust ha n’eo ket dre ma skrivomp ha ma lennomp gant kalz muioc’h a aked er yez nevez-se, 
disgustum, ha m’en em zispleg d’imp gwelloc’h ar Ger en e splannder hag e leuned?’

260  Hemon  2005, 95-8.
261  Roparz Hemon , Geriadurig-Dourn Brezonek-Gallek. (Petit Dictionnaire Pratique Breton-Français). 

Brest: Moulerez, 1928.
262  Cf. Penneg 1988, 378-85.
263  Hemon  2005, 115-9.
264  Cf. De Bellaing 1990, 164.
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irritated, and even angered, others.265 Hemon ’s employment of Breton led to char-
acterisations of his language as ‘Breton chimique’ (synthetic Breton) and ‘Français 
travesti’ (travestied French).266 Hemon must have been well aware of his disad-
vantages as a non-native speaker of Breton. However, he was not daunted by the 
way in which people qualified his use of Breton. In his view, it would not suffice to 
obey the rules of grammarians and purists, if one was to save a moribund language. 
Using the image of the inappropriateness of a caterpillar telling a butterfly how to fly, 
he praised the Gwalarnistes for their courage, intelligence, knowledge, faith and care 
regarding the Breton language. Dissociating himself – once more – from his literary 
predecessors who preferred the use of Breton vernacular, and not accepting the status 
quo,267 he expressed his faith in a new future for the Brittany as he discerned the new 
Arthur   among the Gwalarnistes: ‘We stopped waiting for Arthur; and he has come 
to us.’268 

As in ‘Danvez evit Kentskrid eur Geriadur’ Hemon  did not simply throw rules and 
conventions to the wind, but rather questioned them in order to be able to create 
an adequate vehicle to give expression to modern Breton life. Thus, in ‘Stumm ar 
Varzoniez’ (Poetic Form, 1927),269 he challenged customary metrical forms adopted 
by contemporary Breton poets. In that essay, which can be read as a sequel to 
‘Barzoniez’ (cf. 4.4), he argued that, because of the more heavily accented Breton lan-
guage, French metre and French verse forms could not be copied indiscriminately 
in Breton poetry. Discussing alternative possibilities, such as German and English 
models, ‘vers libre’ and traditional Breton verse-craft based on internal rhyme, he 
urged his fellow poets to become conscious of their choice and to refrain from simply 
imitating French models.270

Rather than look to France for literary inspiration, the Gwalarn-contributors frequent-
ly turned to Celtic literature to fill the magazine’s pages.271 Gwalarn’s emphasis on 
translations of Celtic literature or discussion of Celtic subjects was not prompted by 
unrealistic Celtic romanticism or the supposition that Ireland, Wales and Brittany still 
shared the spirit which was common to them during the Middle Ages, Hemon  argued 
in ‘Al Lennegez Keltiek Koz ha Ni’ (Old Celtic Literature and We, 1928). According to 
him the motivation should simply be genuine pleasure: ‘plijadur’.272 Hemon himself 

265  Cf. Déniel 1976, 71.
266  Étienne 1981, 15. Cf. also Favereau  2003, 287-8.
267  Cf. Hupel 2010, 80.
268  My translation of Hemon  1931, 221 (with the help of Hemon 2005, 119): ‘N’hon eus ket gortozet 

Arzur; ha deut eo davedomp.’
269  Hemon  2005, 125-9.
270  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 137-44.
271  Cf. Sven-Myer 1998, 98-102.
272  Hemon  1931, 242.
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had stayed in Wales several months in 1919, prior to his study of English at Leeds 
University and, during his time at the Sorbonne in Paris (1922-1924), he had attended 
the lectures of the Celticist Joseph Vendryes .273 Moreover, in 1925, in the company 
of his fellow Gwalarniste Youenn Drezen , he had been one of the participants of the 
Celtic Congress in Dublin.274 During that conference he had sensed the embarrass-
ment to be forced to have recourse to either English or French in order to be able 
to communicate with each other. In his ‘Lizer d’ar Vreudeur Tramor’ (Letter to our 
Brothers across the Channel, 1928)275 he appealed to his fellow Celts to avoid future 
awkwardness by hinting at Esperanto as the neutral, non-hegemonic language to be 
used at Inter-Celtic gatherings, just as he had suggested the employment of Esperan-
to for Brittany in his repudiation of bilingual French-Breton education.276 

From Gwalarn’s first issue onwards, Hemon  introduced his readers to Celtic litera-
ture. It fascinated him as something at once strange and familiar, comparing it with 
objects one had inherited from an emigrated relative; objects that revealed their glo-
ry after the dust was removed.277 One such jewel, according to Hemon, was A. O. 
Roberts ’s Anglo-Welsh play Cloudbreak (1923), a one-act play which he translated 
into Breton and which induced him to criticise contemporary Breton theatre. Com-
menting on the French character and the unnecessary length and complexity of the 
Breton plays, he was still relatively mild in ‘Peziou-C’hoari’ (Theatre Pieces, 1925).278 
However, in ‘Arz ar C’hoariva’ (The Art of Theatre, 1926),279 he expressed his feel-
ings of disillusionment regarding the state of Breton theatre more harshly. Advising 
his Breton audience in general to read, see and study more plays in order to try and 
capture the secret of their success, Hemon recommended Breton playwrights in par-
ticular to behave like realistic architects rather than dream mongers. Keeping in mind 
Brittany’s poverty, Breton playwrights and theatre producers should not aspire to 
write and produce long, complex plays needing expensive props. In addition, Hemon 
challenged producers and actors as well as the audience of a play never to lose sight 
of the whole performance and to consider the interaction of all its various elements.

Hemon  also perceived that modern cinematography could provide food for reflection 
on theatre, and Breton theatre in particular. In his essay ‘Fiñvskeudenn ha C’hoariva’ 

273  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 57-8 and 61.
274  Morvannou 1987, 228.
275  Hemon  2005, 132-3.
276  Ibid., 80. Hemon  brought his idea to communicate with fellow-Celts using Esperanto as the 

intermediary language into practice during the same year by publishing the first issue of 
Nord-Okcidento (1928) as an Esperanto supplement to Gwalarn. He discontinued its publication 
in 1931. Cf. Hupel 2010, 144-8.

277  Hemon  2005, 131.
278  Ibid., 82-6.
279  Ibid., 103-6.
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(Cinema and the Theatre, 1927)280 he observed that the advancements of modern 
technology enabled a far better representation of the exterior world in films than 
anything a stage could muster. Theatre, as a form of art, should therefore concentrate 
on the interior, focus on spiritual development and elevation. Consequently stages – 
particularly in poor Brittany – could be kept plain and simple.

In ‘En eur Bed a Sonerez’ (In a World of Music, 1929)281 Hemon  resumed the sub-
ject of modern technology, stressing the advantages it could have for the develop-
ment of Breton culture. In his eyes musical life in Brittany in the 1920s was in a sorry 
state. However, following the introduction of the gramophone and the record-player, 
choirs could listen to other choirs and learn how to improve. Breton musicians, sing-
ers and composers no longer needed to go to Paris to become masters in their art: they 
too could listen to the gramophone, at home or in Breton music schools. However, 
records with registrations of the Breton language could also be used as tools for edu-
cation, preservation and the proliferation of Breton.

Gradually, during the second part of the 1920s, Hemon ’s poetic stance changed from 
a purely aesthetic one to a more socially combative one. In his article ‘Gwalarn 1930’ 
(1929),282 in which he took stock of Gwalarn’s first five years, he explained this shift. 
At the outset he had hoped that beauty alone would suffice to awaken the spirit of 
the Breton people and he had been convinced that the best thing Gwalarn could do 
was to offer its educated readers high quality literature. In turn those readers would 
be able to instruct less educated Bretons, thus spreading Breton literacy. Although he 
was sure that if anything in Gwalarn would remain worthwhile for the future it con-
sisted in its publication of poems, short stories and plays resulting from the pure joy 
of creation, he had also soon realised that more was needed to bring about cultural 
and political change in Brittany. At first he had hoped that he could restrict his activ-
ities to purely literary work and leave it to others to do the educational and political 
work. However, his insight that life has to nourish literature had led him to the un-
derstanding that no viable Breton life could exist without an appropriate language, 
without proper education and without national consciousness. This realisation had 
led him to embark on a more social, educational course, instead of a purely aesthetic 
one. In addition to publishing Breton literary works, Gwalarn had therefore opened 
up its pages to the study of Breton language, the creation of Breton neologisms and 
new Breton expressions and it would continue to do so, Hemon declared, until the 
day Breton cultural life flourished in such a way that it produced even richer literary 
fruits than those published in Gwalarn’s first issues.

280  Ibid., 120-1.
281  Ibid., 134-6.
282  Ibid., 137-9.
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In his Gwalarn essays Hemon  clearly dissociated Breton language and literature 
from their French counterparts, but he also detached his literary Breton from 
Breton vernacular and Breton patois, although he did value the richness of dialectal 
variation. Only very few Breton books pleased him:283 Barzaz Breiz (1839) and from the 
period 1918-1925: Ar en Deulin (Kneeling, 1921), Yann-Bêr Kalloc’h’s posthumously 
published poems, Tangi Malmanche ’s play Gurvan (1923), Fañch al Lae ’s novel Bilzig 
(1925) and the Sketla Segobrani (Segobranos’s Memoirs, 1923-1925).284 Loathing literary 
didacticism, he repudiated most of the work of his literary predecessors. However, 
recognising the need of his fellow Breton writers to familiarise themselves with 
literature other than French if they were to spread their wings without being corrupted 
by French influences, he included many translations in Gwalarn. Although he wanted 
his readers to acquaint themselves with all world literature from beyond the French 
borders, the translations which he presented to Gwalarn were predominantly Celtic in 
origin. In addition, he increasingly devoted attention to mastering what he regarded 
proper Breton, thus shifting his aesthetic stance to a more educational position and at 
the same time establishing a more or less unified literary Breton.

283  Cf. Hemon  1928a, 22.
284  The official names of the authors are Jean -Pierre Calloc’h (1888-1917), Tanguy Malmanche  

(1875-1953; but cf. Morvannou 1987, 188), François Le Lay   (1859-1937). The Sketla Segobrani, 
mentioned earlier in this section, had been written by Meven Mordiern  (pseudonym of René 
Le Roux ), François Vallée  and Émile  Ernault . 
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4.6  Roparz Hemon ’s Literary-Political Activities in the 1920s

In this section it will be argued that, in using mobilising, connecting, distancing and 
unifying strategies, Roparz developed Gwalarn into much more than a literary mag-
azine within a period of less than five years. In order to draw attention to Breton 
language and literature – from Bretons as well as non-Bretons – Hemon  realised that 
creating high-quality literary texts would not suffice. Aiming to put Breton literature 
more firmly on the map, he soon extended his activities to other parts of the literary 
field, contributing not only to the material production of Breton literature, but also 
to its distribution and symbolic production,285 thus assuming a more combative po-
sition.

4.6.1  Material Production

As if to mark an era, Roparz Hemon  wrote ‘Gwalarn 1930’, in which he explained 
the shift from exclusively aesthetic work to the inclusion of education-oriented work 
beside purely literary work. He also published a table of contents of everything that 
had been published in the magazine.286 If one compares the number of publications 
by authors who published five or more contributions in the first six years of Gwalarn’s 
existence (1925-1930), it becomes abundantly clear that Roparz Hemon was far more 
prolific than any other Gwalarniste:
287

Table 8 Contributions to Gwalarn 1925-1930

Author 287

Poem
s

Short Stories

Essays

Plays

Novels Translations

N
um

ber of 
Titles

N
um

ber of 
Instalm

ents

N
um

ber of 
Titles

N
um

ber of 
Instalm

ents

Abeozen 11 14 15

G. B. Kerverziou 7 2

Youenn Drezen 1 1 1 5 6

Roparz Hemon 10 9 24 2 2 12 22 32

Jakez Riou  4 6 1

285  Cf. the diagram used by Dorleijn  and Van Rees  2006, 19 derived from Bourdieuian literary 
theory, mentioned in 1.2 and Figure 1.

286  Gwalarn, nr. 25 (December 1930) 25-36. http://mnesys-viewer.archives-finistere.fr/ac-
counts/mnesys_cg29/datas/medias/collections/bibliotheque/presse/4MI091/FRAD029_4
MI_091_1930_12_001_1930_12_040.pdf. (Consulted 1 May  2017.)

287  The official names of Abeozen, G. B. Kerverziou, Youenn Drezen and Jakez Riou are Jean-
François-Marie Eliès (1896-1963), Guillaume Berthou (1908-1951), Yves Le Drézen (1899-1972), 
and Jacques Riou (1899-1937) respectively.
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What also clearly emerges from this table, is the variety of Roparz Hemon ’s work. 
Evidently he tried his pen at all kinds of literary genre. By publishing numerous es-
says in Breton he filled a hiatus in the Breton literary field.288 Another blank which he 
and his fellow Gwalarnistes filled, was the genre of the short story which had been 
absent from Breton literature since before the Great War. Until then orally recounted 
stories had been written down and some originally composed stories had followed 
the pattern of the traditional tales, but the short story in the modern sense with its 
implied, rather than directly expressed meaning, its frequently non-linear story-line 
and its general emphasis on psychology and characterisation, did not exist in Breton 
literature.289 The Gwalarnistes’ interest in the short story was also reflected by their 
translations of specimens of the genre written by authors such as Kate  Roberts, Nath-
aniel Hawthorne  and Alexander  Pushkin.290 In this respect the Gwalarnistes should 
be characterised as ‘importateurs’ (importers), rather than ‘défricheurs’ (pioneers),291 
since they did not invent new forms or genres. 

However, their introduction of the Breton movement as the main theme of novelistic 
prose may be regarded as innovative. Jakez Kerrien  292 used it in his satiric fantasy 
Ar Roc’h Toull (The Pierced Rock, 1926) and Roparz Hemon  elaborated on it both 
in his unfinished novel Ar Vugale Fall (The Wicked Children, instalments of which 
were published in Gwalarn 13, 14, 15, 17, 19, 21, and 23, 1928-1930) and in An Aotrou 
Bimbochet e Breiz (Mr Bimbochet in Brittany, 1927). Moreover, by situating the latter in 
the twenty-second century, Hemon created the first futuristic novel in Breton. 

The authors mentioned in the table above published their first contributions in 
Gwalarn when they were in their twenties. Apart from having their youth in common, 
they shared a similar academic grounding. Abeozen , Drezen , Kerrien   and Riou   had 
been trained to become priests, Hemon  had graduated in English and Kerverziou  had 
studied chemistry. They had all experienced the thrilling sensation of (re)discovering 
Breton and had set out to study the language after they had left their familiar sur-
roundings in which Breton was used. They were enthusiasts, but not all of them could 
spend much time on the new enterprise. Hemon’s creation of Gwalarn had meant that 
he had to mobilise writers to contribute to the new magazine. The number of initial 
contributors – intent on ‘astounding the world with a mighty music’,293 as Hemon 
later phrased it – was nine, most of whom he had become acquainted with as con- 

288  Cf. Hupel 2010, 90.
289  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 144-7.
290  Ibid., 146, note 210.
291  Cf. Hupel 2010, 162.
292  Pen name of Jacques Kerrien   (1900-1992).
293  Sylvia Morgan ’s translation of the line ‘Bama ar bed gant eur sonerez ramzel’ taken from 

Hemon ’s poem ‘Pirc’hirin ar Mor’ (Pilgrim to the Sea, 1933). Cf. Morgan, Sylvia 1979, 77.
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tributors of Breiz Atao.294 Despite their zeal, the authors did not devote all their 
attention to Gwalarn as most of them were also busy either finishing their studies, or 
starting jobs to earn a living for themselves or their young families. The large portion 
of space allocated to translations in Gwalarn should therefore be explained not only 
ideologically, but also practically, as a compensation for want of copy.295 

Ideologically Roparz Hemon  wanted his readers to become acquainted with all litera-
ture and, consequently, he included in his magazine translations from a great variety 
of languages. After having had recourse to bridge-languages for some of his trans-
lations – in any case for those texts that had originally been written in non-Celtic, 
non-Romance and non-Germanic languages – Hemon himself published translations 
from (Middle) English, Flemish, Hungarian, (Old) Irish, Russian, (Anglo-)Welsh and 
Native American texts in Gwalarn during its first six years.296 Other contributors trans-
lated from English (Youenn Drezen , Yann-Loeiz Emili 297), French (Erwan Berthou   ), 
Greek (Youenn Drezen), (Middle) Welsh (Abeozen ) and Spanish (Youenn Drezen). 
Although Hemon had stressed that any world literature texts in Breton translation 
would be welcome,298 the majority of the Gwalarn translations stemmed from texts 
originally written in the languages of the small European nations and the Celtic lan-
guages, thus from non-dominant languages with a more or less similar background. 
In his L’Instruction du Peuple Breton par le Breton et l’Œuvre de Gwalarn (The Education 
of the Breton People by Using Breton, and the Work of Gwalarn, 1928) Hemon ex-
plained this interest by the Gwalarnistes’ desire to find their own spirit through oth-
ers.299 Paradoxically, the Gwalarnistes thus emphasised their own particular identity 
search on the one hand and, on the other, they stressed their search for the universal. 
In response to those who regarded the work of the Gwalarnistes as being not properly 
Breton because it was lacking in Breton spirit, Hemon answered that it was Breton 
simply because it was written in Breton.300

By introducing essays and literary criticism as well as short stories into Breton litera-
ture, Hemon  and his fellow Gwalarnistes expanded the Breton literary field consid-
erably. In addition they accumulated ‘literary capital’ in the Bourdieuian sense for 
Breton literature by publishing translations. As a prolific translator Hemon not only 

294  Apart from the authors mentioned in the table in 4.6.1, they included Yann-Eozen Jarl (Jean -
Yves Charles, 1902-1985), Jakez Kerrien   (Jacques Kerrien, 1900-1992), Olier Mordrel  (Olivier 
Mordrelle, 1901-1985), and Frañsez or Fañch Vallée  or Abherve  (Adolphe-François Vallée, 1860-
1949). Cf. Favereau  2003, 240.

295  Cf. Favereau  2003, 240.
296  Cf. Sven-Myer 1998.
297  Official name: Jean -Louis Émily  (1884-1927).
298  Cf. Hemon  2005, 130-1.
299  [Hemon ] 1928, 13.
300  Hemon  1929, 41-2.
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presented his readership with renderings of classic, world famous literary texts, but 
also drew their attention to literature that had been written by more modern authors, 
such as the Russian Alexander  Blok  (1880-1921), the Hungarian Frigyes Karinthy  
(1887-1938) and the Welsh writer Kate  Roberts (1891-1985), thus accelerating the pace 
of Breton literary modernisation.

4.6.2  Distribution

Referring to Roparz Hemon ’s observance that Gwalarn is not Brittany’s sun,301 
Ronan Huon  nevertheless described Hemon’s creation of an ever increasing number 
of inter nationalising and educational organisations and initiatives in the field of 
Breton language and literature as satellites being brought into the magazine’s orbit.302 
Pioneering as a sociolinguist avant la lettre in order to acquire factual information 
about the linguistic situation in Brittany, Hemon conducted a survey regarding the 
use of Breton in religious life in 1928.303 The results of his survey304 as well as the names 
and addresses of the parishes which he contacted provided essential information 
concerning potential interest in Breton literature.

As early as October 1926 Hemon  initiated the Levraoueg Gwalarn (Gwalarn Library),305 
a series of sixteen miscellaneous Breton books, including translations, published in 
the period 1926-1930.306

A major distribution project, intended to encourage children in Brittany to read Bre-
ton, was started in September 1927: Brezoneg ar Vugale (Children’s Breton). The chil-
dren’s books edited by Hemon  – often translations – were delivered free to those 
teachers who asked for them. In the first year, 1324 books were sent to 61 schools in 
Lower Brittany. In 1930, four thousand books were distributed during the first term. 
Eventually, approximately 120 schools were provided with free Breton books.307 The 
number of people supporting the project financially amounted to roughly 250.308 One 
of the main reasons for its ultimate failure in 1938 may well have been the neutral 
– non-Roman Catholic – contents of the texts, as has been argued by Pêr Denez .309 

301  Hemon  2005, 110.
302  Huon  1989.
303  [Hemon ] 1928, 25. Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 214-5.
304  Cf. Hemon  1947, 14-6.
305  Cf. Hemon  1931, 198.
306  A second edition of Marvailhou ar vretoned, a collection of Breton tales, appeared in 1941; the 

other titles of the Gwalarn Library Series were published in 1926-1930. Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 
188 and Huon  1990, 181. 

307  Cf. [Hemon ] 1928, 18, Denez , Pêr 1990, 13-4 and Huon  1990, 182.
308  Hupel 2010, 265.
309  Denez , Pêr 1990, 14.
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Generally Roman Catholic schools were more supportive of Breton than neutral state 
schools, but they had their own religious texts for children. Hemon, however, wanted 
his Breton children’s books to be suitable for both types of school. The success of his 
project depended on financial support as well as the attitude of the pro-Breton teach-
ers, both in Roman Catholic schools – because they had to be open-minded enough 
to allow the children to read the Breton children’s books selected by Roparz Hemon – 
and in State schools, since they had to be brave enough to challenge the monolingual 
French-only policy. Eventually, funds dried up and this project as well as another 
Breton children’s books project – Al Levriou Pemp Gwenneg (Five Penny Books [for 
Children]), initiated by Hemon in 1930 – had to be abandoned.310 

Hemon ’s creation of Nord-Okcidento (North-West), the Esperanto supplement to 
Gwalarn, which first appeared in the spring of 1928, can also be seen as a means of 
distributing, among other things, news and ideas relating to Breton literature. The 
supplement gave expression to Hemon’s desire to communicate with the world at 
large in a neutral, non-hegemonic language. He regarded the use of a neutral uni-
versal language as a necessary complementary tool to reach non-Breton readers to 
remain free from the nefarious influences of dominant languages.311 Nord-Okcidento 
included articles translated from Gwalarn and did indeed manage to reach esperan-
tists in other parts of the world, such as Wales, Ireland and Scotland.312 His enthu-
siasm for Esperanto even led Hemon to include a small grammar of Esperanto in 
Gwalarn.313 However, as he was not able to convince fellow Gwalarnistes to follow 
his example, Nord-Okcidento remained a single-handed affair. Eventually the number 
of its pages was reduced from 16 to two and a half, and after ten issues (1928-1931) it 
ceased to appear.314

Hemon ’s collaboration with the editors of Kornog / Occident (The West), the prestig-
ious bilingual (Breton/French) illustrated magazine of Breton arts, helped spread 
Gwalarn’s repute in artistic circles. For a short while (1928-1930) Kornog / Occident was 
the organ of the Unvaniez ar Seiz Breur (Union of the Seven Brothers). The name of 
this artistic group, Seiz Breur, referred to a Breton folk tale in which seven brothers 
are changed into cows, but eventually manage to regain their human form. Applying 
the story to the cultural situation in Brittany, it could be interpreted symbolically as 
the spell under which Breton culture had lost its true nature, but which was – fortu-
nately – broken, leading ultimately to its liberation and redemption. Respectful of the 
number seven, the group – at its height consisting of around fifty artists – represented 

310  Hupel 2010, 267.
311  Cf. Hemon  2005, 80 and 133.
312  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 210 and Hupel 2010, 145, note 536.
313  Ibid., 147.
314  Cf. Williams, Heather 2009, 228 and Hupel 2010, 147.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   285Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   285 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



286

seven different disciplines: architecture, artisanal handicraft, decorative arts, litera-
ture, music, painting and sculpture. Influenced by the British Arts and Crafts Move-
ment, the artists sought to root their modern creations in Brittany’s cultural past.315 

In the articles he contributed to Kornog / Occident,316 Hemon  stressed the universal 
outlook as well as the language as sources of inspiration for the modern artistic move-
ment in Brittany. Quoting the architect Morvan  Marchal ,317 he emphasised, however, 
that a universal outlook always started at home. Strengthened by the modernising 
developments in the artistic expressions of the Seiz Breur, Hemon argued that Breton 
writers should feel challenged to find new ways of expression through study of the 
new literary developments, particularly among the people of small nations such as 
Catalans and Finns, as well as via their own cultural and linguistic heritage. By as-
sociating Breton writers with other young Breton artists, Hemon thus broadened the 
base for his ideas.

4.6.3  Symbolic Production

By publishing essays and literary criticism (cf. 4.4 and 4.5) in Breton, Hemon  made a 
major contribution to the so-called ‘symbolic production’ of Breton literature. Apart 
from introducing those genres in the Breton literary field, he supplied people interest-
ed in Breton with significant educational tools enabling them to read, write and speak 
Breton, thus providing them with essential instruments for the symbolic production 
of Breton literature.

As early as April 1927 Hemon  characterised education in Breton as the most formi-
dable challenge of the Breton movement.318 Indeed, only two years before he made 
that observation, the French Minister of Education and Fine Arts, Anatole De Monzie , 
had proclaimed that, for the linguistic unity of France, Breton had to disappear. Sub-
sequently De Monzie  took several measures to eradicate the language from Brittany’s 
state schools.319 Although it goes beyond the scope of this study to examine the nu-
ances of the complicated history of the opposition to the use of Breton in schools in 
Brittany in the early twentieth century,320 it goes without saying that the Symbole, the 
object, used to punish those who spoke Breton (whatever form it took) was generally 
considered a hateful instrument.321 

315  Cf. Ozouf 2009, 82.
316  Hemon  1928a and Hemon 1929.
317  Maurice Charles Marchal  (1900-1963), one of the founders of Breiz Atao (1919) and a member of 

Seiz Breur.
318  Hemon  2005, 112.
319  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 199 and Lachuer 1998, 88-9.
320  Cf. e.g. Gwegen 1975; McDonald, Maryon 1989; and, Broudic 1997.
321  Cf. the ‘Welsh Not(e)’ (2.1). The Breton ‘simbol’ or ‘vuoc’h’ (literally: cow) could be a clog or a 
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However, it was precisely the name of this punitive object, Ar Simbol, that Hemon  
chose to employ to refer to the pin badge which he created in 1928, on the model of 
the Fáinne (literally: ring) in Ireland.322 It indicated proficiency in the Breton language. 
The wearer of a ‘Simbol’ was supposed to use Breton with all other ‘Simbol’ wearers.323 
By announcing that only contributors to Gwalarn and those who had managed to pass 
the Breton language exam created by Gwalarn were allowed to wear those badges, 
Hemon turned a word, that had hitherto only referred to a much hated object with 
connotations of a condescending attitude towards the position of Breton, into a word 
which henceforward would also refer to an object that reflected linguistic pride.

The Skol dre Lizer (Correspondence School), a correspondence course, also initiated 
by Hemon  to mobilise people to use Breton, was started in 1928.324 To accompany 
the course, he provided Breton learners with a dictionary and a series of works called 
‘Ar Skol Vrezonek’ (The Breton School).325 In 1930-1932 he expanded his Breton ed-
ucational activities by publishing a complete ‘Cours Élémentaire de Breton’ (Ele-
mentary Course of Breton).326 His small Breton-French dictionary (Geriadurig-dourn 
Brezonek-Gallek / Petit Dictionnaire Pratique Breton-Français, 1928) was based both on 
the words used in written texts by the two men he regarded as his masters, François 
Vallée  (1860-1949) and René Le Roux  (also known as Meven Mordiern , 1878-1949), 
and those that could be found in Gwalarn.327

By offering the Breton courses and publishing the educational works Hemon  employed 
both mobilising and unifying strategies. In his essay ‘Ar Ger Beo’ (The Living Word), 
dating from April 1927, Hemon had already argued that the era of true great Breton 
literature would not begin in earnest until the day writers managed to elevate their 
own spirits and those of their readers by using literary, unified Breton.328 Establishing 
a unified, standard Breton literary language was deemed essential by Hemon not just 
for educational purposes, but for the prestige of Breton language and literature.

slate that had to be worn around the neck or an object, such as a button or badge, that had to 
be carried in a pocket. In most cases the pupil or student wearing or carrying this object was 
supposed to pass it on to the next pupil or student caught speaking the vernacular. At the end 
of the day the pupil or student that still wore or carried the ‘simbol’ would be punished. Cf. 4.3 
and also Prémel 1995, 73.

322  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 185 and Hupel 2010, 134.
323  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 185.
324  Cf. Hupel 2010, 267-8. The first examination took place on 25 July 1929. Cf. Huon 1990, 182.
325  Geriadurig-dourn Brezonek-Gallek / Petit Dictionnaire Pratique Breton-Français, Brest: Moulerez, 

1928. The Ar Skol Vrezonek-series, Brest: Moulerez, comprised: 1. Yezadur Berr ar Brezoneg / Précis 
de Grammaire Bretonne (1928); 2. Distagadur ar Brezoneg / La Prononciation du Breton (1928); and 3. 
Reizskrivadur ar Brezoneg / L’Orthographe Bretonne (1929).

326  Cours Élémentaire de Breton. Volume 1. Brest: Gwalarn, 1930; Cours Élémentaire de Breton. Vol-
umes 2-4. Brest: Gwalarn, 1932.

327  [Hemon ] 1928, 15.
328  Hemon  1931, 209.
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In their writings he and his fellow Gwalarnistes had committed themselves to the 
use of the so-called KLT orthography, a spelling designed to represent three of the 
main Breton dialects, those of Kernev (Cornouaille), Leon (Léon) and Treger (Trégor), 
thereby excluding the representation of the dialect of Gwened (Vannes). The ‘Ma-
nifeste’ had already advocated ‘une orthographe rigoureusement unique’ (a strictly 
unique spelling) and a literary language as distant from the Breton peasant patois 
as the French literary language was distant from the vernacular used by the French 
peasants, thus adopting for Breton a model comparable to the one the Pléiade poet 
Joachim Du Bellay  had used for the French language.329 However, this did not mean 
that Hemon  ignored the language spoken in the Vannes region, nor did it imply that 
he did not value dialectal variation. As for the Vannes variety of Breton – Gwenedeg, 
the standard literary form of which had been agreed in 1902 – he wanted its specific 
vocabulary to be gradually incorporated into the amalgamated variety of the other 
three dialects.330 Bit by bit the KLT varieties on the one hand and Gwenedeg on the 
other should merge. Taking the lead, he included words and idioms from the Vannes 
area in his literary Breton, after adapting them to the KLT orthography. He even pub-
lished a Gwenedeg vocabulary to encourage others to follow his example.331 While he 
appreciated the richness of all the other Breton dialects and their potential to enhance 
the vocabulary of literary Breton,332 with a view to a wider recognition of Breton lan-
guage and literature he kept insisting on a unified language with a spelling as fixed 
and as strict as the French language.333

4.6.4  Epilogue

One cannot but be impressed by the prodigious number of activities carried out by 
Hemon  once he started the publication of Gwalarn, particularly when one takes into 
account that in his daily life he had a full time job as a teacher of English at the Brest 
Lycée. Intending to put Breton literature more firmly on the map, he employed sever-
al strategies. He diversified his primary literary work, by trying his hand at different 
genres, including those that were (relatively) new to Breton literature, such as literary 
criticism and the modern short story. By publishing Gwalarn, he mobilised others 
to join him in his literary activities and by offering courses in Breton he stimulated 
learners to use the language. On all the contributors of Gwalarn he imposed the use 

329  Cf. Hupel 2010, 121. Referring to the article ‘Chronique Culturelle – III. Gwalarn’ in Le Peuple 
Breton (1968, nr. 55, 7) in which Yann-Ber Piriou compared the zeal of the Gwalarnistes to that 
of the poets of the Pléiade, Hupel points to the analogy between the Pléiade’s manifesto La 
Deffence, et Illustration de la Langue Francoyse (1549), written by Joachim Du Bellay , and the 
‘Manifeste’ written by Hemon  and Mordrel . 

330  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 291-2 and Hupel 2010, 122.
331  Hemon , Roparz. Teñzor Ar Gwenedeg. Brest: Ar Merour, 1935. Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 292.
332  Cf. Hupel 2010, 222-31. 
333  [Hemon ] 1928, 7. Cf. Hupel 122.
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of one and the same spelling in order to create a literary language and a literature 
intended to command respect. Initially, he had hoped that by directing his attention 
to young fellow intellectuals and by creating a literature in which they would take an 
interest, those young people would become sufficiently inspired to pass on the lan-
guage to others from a variety of social classes, thus creating a snowball effect. How-
ever, seeing that his creative writing did not have the desired effect, he decided to 
develop educational tools alongside his literary work. Since all those activities were 
aimed at creating more prestige for Breton literature, they should be characterised 
as literary-political, rather than purely literary and they can therefore be regarded as 
work demonstrating a combative stance.

Hemon  did not discontinue his literary-political activities after 1930. Indeed, it can be 
observed that they increased gradually and considerably. In particular, those carried 
out during the Second World deeply affected not only Hemon’s personal life, but pro-
foundly influenced the development of the Breton linguistic and literary culture as a 
whole.334 During the 1930s and the Second World War his literary-political activities 
included the publication of Kannadig Gwalarn (Gwalarn Bulletin, 1932-1933), a jour-
nal intended for a broad audience based on English and French popular magazines; 
the creation of a basic Breton method (Ar Brezoneg Eeun, 1935); the establishment of 
Ensavadur Breiz (The Brittany Institute, 1940); the work for Radio Roazon-Breiz 
(Radio Rennes-Brittany, the broadcasting service provided and controlled by the Ger-
mans, 1940-1944); the adoption of the new totally unified KLTG orthography (1941); 
the foundation of Framm Keltiek Breizh (The Celtic Institute of Brittany, 1941-1944); 
the creation of the weekly Arvor (Coastal Area, 1941-1944); and, the monthly Sterenn 
(Star, 1941-1943). 

As many of those activities had involved collaboration with the Germans, Hemon  
was imprisoned after the War until 1946 and eventually sentenced to ten years ‘in-
dignité nationale’, which entailed that he lost his job as a teacher and was forbidden 
to enter Brittany.335 After a short spell in Paris, he emigrated to Ireland. In Dublin he 
worked for the Institiúid Ard-Léinn (Institute of Advanced Studies),336 continuing in 
his spare time his literary, editorial, lexicographical and educational work for Breton. 
He never returned to Brittany, even though he was pardoned from his sentence in the 
early 1950s.337 In 1978 he died in Dublin, but was buried in his native Brest.

334  Cf. e.g. Morgan , Sylvia 1980. 
335  The verdict was pronounced on 31 May  1946. Cf. Nemo, Jean  2008a, 52-3, note 255 in which the 

verdict is quoted in extenso and Piette (Sven-Myer) 2007, 277.
336  Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies. School of Celtic Studies 1990, 78, 167.
337  Cf. Henry 2013, 193 and Nemo Jean , 2008a. Henry mentions 1951 as the year of the amnesty; 

Nemo states that in 1953 amnesty was granted to Roparz Hemon .
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Although it goes far beyond the scope of this study to examine Hemon ’s work during 
the 1930s and 1940s, its scale and range irrefutably demonstrate Hemon’s enormous 
commitment to the Breton linguistic and literary cause. Paradoxically Hemon – who 
never became a member of any political party and who had manifested a deep-rooted 
distrust of political and military leaders as early as 1924338 – dedicated most of his 
spare time ‘to create a revolution within people’.339 By presenting his fellow Bretons 
with literature, textbooks, courses, radio programmes, children’s books and transla-
tions into Breton, he tried to kindle their ‘Breton’ spirit in such a way that they would 
eventually use Breton as their first language in all domains of life, liberated from any 
French influence whatsoever.340 Throughout those years he remained convinced that 
first the language should be taken care of; the rest – the Breton state – would then take 
care of itself.341 

338  Cf. Hemon  2005, 27-33.
339  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 228.
340  Cf. Hemon  2005, 108.
341  Cf. Morvannou 1987, 210.
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4.7  Two Short Plays as Examples of ‘Combative Literature’

In ‘Arz ar C’hoariva’ (The Art of Theatre), published in 1926, Hemon  confessed that 
he loved the theatre with all his heart and soul.342 He appreciated the plays written 
by Tangi Malmanche ,343 particularly Gurvan, a dream-like play in the Symbolist tradi-
tion, set in ninth century Brittany, about a warrior defeating the evil commander of a 
Frankish army.344 However, dismayed by the length and the elaborate complexity of 
most Breton plays performed during traditional Breton festivals, he tried his pen at 
improving Breton drama. During his lifetime Hemon published eighteen plays and 
more than a dozen translations of theatrical pieces.345 Undoubtedly Hemon shared 
Malmanche’s opinion that plays, more than anything else, offered great opportuni-
ties for Breton. In his ‘Introduction’ to La Vie de Salaün (The Life of Salaün, 1926), 
Malmanche had argued that the theatre provided the most excellent instruments for 
the distribution of the language and the education of the people, since it offered them 
the book they did not take the trouble to read and the lesson they did not bother to 
learn.346 Yet Hemon’s plays eventually shared more or less the same fate as that which 
had befallen those created by Malmanche.347 If at all, they were read rather than per-
formed. Two plays that were relatively successful and staged occasionally,348 will be 
analysed in this section as examples of Hemon’s combative strategies to modernise 
Breton literature and to put it more firmly on the international map: Eun Den a Netra 
and Meurlarjez .

342  Hemon  1931, 197.
343  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 172-3.
344  Cf. Calin  2011, 30.
345  Cf. Penneg 1979, 42 and 159-60. Shortly after his death Hemon ’s plays were republished in two 

volumes under the title C’Hoariva (Plays), Brest: Al Liamm, 1979.
346  Malmanche  1926, xxxii. (I thank Professor Gwendal Denez , University of Rennes 2, for this 

reference in the e-mail sent to me on 13 June 2017.)
347  Morvannou 1987, 195.
348  Eun Den a Netra was staged in 1937 by members of the Paris based Strollad ar Vrezonegerien 

(Association of Breton Speakers, Hupel 2010, 325). It was broadcast by Radio Roazon-Breiz 
(Radio Rennes-Brittany) 20 August 1942 (Calvez 2000, 165-6); and it was performed in sev-
eral homes by Ronan Huon  (1922-2003) and others in 1952 and during a camp week for Bre-
ton learners in 1953 (cf. http://www.bzh5.com/kev/alliamm/al335.pdf, http://www.bzh5.
com/kev/alliamm/al335.pdf and http://bibliotheque.idbe-bzh.org/data/cle_62/Al_Li-
amm_1953_niv_36-41.pdf). Meurlarjez  was broadcast by Radio Roazon-Breiz on 6 February 
1942, Calvez 2000, 165. It was staged twice in Frisian translation in 1952, in Boalsert / Bols-
ward and in Drachten (www.delpher.nl). It was performed in Brittany by Strollad ar Vro Bagan 
(Theatre Group of the Heathen Country = north coast of Léon) in 1976, and the same group 
used extracts from the play in its production Meurlarjez, staged in 1999 (http://www.arvroba-
gan.fr/spip.php?article255). In the 1980s Meurlarjez was adapted for television, according to 
Francis  Favereau  (https://archive.is/vg5C#selection-32933.11-32937.42). Jan Piette’s Welsh 
translation, published in 1962, was used to stage the play during the National Eisteddfod in 
Denbighshire in 2013 (https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/news/archive/2013/08/title-139149-en.
html). (Websites consulted 23 May  2017.) 
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Following summaries of the plots of the plays, this section will assess the extent to 
which Eun Den a Netra and Meurlarjez  relate to Hemon ’s vision regarding the posi-
tion of Breton literature. In addition, the various strategies employed by Hemon to 
achieve his goals will be examined and, finally, the question as to whether or not he 
managed to win prestige for Breton literature by publishing the two plays will be 
considered.

4.7.1  Eun Den a Netra (‘A Man of Nothing’, 1927)349

Eun Den a Netra deals with the corrupting effects of power. This one-act play, consist-
ing of two scenes, is set in an indeterminate country in the office of Rosenkranz , the 
editor of a successful magazine. In the first scene Rosenkranz confers with his friend 
Van Armeck , who has become a Member of Parliament, the two sitting close enough 
to one another to prevent others from hearing what they say. 

Having acquired prestigious positions, Rosenkranz  and Van Armeck , who had 
fought together for the same ideal, are thwarted in their ambitions and discuss how 
they should proceed. They conclude that it would be for the best to have the per-
son thwarting them, General Hirn , shot dead and that the person executing that task 
should be ‘eun den a netra’ (‘a man of nothing’), a man also willing to take his own 
life after the murder, thus remaining for ever silent about the crime. Their problem is 
how to find such a person. They discuss old times and former friends, trying to iden-
tify a suitable candidate. One of the names they mention is that of a poet almost no-
body understands: Ludwig Hirsel . According to Rosenkranz and Van Armeck , Hirsel 
will certainly refuse to kill General Hirn as that would mean that Hirsel would have 
to murder the only man who understands his poems!

Rosenkranz  recalls a time when he was willing to sacrifice his life for Truth and con-
fesses to Van Armeck  that he sometimes prays to regain the confidence he used to 
have. The two men observe that they had been deceitful toward the workers and had 
not given them what they promised them in their early years. Rosenkranz gives Van 
Armeck  to understand that he will not look for a man willing to kill both their oppo-
nent and himself since he is not sure that the sacrifice that man would have to make 
would be for things good and true. After that he tells Van Armeck to go, as he has 
still work to do and because a workman, who came to see him earlier, may visit him.

349  The texts used for this section are the first publication of Eun Den a Netra in Gwalarn, Nr. 9 
(Spring, 1927), 8-22, the manuscript translation A Man of Nothing, dating from 9 November 
1952, made by Pêr Denez  / Pierre Denis , kindly submitted to me by Gwendal Denez on 24 
April 2017, and Samar Ien, the Frisian translation by Jan Wybenga, based on Pêr Denez’s trans-
lation, published in De Tsjerne, 1953, 353-62.
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After Van Armeck  has taken his leave, Rosenkranz ’s servant announces the arrival 
of the workman, who informs Rosenkranz that he has come to see him about his ar-
ticle ‘The Men We Need’. As he was much inspired by the article, the workman asks 
Rosenkranz how he can offer his services as the article had given him purpose and 
he had found truth in it. After almost disappointing him by saying that he has no job 
for him other than to get him votes, Rosenkranz asks the workman to shoot General 
Hirn  and then kill himself.

The next scene shows us Rosenkranz  in his office the following morning. He is read-
ing a poem written by Ludwig Hirsel . The poem exhorts those to whom it is direct-
ed not to despise those who – although they had not seen him – knew ‘Ar beajour 
binniget (‘the blessed traveller’) coming from ‘al Liorz vurzudus’ (‘the marvellous 
Garden’), and subsequently sung his splendour: the splendour of the Word that had 
become Flesh350 and that remained in them. While Rosenkranz is reading, the office 
door is suddenly opened by Van Armeck  who – overcome with joy – rushes in to tell 
his friend that their opponent has been shot dead by an unknown man who has also 
taken his own life. After informing him that the army is on their side and that they 
have nothing to fear, Van Armeck  asks Rosenkranz about the identity of the man who 
intended to visit Rosenkranz the night before. Shrugging his shoulders, Rosenkranz 
replies ‘Eun den a netra!’ (‘A man of nothing!’).

The play clearly contrasts idealism with opportunism and politics with poetry. The 
name Rosenkranz  refers the reader directly to William Shakespeare ’s most famous 
play, in which Rosencrantz  and Guildenstern  feature as Hamlet ’s unreliable and 
treacherous Danish old ‘schoolfellows’.351 In Shakespeare’s play Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern can be seen as ‘agents of the rottenness that infects the Danish court’.352 
In Eun Den a Netra Rosenkranz and Van Armeck , who have failed to do what they 
promised to do, need violence to secure their position and thus become similar ‘agents 
of rottenness’. A credulous, unsophisticated workman is sacrificed to do their dirty 
work, a fate not unlike the victimisation of the simple-minded Stevie  in The Secret 
Agent (1907) by Joseph Conrad .353 

The only one who remained true to their ideals is the poet Ludwig Hirsel . He used 
to be Rosenkrantz’s and Van Armeck ’s fellow combatant. He continued his work as 

350  Cf. also Part V of Hemon ’s poem ‘Pirc’hirin ar Mor’ (Pilgrim to the Sea) in which he employed 
the same Biblical terminology. Hemon 1933 and Deloof 2007, 8.

351  Boyce 1990, 566.
352  Ibid. Although there is no indication in the play that Rosenkranz  is a Jew, Favereau  2003, 271 

and Françoise Morvan  (http://le-grib.com/litterature/hemon-treguer-meme-combat/, con-
sulted 30 May  2017) identify him as such. Cf. Hupel 2010, 325 who refutes the anti-Semitic 
character of the play.

353  A reference to Conrad  is made by Roparz Hemon  in Hemon 1929, 41-2.
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a poet, believing in the regenerating power of the Word. By choosing the name Lud-
wig Hirsel Roparz Hemon  seems to refer indirectly to visionary poets in general, as 
the first part of the name Hirsel (‘hir)’ can be translated as ‘far’ and the second part 
(sel[l]) as ‘look’, and to himself in particular, since Ludwig is the German equivalent 
of Roparz Hemon’s real first name Louis. However, the translation of the name Lud-
wig Hirsel as ‘Louis the Far-Looking’ is more hinted at than made obvious by chang-
ing the required double l of the Breton word for ‘look’ (‘sell’) into a single one (‘sel’).354

Eun Den a Netra appeared in Gwalarn in the spring of 1927, less than a year after it 
had become an independent magazine, freed from the ties it had with Breiz Atao, 
the monthly devoted to Breton nationalism. Once Gwalarn had become independent, 
Hemon  could give his imagination free rein regarding the friction between political 
points of view on the one hand and literary ideas on the other, expressing what he 
must have felt during the time when Gwalarn was a supplement to Breiz Atao. Not 
surprisingly, the negative attitude towards politics and the pro-literature bias in Eun 
Den a Netra was not received kindly by the Breiz Atao review355 and relations re-
mained strained between Roparz Hemon and Breiz Atao.356 The play can therefore 
be read as ‘tantalisingly autobiographical’,357 confirming Hemon’s role as a poet, but 
also sadly presaging his stance during the Second World War when – in spite of the 
message of this play – he seized the opportunities offered to the Breton movement 
and failed to stick to his role as a poet.

Influenced by contemporary plays written by authors such as Maurice Maeterlinck  
(1862-1949), J. M. Synge  (1871-1909) and W. B. Yeats  (1865-1939),358 Hemon  modern-
ised Breton theatre, simplifying the plots and the structure of his plays and objecti-
fying concisely significant themes,359 thus distancing himself from Breton dramatists 
whose plays were marked out by complicated plots and large casts of characters. 

On a certain level Eun Den a Netra can be interpreted as a digression on politics ver-
sus poetry, the very same theme which Hemon  had discussed in his essay ‘Gwalarn e 
Breiz’, that preceded Eun Den a Netra in the spring issue of 1927,360 the play amplify-

354  I thank Professor Gwendal Denez , for this suggestion, sent to me by e-mail on 14 July 2017. 
According to Denez the name Hirsel  can be analysed as follows: ‘Hir’ (adjective) means ‘long’ 
(‘tall’ in family names): ‘hir eo an hent’: ‘the road is long’; ‘Sel(l): both the noun meaning ‘view’, 
‘look’ as well as the imperative form of the verb ‘Sellout’: ‘to look’; e.g. ‘sell dirazout’: ‘look in 
front of you’. ‘Hirsel(l)’could therefore be translated in something approaching ‘Far-looking’, a 
person who looks accurately at/in the future.

355  Cf. Hupel 2010, 204, note 735.
356  Cf. Carney 2015, 205.
357  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 176.
358  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 173, Hupel 2010, 135 and Hemon  1998, 83.
359  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 175.
360  Gwalarn, Nr. 9, Nevez-Amzer (Spring, 1927), 3-7. Cf. 4.5.
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ing the ideas expressed in the essay and vice versa. By situating the play in an indeter-
minate country Hemon gave the play a universal appeal and by implicitly referring 
to Shakespeare ’s Hamlet , he employed an internationalising, connective strategy. In 
Eun Den a Netra he allegorised – in Fredric Jameson ’s terms – the future of any nation 
or state, including Brittany and France. Dealing with future state politics in generic 
terms, the play issues the clear warning that a nation or state cannot ignore its poets 
with impunity.

4.7.2  Meurlarjez  (‘Carnival’, 1938)361

In Meurlarjez  Hemon  made his internationalising strategy more explicit by locating 
the play in Wales and accompanying the original version with his own translation 
into English when he first published the play in the May  issue of Gwalarn, 1938. As a 
young man, Louis Nemo  had become acquainted with Wales in 1919, when he stayed 
in the presbytery of the Brest-born priest Jean  Jacques Marie Pochard  in the North 
Wales village of Buckley prior to his studying English at Leeds University (cf. 4.3).362 
During that stay he became familiar with places, such as Betws-y-Coed, Rhyl and 
Llandudno, and with the home life of the Welsh clergy; experiences that stood him 
in good stead to contrast the dreamlike, otherworldly character of Meurlarjez with a 
semblance of realism.

The play explores the contrasts between the dream world which appears to embody 
reality and reality which in fact appears to represent a world of sham and hypocrisy.363 

Like Eun Den a Netra, Meurlarjez  is a very short one-act play. Apart from the supernat-
ural Meurlarjez (Carnival), there are only three characters: Alois  Pritchard, a Protes-
tant minister, Dora , his respectable wife, and Gwen , their seventeen-year-old maid. 
The setting is a manse sitting-room, in which the minister and his wife are seated 

361  The texts used for this section are the first publication of Meurlarjez  in Gwalarn, Nr. 114, Mae 
(May ), 1938, 5-23, Hemon ’s translation into English, Carnival in Gwalarn, Nr. 114, Mae (May) 
1938, 59-71, and Anne  Wadman’s translation into Frisian based on Roparz Hemon’s English 
translation, Prins Karnaval, Drachten: Laverman, 1952. A translation into Welsh, entitled Car-
nifal, was made by J. Piette and published in the 1962 December issue of the Welsh Academy 
periodical Taliesin, 60-76.

362  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 57-8. Jean  Jacques Marie Pochard  was Resident Priest of the Buckley 
Parish, in the Diocese of Menevia, 1908-1929. He was born in Brest and returned to France in 
1950. He died at the Maison de Keranroux in Brest-Lambézellec on 31 May  1954, aged 85. (In-
formation kindly provided by the archivist of the Diocese of Wrexham, Kathryn Byrne, 1 May 
2016). For further details about his stay in Wales cf. Hemon ’s ‘Eñvorennoù eus Breizh-Veur 
(1919-1920)’ (Memories of Great Britain, 1919-1920), Al Liamm 160 (September-October 1973), 
330-50; republished in Roparz Hemon, Eñvorennoù, Brest: Al Liamm, 1998, 63-106. (Information 
regarding the ‘Memories of Great Britain’ were kindly provided by Rafael Urien , 31 May 2016.)

363  Cf. Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 178-9.
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in the arm-chairs with their maid serving them. The action takes place during the 
evening and night of Shrove Tuesday, also known as Mardi Gras, the day before Ash 
Wednesday. Even though they are not celebrating carnival, Alois, Dora and Gwen 
wear masks. When the fourth character, apparently a young man, emerges like a real 
jack-in-the-box from the huge packing case located in the middle of the sitting-room, 
from beneath a gigantic bunch of sweet-smelling flowers, sent to the manse from the 
Riviera by a member of the congregation, the minister, his wife and their maid gradu-
ally become conscious of the fact that they are wearing masks and take them off. The 
young man, dressed as a white domino and wearing no mask, introduces himself as 
Meurlarjez (Carnival). He tells them that he comes from ‘the land of flowers, some-
where between the sun, the moon and Italy’ and explains that he feeds himself ‘on 
the smell of flowers’. He assumes that he was packed in the case with the flowers by 
mistake. Once Meurlarjez is in their midst and they have dropped their masks, Alois, 
Dora and Gwen reveal their own selves, confessing their youthful peccadilloes and 
divulging their real predilections. The minister owns up that he first met Meurlarjez 
during the carnival season when, as a young student in Munich, he and his com-
rades, dressed up as toreros, enjoyed themselves in the company of some German 
girls. The minister’s wife recalls having met Meurlarjez in Spain, when she worked 
there as a governess. There, she had nearly drowned in the Guadalquivir because of 
the state she was in during carnival. The maid confesses that she met Meurlarjez in 
her dreams. They all know this merry person, but have never mentioned him to the 
others. Meurlarjez induces them to uncommon frankness. The minister discloses that 
he used to love a student in Aberystwyth and his wife confesses that she once fancied 
Jones , the teacher. She becomes inordinately excited and wants to go to the Riviera – 
immediately! However, as the last train had left the village at 7.30 p.m., she decides 
that she is going to enjoy herself during the rest of the night.

Even though he is supposed to be a teetotaller, the minister conjures up a bottle of 
port and, similarly, his wife, who is supposed to be a non-smoker, produces a ciga-
rette-case. After a while Meurlarjez  even induces the players to dance, not to classical 
music, but to jazz: the minister with the maid and the minister’s wife with Meurlarjez. 
However, at the last stroke of twelve – when Ash Wednesday commences – Meurlar-
jez vanishes and the characters mask their faces again and resume their conversation 
as if nothing had happened.

The teacher of English at the Brest Lycée, Louis Nemo  may well have been confronted 
on a daily basis with the social strictures that cause people to cover themselves with 
masks of respectability. Masked as the Breton writer Roparz Hemon , he thematised 
this social travesty in Meurlarjez . In the 1930s Louis Nemo’s own respectability was 
questioned when, behind his back his activities for the Breton movement and his po-
litical affiliation were examined by his school management. However, the authorities 
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were unable to find anything untoward or disreputable.364

Switching the identities of his characters from false to true and the other way round 
again, Hemon  placed Meurlarjez  in the Shakespearian tradition.365 In Eun Den a Netra 
and Meurlarjez the introduction of almost unreal illusory characters – the sacrificial 
workman who turns up from out of the blue and the puppet-like Meurlarjez who 
emerges from a box – catalyse events and by dint of their unreality force reality upon 
the other characters. In that way Hemon’s dramatic work, particularly Meurlarjez, 
seems to be influenced by Maurice Maeterlinck ’s short symbolist dramas, such as 
L’Intruse (Intruder, 1890) and Intérieur (Interior, 1894).366 Apart from other resem-
blances, the most striking similarity between L’Intruse and Meurlarjez is that in both 
plays at midnight, at the last stroke of twelve, there is a complete reversal of the chain 
of events.367 Hemon’s use of masks, moreover, can be regarded as a playful allusion 
to Yeats ’s more serious employment of masks in dramatic works influenced by Japa-
nese Noh theatre, such as The Dreaming of the Bones (1919).

In the summer of 1925 Hemon  had written that everybody in every Celtic speak-
ing country should know the names of, and pay homage to Yeats , Synge  and Lady 
Gregory  because of what they had written and produced to create and establish Irish 
literary theatre.368 Not much later – in the winter of 1926 – he admitted that he did 
not know much about the theatre, yet he ventured to make numerous concrete sug-
gestions to alter the state of Breton drama in his article ‘Arz ar C’hoariva’ (The Art 
of Theatre).369 Indubitably Hemon must have felt encouraged by the work of the 
Irish playwrights to embark upon his scheme to write more modern dramatic work, 
exploring the feasibility of a Breton literary theatre, ‘independent in spirit, creative 
and original’.370 

364  Archives départementales d’Ille-et-Vilaine, Rennes, file number 213 W 66, 24 October 1930, 
quoted by Nemo, Jean  2008b, 12, note 29, in which the inspector wrote to the rector: ‘J’ai l’hon-
neur de vous faire connaître que j’ai communiqué à M. le Proviseur du Lycée de Brest la let-
tre que vous avez bien voulu m’écrire au sujet de M. Nemo. / M. le Proviseur m’a répondu: 
“Depuis son arrivée ici, ce professeur n’a pas participé ouvertement aux agissements du parti 
autonomiste breton. Absolument aucun fait précis ne peut être relevé contre lui. Je sais qu’il 
est celtisant passionné; il a même fait l’année dernière en dehors du lycée des cours de langue 
celtique, mais cela ne saurait, je crois, être blâmé.”’

365  E.g. Puck’s magic flower in A Midsummer’s Night Dream, Act 2, Scene 1 and Lucentio posing as 
Cambio in The Taming of the Shrew, Act 2, Scene 1. Cf. Favereau  2003, 284.

366  Cf. De Gourmont 1896, 21.
367  Maeterlinck , 1999, 279.
368  Hemon  2005, 83.
369  Ibid., 103-6. Cf. 4.5. The guidelines Hemon  provides in ‘Arz ar C’hoariva’ to avoid expenses and 

to create more simple and sober theatre productions are very concrete, ranging from colour 
suggestions for stage curtains to instructions on how to paint the props.

370  Morgan , Sylvia 1979, 266.
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In Eun Den a Netra and Meurlarjez  Hemon  strictly observed the Aristotelian dramatic 
classical unities: the unity of action, the unity of time and the unity of place, thus 
following basic rules in order to avoid the complexity and extravagance of the Bre-
ton plays he witnessed in Vannes and Saint-Pol-de-Léon.371 By presenting his Breton 
audience with short, simple plays, he filled a lacuna in the Breton literary field. Al-
though the post-Second World War plays by Pêr-Jakez Helias  (1914-1995)372 would be 
far more influential and successful,373 Hemon managed to modernise Breton drama 
by distancing his work from the elaborate plays of his literary predecessors and his 
fellow dramatists. By providing his plays with a simple framework and by suggest-
ing that the relatively poor Breton theatres should cut their coat according to their 
cloth, Hemon anticipated new theatre movements, such as the travelling companies 
created by Léon Chancerel  (1886-1965).374 Moreover, he presented his plays with a 
more universal outlook by selecting indeterminate or foreign settings and connecting 
his plays – implicitly and explicitly – with non-Breton and non-French drama. Since 
his plays were translated and one of them was produced abroad – even as recently as 
2013, he can be said to have gained a modest degree of prestige for his dramatic work.

371  Cf. Hemon  2005, 82, 103 and 121.
372  Official name: Pierre Hélias.
373  Cf. Calin  2000, 175. 
374  Caouissin 1990, 171-2.
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4.8  Conclusion

The literary journal Gwalarn (1925-1944) and its satellites can be regarded as the con-
crete products of Roparz Hemon ’s combative dedication during the interwar years to 
further the cause of a more independent Brittany. Convinced of the necessity to devel-
op the Breton language in such a way that higher social classes would be challenged 
to employ it, Hemon initially focused his attention on the elite, creating for them high 
literary texts and offering translations into Breton of prestigious world literature. 
However, faced with Brittany’s diglossic situation and inadequate educational and 
linguistic provisions, he developed structures parallel to his publications of literary 
work to fill some of the gaps.375 Wary of the linguistic influence of French on Breton, 
he insisted on provisions such as Breton language text books and courses through the 
medium of Breton, and – just as Meven Mordiern  had done before him – on the cre-
ation of neologisms based on Breton or Celtic words. In order to create a Breton that 
could be used in all the domains of social life, Hemon thought it essential to draw on 
the ways by which Bretons and other Celts had given expression to their spirit, their 
thoughts, feeling and ideas. Yet he also insisted that the Breton language should be 
inspired by modern European, but preferably non-French forms of expressing one-
self, thus employing connecting, internationalising as well as distancing strategies. 

His indefatigable efforts to contribute to the realisation of a potentially official status 
for the language can be exemplified by his work as a grammarian and a lexicogra-
pher. Although appreciative of Breton dialectal variety, he advocated standardisation 
for the sake of gaining prestige for the language. By developing critical prose and 
introducing the modern short-story in Breton literature he accumulated capital for 
the Breton literary field. Moreover, by publishing translations of world literature, he 
both lent prestige to Breton literature and internationalised it. In addition, he also 
provided translations of Breton texts in English and Esperanto to demonstrate their 
suitability for an international forum. 

Breaking with the didactic and rhetorical thought style and opting for the expressive 
style emphasising the creation of personal, subjective and lyrical work, Hemon  man-
aged to attract likeminded writers to contribute to his journal Gwalarn. As the editor 
of a journal that looked outwards and addressed universal themes, he changed the 
Breton literary climate and was respected as leader. He exuded authority but was not 
charismatic in the sense that he gathered numerous followers. Rather than socialising, 
he preferred the solitude of his study in order to be able to carry on with his work.

Unequivocal about the necessity of creating a Breton Brittany, convinced that the Bre-
ton state would take care of itself after it had adopted Breton as its language, Hemon  

375  Cf. Denez , Gwendal and Erwan Hupel 2009, 78-9.
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had committed himself to a political aim without becoming a member of a political 
party. However, instead of waiting patiently for the revolution to materialise among 
his fellow Bretons against French usurpation, Hemon acted inconsistently with the 
views he had expressed in the past when the Second World War broke out. He seized 
the opportunity to catalyse the process of creating a Breton Brittany by collaborating 
with the Germans. Although the end of the War and Hemon’s arrest and his subse-
quent exile to Ireland did not put an end to Hemon’s combative linguistic national-
ism, it did mark the demise of Gwalarn. An era of fairly naïve optimism with respect 
to the opportunity of changing the Breton linguistic situation rapidly and fundamen-
tally had come to an end. Nevertheless, thanks to his mobilising, distancing, unifying 
and connecting strategies, Hemon had been able to create more or less systematically 
the first journal that put Breton literature firmly on the international map. 
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5.  Comparisons: Parallels and Divergences. 
A Synthesis

Prior to drawing conclusions from the previous four case studies (cf. Chapter 6), this 
chapter seeks to bring together the parallels and patterns that can be discerned in the 
activities of the four writers to put their literatures on the international map in the 
post-Great War era. A comparison of the socio-political, economic, religious, linguis-
tic and literary contexts as well as the personal circumstances that enabled their work 
will be made to provide plausible explanations for the similarities and the differences 
in their approach to gain more prestige for their literatures.

5.1  The Respective Contextual Circumstances and Diglossic Situations

The revival of the literature of small nations in the 1920s can be regarded as being 
part of a wider political and national awakening. That awakening had already begun 
in the nineteenth century with the increasing codification and standardisation of the 
languages of those nations in grammars and dictionaries. Influential lexical, gram-
matical and orthographic works that had appeared before Douwe Kalma , Saunders 
Lewis , Hugh MacDiarmid  and Roparz Hemon  made their combative entrance on the 
literary scene during or shortly after the Great War are presented in Table 9:

Table 9 Codification and standardisation

Frisian Welsh Scots Breton
De Fryske 
Boekstavering, 1879 
(cf. 1.7)
Friesch 
Woordenboek 
(Lexicon Frisicum), 
W. Dijkstra  et al., 
1900-1911 (cf. 1.7)
Phonology & 
Grammar of 
Modern West 
Frisian, P. Sipma,  
1913 (cf. 1.3)

Welsh and English 
Dictionary, W. O. 
Pughe , 1793-1803 
+ new editions 
1832, 1873 (cf. 2.1)
Welsh 
Orthography, J. 
Morris -Jones , 1893 
(cf. 2.2)
A Welsh Grammar, 
J. Morris- Jones , 
1913 (cf. 2.2)

Etymological 
Dictionary of the 
Scottish Language, 
J. Jamieson , 1808-
1809 (cf. 3.1 and 
3.4)
Lowland Scotch as 
Spoken in the Lower 
Strathearn District 
of Perthshire, J. 
Wilson, 1915 (cf. 
3.1 and 3.4)
Manual of Modern 
Scots, W. Grant   
and J. M. Dixon,  
1921 (cf. 3.1)

Grammaire Celto-
Breton, J.-F. Le 
Gonidec , 1807, 
1839 (cf. 4.1)
Dictionnaire Celto-
Breton, ou Breton-
Français, J.-F. Le 
Gonidec , 1821 (cf. 
4.1)
La Langue Bretonne 
en 40 Leçons, F. 
Vallée,  1909 (cf. 
4.3)
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During the first decades of the twentieth century, the emancipation and modernisa-
tion of their languages and literatures became a matter of growing concern for minor-
ity language literature writers. If they wanted recognition of the literary work written 
in their languages as work in its own right, not merely work of antiquarian interest or 
complementing that written in the dominant language of their state, they were forced 
to find ways to escape neglect and condescension and to make their work matter, not 
only in their own surroundings, but in the world at large.

Prior to the outbreak of the Great War throughout Europe young nationalists had 
organised themselves with ambitions varying from more cultural autonomy to com-
plete independence. In West Frisia the Boun Jong-Fryslân (League Young  Frisia) was 
formed in 1905 (cf. 1.5), in Wales Cymru Fydd (Young Wales) was founded in 1886 
(cf. 2.1), the association of liberal Young Scots Society was conceived in 1900 (cf. 3.1) 
and the young Bretons of the Parti Nationaliste Breton (Breton Nationalist Party) or-
ganised themselves in 1911 (cf. 4.1). Rather than diminishing, the nationalistic fervour 
grew among national minorities after the Great War.

As argued in the Introduction, President Woodrow  Wilson’s famous ‘Fourteen Points’ 
and the (re)constitution of European states such as Ireland led to increasing hopes re-
garding self-determination.

The possibility in post-Great War Europe of (re-)creating new states in which previ-
ously dominated cultures and languages could flourish combined with the disap-
pointing attitude of the Principal Allied and Associated Powers to grant more rights 
to their own national and linguistic minorities may explain why authors such as Dou-
we Kalma , Saunders Lewis  and Roparz Hemon  were initially combatively optimistic 
regarding their languages. They believed in the re-establishment of the prominent 
position of the indigenous languages in the regions where they lived, assuming that 
they still could become respectively monolingually Frisian (cf. 1.7), Welsh (cf. 2.5) and 
Breton (cf. 4.5). Since both Gaelic and Scots were employed as indigenous languages 
in Scotland, Hugh MacDiarmid  did not propagate a monolingual Scotland, although 
he fiercely opposed English influences and advocated the use of the indigenous lan-
guages in an independent Scotland (cf. 3.2 and 3.5.1).

The realisation that language education could be regarded not only as ‘a means of 
levelling the playing field and giving all an equal opportunity’, but also as ‘a way of 
destroying non-official language varieties […] inevitably disfavoring native speakers 
of those languages and language varieties’,1 convinced all four writers that action 

1  Kibbee 2008, 79.
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was required. The action taken was partly dictated by varying social and political 
circumstances. 

In the case of Kalma , living in a mobilised, neutral country during the 1914-1918 pe-
riod, it resulted in resisting the idea of a Greater Netherlands (‘Groot-Nederlandsche 
Gedachte’; cf. 1.1 and 1.4), and substituting it with a concept of a more autonomous 
Frisia bridging the geographical distance between the English and Scandinavians, 
peoples kindred in spirit but living apart (cf. 1.4). In order to realise this goal of great-
er autonomy, he set great store by mobilising his fellow countrymen culturally, incit-
ing them to study Frisian history, language and culture and encouraging them to pass 
on their knowledge to others. In 1915 Kalma took the initiative to create De Jongfrys-
ke Mienskip, the Young  Frisian Community (cf. 1.5).

Inspired by the Irish Revolution in the British Empire, Saunders Lewis  and Hugh 
MacDiarmid , both citizens of that Empire, although convinced of educational change, 
emphasised the need for political change as a sine qua non for cultural and linguistic 
emancipation and modernisation. Their conviction led them to help form new polit-
ical parties. In 1925 Lewis was one of the co-founders of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru, 
the National Party of Wales (cf. 2.8), and in 1928 MacDiarmid was one of the initiators 
of the National Party of Scotland (cf. 3.7.1).

In centralist France, Roparz Hemon , although also inspired by the fact that the Irish 
as the first Celtic nation had managed to gain independence, felt that for Celtic Britta-
ny the emphasis should be first and foremost on education rather than politics. In the 
1920s he believed that first the language should be taken care of; the rest, the creation 
of a more autonomous Breton state, would then take care of itself (cf. 3.6.4).

The end of the Great War inaugurated a new ‘season of minority protection’.2 In-
itially this new era seemed to be very promising for non-state language speakers. 
President Woodrow  Wilson’s statements and the establishment of the League of Na-
tions presaged more recognition of non-state nations. A period of educational neglect, 
disrespect or even prohibition regarding non-state languages seemed to have come to 
an end. Languages that had been recently recognised officially and that had hitherto 
played a minor role were now seen as examples. Douwe Kalma  referred his fellow 
Frisians to Icelandic (cf. 1.9), Saunders Lewis  mentioned Hebrew as an example (cf. 

2  Cf. Palermo and Woelk 2011, 87, quoted in Poggeschi 2013, 19, note 25: ‘[…] “the third season of 
minority protection”, the shortest, lasting only twenty years, from 1918 to 1939. The first season 
[of minority protection] went from the Treaty of Westphalia to the Treaty of Vienna (from 1648 
to 1815); the second lasted from 1815 until 1918, and was the so-called “nationalist era”; the 
fourth was that of the cold war and the last was the current season which began in 1989 with 
the fall of the Berlin wall, marked by the re-explosion of the national question.’

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   303Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   303 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



304

2.8), Hugh MacDiarmid  praised the introduction of Norwegian Landsmaal as a mod-
el to be followed in Scotland (cf. 3.5.1) and Roparz Hemon  referred his compatriots 
to the introduction of Irish to non-Irish speaking people in Ireland as an exemplary 
method of regaining official recognition for Breton (cf. 4.4).

As regards non-state language education, the early twentieth-century situation in Fri-
sia, Wales, Scotland and Brittany differed considerably, despite some similarities. In 
each of the four regions, educators advocating the introduction of those languages 
experienced incomprehension and opposition.

In Frisia the first steps towards bilingual education were made in 1907. Frisian was 
then taught as a subject at a small number of elementary schools, after regular school 
hours. It was not until thirty years later that the situation somewhat improved (cf. 
1.2). In nineteenth-century Wales, where the instrument of the Welsh Not had been 
employed to discourage pupils from using Welsh in schools, Welsh was given the 
status of a specific optional subject of instruction as early as 1890. More legislation 
permitting the use of Welsh in elementary schools was introduced in 1893, and in 
1907, when the Welsh Education Department was set up, Welsh language teaching 
was encouraged both in elementary and intermediate schools (cf. 2.1).

Throughout the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century Scots was mainly re-
garded as a variety of English that was frowned upon and should not be used in 
school (cf. 3.3.1). In fact, it was not until the 1990s that Scottish Government educa-
tional guidelines stated that schools in Scotland may choose to use or teach Scots (cf. 
3.1). In contrast to Scots, Gaelic, as a Celtic language clearly distinct from English, 
was added to the school curricula at a much earlier stage. The 1918 Education Act for 
Scotland required education authorities to make ‘adequate provision’ for teaching 
Gaelic as a subject ‘in Gaelic-speaking areas’ at primary, intermediate and secondary 
levels (cf. 3.1), although that did not immediately lead to an overall positive attitude 
towards Gaelic.

In Brittany the situation with respect to the use of Breton in education deteriorated af-
ter the Great War in spite of or perhaps partly as a result of the activities of the Breton 
Movement. During the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century the Symbole 
had been used to punish pupils who spoke Breton at school. In spite of the official 
French attitude towards Breton as a medium of instruction many Roman Catholic 
schools had employed it as a practical means to reach the children in Lower Brittany. 
However, the creation of the modern Republican school in which the use of Breton 
was not permitted, after the introduction of the Jules Ferry Laws in the 1880s, meant 
that in education the language was dealt a severe blow. The position for Breton in 
education became even worse when the Minister of Education, Anatole De Monzie , 
took stringent measures to eradicate Breton from schools after he had announced, 
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in 1925, that for the linguistic unity of France, Breton should disappear. The ban on 
Breton in schools was formally lifted in 1951 when the Deixonne  Law was passed (cf. 
4.2). 

The authorities’ differences in approach towards minority language education influ-
enced the positions the four vanguard authors chose to adopt. While Kalma  and Lewis  
worked in environments in which minority language education could be gradually 
and formally developed, MacDiarmid  and Hemon  had to work in less favourable 
conditions. Kalma and Hemon provided their compatriots with a wealth of practical 
educational material chiefly for self-study (cf. 1.6 and 4.6.3 respectively). Saunders 
Lewis mainly targeted his university students with educational works, such as An In-
troduction to Contemporary Welsh Literature (1926; cf. 2.6.1), and MacDiarmid paved the 
way for more Scots in schools with essays in which he insisted that education should 
lead to individual self-realisation and had to be used as a means to unlock Scotland’s 
‘historical self-suppression’3 (cf. 3.5.1).

The greater potential of the dominant languages, with increased chances of employ-
ment and affluence, status and security,4 was one of the important factors that mil-
itated against non-state language education in each of the four regions. However, 
despite their different approaches, the four vanguard writers concurred in their con-
viction that the process of separating children from their roots and undermining the 
child’s cultural and linguistic identity should be terminated. Instead they argued that 
education should help children build upon their cultural and linguistic identity.

Although the economic structures of the four regions differed considerably, they all 
shared an overdependence on only a few sections of economic life, which made them 
vulnerable. From all four regions huge numbers of enterprising people emigrated 
during the interwar years, taking with them their language and culture, but frequent-
ly shedding them after having left their native soil. 

Early twentieth-century Frisia remained first and foremost an agrarian province. 
Lacking ports like Rotterdam and Hamburg with established communication links, 
Frisia had no short and efficient routes leading to the newly industrialised centres of 
Western European growth. Consequently, Frisia had gradually changed from one of 
the more central Dutch provinces into a fairly peripheral one.5 High unemployment 
rates during the interwar era meant that Frisians frequently had to go elsewhere to 
find work. In Douwe Kalma ’s case, it implied that in the 1930s he went to Eind-
hoven in the south Netherlands to work as a teacher of English. The more or less 

3  Lyall  2006, 46.
4  Cf. Baker 1997, 128.
5  Cf. 1.1; Jensma  1998a, 175-82; Van der Woude 1998; and, Frieswijk and Van der Meer 1998.
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stable situation of diglossia in Frisian rural areas with Dutch in school, church and 
administration and as the main written language alongside Frisian as the language 
of informal social intercourse and as the written language of literary products by Fri-
sian ideologues was encroached upon in the course of the twentieth century due to 
increasing literacy, technical innovations and mobility.6 The higher status of Dutch 
and its greater economic potential meant that sometimes Frisian parents preferred 
to speak Dutch with their children (cf. Kalma’s parents, 1.3) and that immigrants no 
longer automatically adopted the Frisian linguistic habits.7 However as a conse-
quence of, among other things, the existence of texts in Old Frisian in which the legal 
and literary elements were combined, the prestige of the seventeenth-century Fri-
sian literary work of Gysbert   Japicx, the Frisian national idea propagated by Harmen 
Sytstra  in the nineteenth century, and the Frisian poems written by the leader of the 
Social-Democrats in the Netherlands, Pi(e)ter Jelles Troelstra , the status of the Frisian 
language was already relatively high when Douwe Kalma entered the literary arena 
in 1915.8 

In Wales post-Great War international competition and protectionism had demon-
strated the vulnerability of overdependence on coal and steel industries. Although 
the coalfields had led to wealth and prosperity during the end of the nineteenth and 
the beginning of the twentieth century, the exports of coal plummeted after 1918 due 
to new coal markets and the use of substitute fuels. Unemployment rates began to 
soar in the 1920s, reaching unprecedented levels in the 1930s: in some valleys well 
over 40 per cent.9 Saunders Lewis  managed to find employment in Wales just be-
fore this commenced. As he had not been appointed to any of the English university 
posts for which he had applied,10 he more or less jestingly commented in a letter 
addressed to his future wife that Providence intended him ‘to stick to Welsh’, when 
he attempted to leave the University College of Swansea just before he got married 
because of his conversion to Catholicism.11 Due to immense demographic changes 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the linguistic situation in Wales 
underwent a massive transformation. While the first immigrants to Wales to work in 
the mining industry had assimilated the Welsh language, the huge number of people 
migrating to Wales in the last decade of the nineteenth and the first decades of the 
twentieth century did not adopt Welsh as their new language (cf. 2.1). The interwar 
depression meant that in the numerous cases in which Welsh speakers attempted to 
find work beyond the Welsh borders the urgency to acquire high proficiency in Eng-

6  Cf. Feitsma 1981, 166-8.
7  Ibid., 164.
8  Ibid., 174.
9  Cf. Day 2002, 33.
10  Exeter and Manchester University. Cf. Lewis , Saunders 1993, 533-37. 
11  Cf. 2.3 and Lewis , Saunders 1993, 536-7. (Letter written to Margaret Gilcriest , 30 May  1924.)
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lish became more evident than ever before. The exodus of approximately 400,000 per-
sons who left Wales to seek employment between 1921 and 1939,12 included service-
men who had fought during the Great War and had frequently experienced negative 
attitudes towards the use of their native tongue (cf. 2.1). Although the employment of 
Welsh was often regarded as a sign of backwardness and insularity, the diglossic sit-
uation in Wales around the end of World War One compares favourably with that of 
Frisian in several respects. In contrast to Frisian, Welsh was used in religion, notably 
in the services and Sunday schools of Nonconformist denominations. By that time, 
moreover, Welsh already had a legal base in education in those areas in which Welsh 
was spoken (see above), and it had prestige as one of the Celtic languages taught in 
universities, not only in Wales, but also on the Continent (cf. 2.2). 

Dependence on one single main industry also proved disastrous in post-Great War 
Scotland, notably in the western part of its Central Belt, which completely relied on 
heavy industry. Following a short boom after the Great War, Scottish unemployment 
began to increase dramatically in the 1920s, leading to large-scale emigration (cf. 3.1). 
Although Hugh MacDiarmid ’s fitful career in the interwar period was characterised 
by some stretches of unemployment, he managed to find a reasonably secure, but not 
very well-paid job as a journalist with the Montrose Review in the 1920s. However, 
when in 1929, a promising job as a radio-magazine journalist in London turned out 
to be a non-starter, he experienced in the subsequent years the difficulty of making 
ends meet as a free-lance writer and editor (cf. 3.5.2). Challenged by the complicated 
Scottish linguistic landscape, MacDiarmid sought for synthesis, not only in what he 
expressed in his work, but also in re-creating the Scots language. Scotland with its 
Highlands, Lowlands, Western and Northern Isles, could – and can still – be roughly 
divided in Gaelic and Scots-speaking parts. Due to isolation and distance the multi-
farious varieties of Scots could be significantly divergent from one another, which in 
some cases led to specific nomenclature, for example the use of the word ‘Doric’ as a 
term referring to the dialect of Scots employed in the northeast of Scotland. Although 
some well-known poets like William Dunbar  and Robert Burns  had written in Scots, 
the language enjoyed little esteem when Hugh MacDiarmid made his appearance 
on the literary scene in the 1920s, either from the Scots speakers themselves or from 
the speakers of English. Gaelic on the other hand, although long suppressed, was 
gradually given some recognition by the educational authorities in the course of the 
twentieth century (see above). In academe it was valued as one of the most ancient 
languages of the British Isles and had been part of the Celtic Studies curriculum at 
Edinburgh University since 1882 (cf. 3.2). Moreover, Gaelic was also used in religious 
services, notably in the Free Churches from the second half of the nineteenth century 

12  Day 2002, 33.
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onwards.13 Scots, however, was hardly thought to be fit for religious purposes, as 
it was frequently regarded as a broad or slang variety of English (cf. 3.1). Conse-
quently the diglossic situation of Gaelic speakers in Scotland differed from that of 
Scots speakers. Whereas Gaelic speakers could use their language to a small extent 
in church and to an even lesser extent at school, the use of Scots was confined to the 
home environment, the less status-sensitive settings, and to informal intercourse.

In early twentieth-century agrarian Roman Catholic Brittany birth rates were higher 
than anywhere else in France and, as many Bretons were unable to earn a livelihood 
in their native land, large numbers emigrated or, more frequently, moved to other 
parts of France (cf. 4.1). The process of migration from Brittany to more central and 
industrialised parts of France implied that, more than ever before, Bretons became 
aware of the necessity to become proficient in French. Moreover, the negative attitude 
towards Breton experienced by Breton servicemen during the Great War made a fair 
number of them refrain from transmitting the language to their children. Challenged 
by the spirit of disparagement towards Breton, Louis Nemo  chose to resist that cur-
rent of negativity. In spite, or perhaps because of his French upbringing, Nemo, in his 
capacity as the writer Roparz Hemon , advocated Breton in all domains of life in an 
age when its employment became increasingly restricted. Although it had been used 
in the Roman Catholic Church and in parish schools throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury as a practical means to reach and communicate with the Breton-speaking popu-
lation, the process of separating Church and State, more or less forcefully introduced 
by the official governmental authorities, prohibited the use of Breton in state schools 
and gradually led the clergy to adopt French rather than Breton as their language of 
communication. Due to administrative, social, economic and political forces French 
encroached upon almost every domain in which Breton was used.14 In spite of these 
encroachments, in the more isolated rural and maritime parts of Lower Brittany that 
had remained relatively untouched by early twentieth-century modernisation, Bre-
ton still continued to flourish as the language of daily speech during the interwar 
period.15 Inspired by its use and its venerable heritage, Hemon, concerned about its 
vulnerability to erosion and intent on turning the tide, opted for a lifelong commit-
ment to the Breton cause.

In all respects, degrees of distance and proximity between Frisia, Wales, Scotland and 

13  MacKinnon 1991, 67. The New Testament had appeared in Gaelic in 1767 and the Old Testa-
ment was published in 1801. However, it was not until after the Disruption, the 1843 schism 
within the Church of Scotland when the Free Church of Scotland was formed, that Gaelic was 
increasingly employed in Free Church religious services in Gaelic-speaking areas. (Cf. Mac-
Kinnon 1991, 56-66.)

14  Cf. Timm 2003.
15  Ibid.
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Brittany and the respective centres of the states in which they are located played major 
roles in the development of those four regions. Referring his readers simultaneously 
to the Scottish patron saint St Andrew  and the San Andreas Fault transform fault in 
California, the historian and journalist Neal Ascherson  introduced the concept ‘St An-
drew’s Fault’ to indicate ‘the traumatic chasm dividing the confident minority from 
the mistrustful majority’, which according to him ‘seems to date from the wholesale 
uprooting of traditional Scottish society between about 1760 and 1860’, the period of 
the Clearances which took place in both Higland and Lowland Scotland.16 By anal-
ogy, the English historian and academic Peter Hennessy , introduced the same notion 
for Wales, calling it ‘St David’s Fault’. 17 One could make similar cases for Frisia (St 
Boniface’s Fault) and Brittany (St Erwan’s Fault), as well as for most other peripheral 
regions. The element of mistrust, in varying degrees, can be regarded as a general 
driving force behind the combative stance each of the four vanguard writers took up 
with regard to politics and the dissociation of their creative work from that produced 
in the cultural centres of the states of which they were citizens. The next section com-
pares the more personal circumstances and motivations of the four writers. 

16  Ascherson  2014, viii-ix. (First published 2002.)
17  Hennessy  2007, 260-7.

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   309Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   309 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



310

5.2  Comparing Personal Circumstances, Motivations, Visions and 

Missions

In their respective fields of literature Douwe Kalma , Saunders Lewis , Hugh Mac-
Diarmid  and Roparz Hemon  presented themselves as sharp critics claiming more 
recognition for the literary production in their own languages, while simultaneously 
exhorting their fellow writers to create a literature worthy of acclaim. In this section 
the backgrounds of the four authors are compared along with their motivations to 
take the lead in addressing and subverting ongoing negative or indifferent attitudes 
towards their languages and literatures as well as their drive to shock their fellow 
countrymen into awareness of the necessity of raising their standards if they aimed 
to elevate the position of their non-state language literatures to one deserving parity 
of esteem with majority language literatures.

Motivations

The combative stance of each of the four authors as they entered the field of non-
state language literature may well have been motivated by the drive to respond to 
attitudes ranging from indifference to outright disparagement of their languages. As 
argued in leadership theory, conscious or subconscious acknowledgment of social-
ly hurtful feelings may lead to ongoing and determined commitment to a mission 
and purpose in life.18 Both Lewis  and MacDiarmid , later in life, referred to injurious 
experiences that had upset them in their youth. In a 1960 interview Lewis recalled 
being made fun of at school because of his poor knowledge of English (cf. 2.3), and 
even in his late seventies MacDiarmid wrote about himself and his classmates being 
punished for lapsing into Scots (cf. 3.3.1).19 Slighted cultural integrity combined with 
the desire to restore (re)discovered former ancestral linguistic glory may have been 
at the core of Kalma ’s and Hemon ’s motivation.20 Clearly, all four writers manifested 
a drive to assert themselves and right wrongs. They insisted that new trails had to be 
explored. In that sense they presented themselves more or less as new revolutionary 
leaders in their respective fields of literature.

Backgrounds

All four vanguard minority literature writers were intellectually talented young men 
who were expected to do well in their careers. During their formative years, circum-
stances – although they varied greatly – allowed them to explore their potentiali-
ties and to develop their own views in a world full of relatively new and frequently 
clashing ideologies dealing with the effects of the most horrendous war it had ever 

18  Cf. e.g. Van Praag  and Blok  2002, 247.
19  Cf. 3.3.1; MacDiarmid  1984c, 246.
20  Cf. e.g. Kalma ’s poems ‘It Heitelân’ (The Fatherland) and ‘Te Wyns’ (In Wyns), in: Kalma 1996, 

238 and 560 respectively; and, concerning Hemon : his affection for his grandfather who told 
him about his boyhood when children were punished for speaking Breton (cf. 4.3).
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seen. They did so in relative isolation from their fellow countrymen. Before he went 
to university Kalma  had a year to think about what he wanted to do, and during the 
Great War he was mobilised as a serviceman and stationed in several parts of the 
Netherlands outside his native Frisia (cf. 1.3). Lewis  and MacDiarmid  went to France 
and Greece (cf. 2.3 and 3.3.3) and, shortly after the Great War Hemon  went to Wales, 
England and Germany (cf. 4.3). Thus, to some extent, they could develop ideas inde-
pendently from their compatriots. 

None of the four authors automatically became what he might have been expected to 
become. Kalma  did not succeed his father as a farmer nor did he become a minister. 
Instead he chose to become a teacher of English (cf. 1.12). Lewis , the son of a Calvin-
istic Methodist minister, converted to Roman Catholicism. After his English studies 
he did not become a university teacher or professor in English, but a lecturer in Welsh 
literature (cf. 2.3). MacDiarmid  who was supposed to become a teacher, became a 
journalist and a free-lance editor and writer (cf. 3.3.2). Roparz Hemon  did not opt for 
a career as a naval officer or an engineer. Instead, like Kalma, he became a teacher of 
English (cf. 4.3). Ironically, all four shared a great knowledge of and keen interest in 
the literature written in one of the major and most widely used languages of those 
days: English.

The four authors took time to reflect, wander and search their identity. They social-
ised with peers doing the same, thus more or less creating their own generation. 
Kalma  formed the Jongfryske Mienskip (Young  Frisian Community; 1915; cf. 1.5). 
Saunders Lewis  co-founded Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru (The National Party of Wales, 
1925; cf. 2.7), which during the interwar years concerned itself more with cultural 
matters than with socio-economic issues. MacDiarmid  initiated the Scottish Literary 
Renaissance by presenting its clarion call in The Scottish Chapbook (1922; cf. 3.5.1); and 
in 1925 Roparz Hemon  became the leader of Gwalarn (North-westerly; cf. 4.5) which, 
starting as a literary journal, developed and organised numerous satellite literary and 
educational activities. The formation and organisation of these groups marked the 
first important step towards institutionalising their ambitions with respect to cultural 
autonomy.

Epiphanies

Three of the four writers later spoke of moments during which they had been 
convinced of their ‘mission’. Kalma  identified that moment as a turning point in his 
life. It occurred in the summer of 1914 near the Sneek Lake when he read Harmen 
Sytstra ’s nineteenth-century Frisian poems (cf. 1.3). For Saunders Lewis  it was the 
work of Maurice Barrès , which he read during his military service in France, that had 
made him ‘a nationalist of conviction’ (cf. 2.5), and Christopher Grieve   who, like Saul, 
changed his name after he had been ‘converted’, defined the moment during the War 
that he became aware of his Scottish identity as ‘a phenomenon akin to religious con-
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version’ (cf. 3.3.3). Although Hemon  did not identify a specific moment as a turning 
point, he did mention the reading of the Barzaz Breiz (1839) as an eye opener to Breton 
nationality. Before he went to Paris, where he would make up his mind about his 
future career, he diligently copied many of its verses in a small note-book, thus appro-
priating and discovering part of the Breton cultural heritage (cf. 4.3). The epiphanies, 
either constructed or real, can be regarded as features strengthening the vanguard 
poets’ leading position in their linguistic communities. Since early twentieth century 
ethnolinguistic minorities lacked centres of political power in which their languages 
were well-represented, poetry continued to have ‘central importance’ especially for 
members of those groups.21

Visions

At an early stage in his life, on 29 January 1916, when he was nineteen years old, Kal-
ma  presented his audience with his most famous speech Fryslân en de Wrâld (Frisia 
and the World; cf. 1.4), in which he presented his vision. Ingeniously he embedded 
it in a story about a visionary recounting his dream from a dune on the island of Ter-
schelling, which at that time was not part of the Province of Frisia, although most of 
its inhabitants employed Frisian vernaculars. Without explicitly claiming the island, 
Kalma reappropiated the island in the visionary’s dream, making it not only part of 
Frisia, but situating it in the centre of an arching bridge between Britain and Scan-
dinavia. The metaphor of the bridge and the unusual vantage point from which the 
dreamer presented his vision enjoined Kalma’s audience to reconsider their position, 
their nationality and their citizenship and to reflect on a redirection of their political 
and cultural ambitions and connections.

Saunders Lewis ’s early vision of Wales can be partly reconstructed from the letters 
he wrote to his future wife Margaret Gilcriest . In one of those letters, written in Feb-
ruary 1918 when he was serving in the British Army, he reminded Margaret that he 
had once told her, among other things, that ‘he wanted to begin for Wales what the 
Irish movement had done for Ireland’ (cf. 2.5).22 In his 1926 address to the first annu-
al meeting of the National Party of Wales, published in the pamphlet Egwyddorion 
Cenedlaetholedeb (The Principles of Nationalism) a more complete and coherent vision 
is presented. Emphasising ‘the overarching tradition and continuity of the Europe-
an Catholic Church’,23 Lewis referred his audience to medieval society to formulate 
his political and cultural goals for a free and civilised Wales (cf. 2.5). By stressing 
‘traddodiad’ (tradition), rather than ‘buchedd’ (the way of life, or ethos, rooted in 

21  Khleif 1985, 182. Cf. also Hutchinson  2013, 76: ‘Cultural nationalist intellectuals in some con-
texts view themselves as giving authentic voice to a collective historical consciousness, but in 
others as magi constructing a new nation’.

22  Lewis , Saunders 1993, 277. (Letter to Margaret Gilcriest , 28 February 1918.)
23  Adams 2012, 11-2.
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eighteenth and nineteenth-century Nonconformism),24 Lewis nettled many of his fel-
low countrymen, resulting in his having to operate in relative isolation. His faith and 
his vision of a meaningful Welsh civilisation entailed that he neither would nor could 
separate his task as a creative writer from the work that he felt needed to be done in 
the field of politics (cf. 2.7.2).

Similarly, Hugh MacDiarmid , recognising that the literary success of the Scottish Re-
naissance movement would be heavily dependent on Scotland’s success, immersed 
himself in Scottish politics. Even though A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), in 
which the Drunk Man acts as a visionary and a guide, can be seen as his most success-
ful presentation of what he envisioned, the short play Nisbet   (1922) already contained 
essential elements of that vision. Gregory  Smith ’s concept of the Caledonian Anty-
syzygy, the bringing together of opposites, ‘whaur extremes meet’, not only enabled 
MacDiarmid to put forward a unified vision of Scotland, acknowledging the tradi-
tional divide between Highlands and Lowlands, but also offered him the opportunity 
to claim a role for Scotland as a nation that could bridge extremes and further the 
cause of human civilisation (cf. 3.5.1).

In his 1923-1924 Breiz Atao (Brittany Forever) essays Roparz Hemon  had already ac-
quainted his readers with his vision of a Breton Brittany before he and Olivier Mor-
drel  presented their ‘Premier et Dernier Manifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ 
(The First and Last Manifesto of Gwalarn in the French Language) in February 1925. 
Convinced that the Breton state would take care of itself after it had adopted Breton as 
its language, he committed himself to a political aim without becoming a member of 
a political party (cf. 4.8). In one of his best known poems ‘Pirc’hirin ar Mor’ (Pilgrim 
to the Sea, 1929-1933) the protagonist looks back on his youthful vision. Although 
the Pilgrim in the poem can be equated neither with the writer Roparz Hemon nor 
the man Louis Nemo , the Pilgrim greatly resembles the writer Hemon who tried to 
realise a vision for his compatriots. The bitter disillusionment of the Pilgrim, who is 
mocked rather than praised by his own people, does not prevent him from pursuing 
his mission. In spite of the numerous setbacks the Pilgrim cannot but continue to 
serve the cause to which he has committed himself. 

The statement of the Pilgrim, that he cannot renounce the realisation of his aims, 
seems to apply not only to Hemon , but also to the other three writers:

    Biken 
Ne ouezin nac’h va c’hoant, na rei hepken 
Eun darn ac’hanoun d’ ar gefridi veur 

24  Robichaud 2007, 49.
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Oun ganet da seveni.
  Pe da vervel.
    (Never 
Will I be able to renounce my desire
Nor to commit myself only partly to the grand mission
I am born to fulfil it. 
  Or to die.)25

All four were convinced of their ‘grand mission’. In the societies in which they lived 
and which they regarded as being marginalised and repressed, their work could be-
come ‘the quintessential deed’.26 By publishing their work, they presented them-
selves more or less as Shelley ’s ‘unacknowledged legislators’ of their worlds.27 The 
optimistic note on which ‘Pirc’hirin ar Mor’ ends, despite the disappointing experi-
ences encountered by the Pilgrim, is similarly characteristic not only of Hemon , but 
also of the work of the other three poets. They all shared a belief in the power of po-
etry and, consequently, presented themselves – sometimes (genuinely or seemingly) 
reluctantly – as leaders with a mission.

Missions

The missions, as expressed by the four authors, went beyond the primary concern of 
the position of their own languages and literatures. They all pointed to the impor-
tance of the role small nations could play in the post-Great War world. Douwe Kalma  
demonstrated the connecting role Frisia could play in establishing firm contacts be-
tween the English and the Scandinavians (cf. 1.4 and 1.8). Saunders Lewis , mindful of 
the former Roman Catholic unity of Europe, developed the idea of a ‘Welsh aesthetic’ 
which aimed to be exemplary, reflecting a pervading sense of the moral authority of 
Christian thought. He believed that this would not only give more prestige to Welsh 
language and literature, but, more generally, it should provide world literature with 
an alternative to post-Great War moral nihilism (cf. 2.5). Hugh MacDiarmid  ascribed 
a key role to poets using their indigenous languages in the post-Great War World. 
Opposing the freshness and potentialities of the non-dominant languages to the ex-
haustion of the hegemonic languages, he discerned ‘a complicated wildness of imag-
ination’ in the work of those poets. According to him their vigorous creativity could 
complement the pan-humanism and Christian utopianism, embodied by Dostoev-
sky ’s ‘Russian Idea’, thus giving new inspiration to an exhausted, morally bankrupt 

25  Cf. Hemon  1933, 14. (My translation, based on the original and Deloof 1999, 8.) This section of 
Hemon’s poem may bring to mind ‘A Scottish poet maun assume / The burden ’o his people’s 
doom, And dee to brak’ their livin’ tomb’ from A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (MacDiarmid  
2008, 239, ll. 2638-40). 

26  Steiner 1971, 25.
27  Cf. Shelley  1840, 57.
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world in ruins (cf. 3.5.3). Hemon  stressed the idea that small nations should hold a 
mirror up to the dominant rulers’ faces. Although, in Hemon’s view, the hegemonic 
states had almost killed the soul of Western Europe, they still continued their vora-
cious habits after the Great War. The work of the enthusiastic young people of small 
nations with respect to their varying cultures should not merely lead to their own 
liberation but should also help big states at the end of their tether in order to renew 
the soul of the West. According to Hemon that renewed soul might provide the foun-
dation for a new unity of the West, an inclusive spiritual unity in a patchwork of 
European nations and states (cf. 4.4).

In their orientation towards the future all four authors stress the potential of their 
cultures, regarding them as inherently political healing forces in the world. Although 
varying in degrees, their attitudes towards the powers that dominate their languages 
and cultures are initially fiercely inimical. By stressing the anaemic character of the 
hegemonic cultures that failed to prevent the outbreak of the First World War, they 
focus the attention on the need to create alternatives, thus putting themselves in the 
vanguard of a new era.
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5.3  Strategies

After the failure of Western imperial and colonial culture, the four writers intend-
ed to seize the opportunity to change ‘the locale of high civilization’, to use George 
Steiner’s phrase.28 They aimed to give pride of place to their largely ignored, minor-
itised languages and cultures in the post-world war era in which the old dominant 
cultures seemed unsuited to provide acceptable alternatives, having failed to impede 
the unprecedented massacres of mankind. The four authors realised that they were at 
a crossroads of defining their literatures. They chose to spearhead the transformation 
of their indigenous languages, all of which were associated with decline and bygone 
days, into media of modern expressive writing which would be able to put the lit-
erature written in those languages on the map of world literature. They needed a 
new vocabulary to give expression to their feelings towards a changed and changing 
world increasingly influenced by the effects of new technologies and social mobility. 
The challenges they faced were legion. They had to deal with opposition from their 
immediate literary predecessors and contemporary fellow writers, they had to fight 
ignorance and neglect by the consecrating literary authorities and they had to re-
spond to doubts in themselves and their contemporaries. 

In this study the question how the four writers attempted to put their literatures on 
the international map in the era just after World War One is approached from the 
perspective provided by the French literary critic and researcher Pascale Casanova , 
namely that those literatures should be regarded as ‘littératures combatives.’29 Ac-
cording to Casanova, the non-state language literatures of the small emergent nations 
of early twentieth century Europe reflect struggles which are both political and liter-
ary, and the politics in question take ‘the quasi-systematic form of the defence of the 
nation.’30 The strategies accompanying the authors’ struggles to gain prestige for 
their languages and literatures have been examined by analysing their programmes 
(referred to under the first heading of this section) as well as at least one substantial 
literary text published by each of the four authors: Kening Aldgillis  by Douwe Kalma , 
Blodeuwedd  by Saunders Lewis , A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle by Hugh MacDiar-
mid  and Eun Den a Netra and Meurlarjez  by Roparz Hemon .

After having examined those and other seminal texts, four kinds of strategies could 
be identified:
• distancing strategies
• connecting strategies
• unifying strategies
• mobilising strategies

28  Steiner 1971, 52.
29  Casanova  2011.
30  Ibid., 132.
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Distancing Strategies

The four authors employed strategies to distance themselves from the dominating 
language and its influences. As they aimed to extend the use of their languages to all 
spheres of life, this meant that new vocabulary and terminology had to be incorpo-
rated. Since the new idioms had to conform to the character of their languages, they 
could not allow loan words or constructions into their languages from the languages 
that dominated them. Consequently they made creative use of the old forms of their 
own or cognate languages. Moreover, as they intended to elevate the standards of 
their languages, they were wary of colloquialisms, thus alienating their literary lan-
guage from the language of the man in the street. In addition, they disowned the 
bulk of eighteenth and nineteenth-century literature in their own languages, much 
of which they saw as the product of a didactic and rhetorical thought style, delib-
erately dissociated from any political reality. Finally, in the contents of their work, 
they distanced the history of their people from the history of the states and nations 
dominating their compatriots.

Connecting Strategies

On the other hand all four writers connected their work to the Middle Ages in which 
their languages were used for all spheres of life. They all emphasised that their lan-
guages had a vibrant heroic past and that, before their nation was dominated by 
another power, their languages had thrived in all spheres of life. The Welsh and the 
Scots authors stressed that their literatures had flourished during that time. They 
further argued that, before the Reformation, cultural contacts in Europe were easier, 
since the peoples of Europe shared the same Roman Catholic tradition and the same 
lingua franca. The writers from Wales and Scotland contended that after the loss of in-
dependence of their nations, their literatures declined and that contacts with cultural 
centres on the Continent became more difficult due to restrictions of the hegemonic 
power as well as inhibitions imposed upon the Scottish and Welsh people by the reli-
gious authorities. However, whereas the Frisians and the Scots experienced negative 
effects from the introduction of the Dutch and the English Bible translations on their 
languages, the Welsh appreciated the positive effects of the early translation of the Bi-
ble in Welsh (William Morgan , 1588).31 Although the tie between the Church and the 
Breton language was particularly strong throughout most of the nineteenth century, 
Le Gonidec ’s posthumously published Breton Bible translation (1866) can hardly be 
credited for that. Due to Breton Roman Catholic traditions with regard to reading and 

31  The Dutch ‘Statenvertaling’ (literally: States Translation; the translation of the Bible commis-
sioned by the Government of the Dutch Republic) appeared in 1637 and the King James Bible / 
Authorised Version in 1611. The first complete Frisian Bible translation (G. A. Wumkes  / E. B. 
Folkertsma ) was published in 1943; Jean  François Le Gonidec ’s complete Breton Bible transla-
tion appeared in 1866; a complete translation of the Bible in Lowland Scots does not exist; the 
New Testament, translated by William Lorrimer was published in 1983.
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possessing the Bible, which diverged considerably from those of the Protestants, the 
impact of the Breton Bible translation on the use of Breton remained very restricted 
(cf. 4.1).

While Kalma  glorified the era of the Frisian kings Aldgisl  and Redbad  and Lewis  
delved into old Welsh mythology to connect the past with the present, MacDiarmid ’s 
slogan was ‘Not Burns  – Dunbar !’, a ‘war-cry’ urging the move away from popu-
lar sentimentalism to find new inspiration in the language of pre-Renaissance poets. 
From an early age, Roparz Hemon , who was to become one of Brittany’s most prolific 
lexicographers, studied and translated ancient texts to explore the roots of the Breton 
language.

The four writers also aimed to connect themselves to cognate or kindred languag-
es and cultures other than those which dominated their own. In the case of Douwe 
Kalma  one can identify an eagerness to connect the Frisians with the Frisians liv-
ing in North Holland and Germany, and with the English and the Scandinavians. 
Saunders Lewis , Hugh MacDiarmid  and Roparz Hemon  were greatly inspired by the 
Irish revolutionary period and much influenced by Irish culture. Although they fre-
quently referred to the Irish War of Independence and to Anglo-Irish literature, they 
also made clear that the Irish situation differed considerably from theirs and could 
not serve as a simple template to be copied. Saunders Lewis advocated the re-estab-
lishment of unhampered cultural exchange with the Continent, notably with France. 
Similarly, Hugh MacDiarmid emphasised the importance of French contacts. While 
he proposed the regeneration of the Auld Alliance with the French, he also wanted to 
renew old Celtic connections. He was convinced, moreover, that the combination of 
the typical spirit of the Scots and the genius of the Russians, especially Dostoevsky ’s 
creative power, could prove essential to the redemption of post-World War One civi-
lization (cf. 3.5). Like MacDiarmid, Roparz Hemon, who demonstrated an eagerness 
to learn Welsh and Cornish at an early age, was a great supporter of contacts with 
the other Celtic nations. More generally, he was also interested in cultural exchange 
with other non-state nations. However, first and foremost, he aimed at fostering un-
hindered contacts with any culturally inspiring country beyond the French border.

As regards translations, it can be observed that the bulk of the renderings published 
by the four authors originated from cognate or kindred languages and cultures, 
which were not those that dominated the languages they used as their favoured me-
dium of expression. Kalma ’s Frisian translations mainly concerned renderings from 
English (including the translations of William Shakespeare ’s complete works). Lew-
is  translated French works into Welsh (Molière  and Beckett ). In A Drunk Man Looks 
at the Thistle MacDiarmid  incorporated numerous (frequently adapted and indirect) 
Scots translations of non-English texts (Russian, German, French). A natural linguist, 
Hemon  produced Breton translations – directly or indirectly – from widely varying 
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languages, such as Welsh, Old Irish, Cornish, Spanish, German, Russian, Hungarian, 
Dutch and Japanese.

Unifying Strategies

In the work of the four authors unifying strategies can be demonstrated with respect 
to the nation and the language. Douwe Kalma  regarded the Frisians in the Nether-
lands and the Frisians in Germany as one people. MacDiarmid  treated the Scots and 
the Gaelic speaking inhabitants of Scotland as one. During the early stages of their 
careers both Lewis  and Hemon  proposed to unite the inhabitants of the regions in 
which they lived by educating them in one language: Welsh and Breton respectively.

Douwe Kalma  and Roparz Hemon  exerted themselves to unify the language. Al-
though dialectal variation in the use of Frisian in the Dutch Province of Frisia did not 
lead to misunderstanding and Frisian orthography was already more or less stand-
ardised in the nineteenth century (cf. 1.7), Kalma did not approve of divergences from 
the standard in Frisian writings, arguing that those divergent forms would diminish 
the prestige of the language and, educationally, set the wrong example. 

Hemon  took great pains to present texts in a form of Breton comprehensible to all 
Breton speakers. Initially he adhered to the division agreed upon by the committee 
aiming to reach agreement between Breton writers regarding Breton spelling. This 
1908 agreement had resulted, on the one hand, in a unified KLT orthography – a 
spelling representing three of the main Breton dialects of Kernev (Cornouaille), Leon 
(Léon) and Treger (Trégor), and the acceptance of the 1902 orthography to be used 
for the dialect of Gwened (Vannes), on the other hand (cf. 4.2). As for the Vannes va-
riety of Breton, Hemon wanted its specific vocabulary to be gradually incorporated 
into the amalgamated variety of the other three dialects. Taking the lead, he included 
words and idioms from the Vannes area in his literary Breton, after adapting them to 
the KLT orthography. With a view to a wider recognition of Breton language and lit-
erature he kept insisting on a unified language with a spelling as fixed and as strict as 
the French language.32 Eventually this led him to accept a completely unified Breton 
spelling during the Second World War. 

As the Welsh language was adequately standardised by the 1920s, the question of 
unification of the language, regionally varying substantially in oral use, was not an 
issue for Saunders Lewis . 

For Hugh MacDiarmid  diversity in unity was more important than the other way 
round. The Scots language, consisting of a large patchwork of greatly varying vernac-

32  [Hemon ] 1928, 7. Cf. Hupel 2010, 122 and 4.6.3.
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ulars, lacked literary standardisation. MacDiarmid’s main concern was not to unify 
the language, but to create synthesis, keeping on board all sorts of variations of Scot-
land’s indigenous languages, thus developing a medium aimed at serving Scotland’s 
population as a whole.

Mobilising Strategies

All four authors considered a sense of national consciousness as a necessary condi-
tion for themselves and their compatriots if they hoped to emancipate the regions 
in which they lived from repression. Consequently, they felt they had to mobilise 
their fellow authors and, with the help of literary and other media, the rest of those 
who favoured the use of their languages. Journals, such as Frisia, Y Ddraig Goch, The 
Scottish Chapbook and Gwalarn provided platforms for writers who wanted to express 
themselves in their non-state languages. Moreover, the satellite activities organised 
in tandem with such journals stimulated linguistic commitment. In addition, people 
could become actively involved in the use of the indigenous languages by taking part 
in theatre productions and choir performances. Plays, such as Kening Aldgillis  and 
Blodeuwedd , proved to be examples of how people could be activated.

The authors seized the opportunity to stress the otherness of their generation as a 
promising reality, after the preceding generations had failed to prevent the Great 
War’s gross atrocities. Their appeal to youthful contemporaries was successful in 
varying degrees. Douwe Kalma ’s popularity among young people just after the end 
of the War can be deduced from the Young  Frisian Community’s high membership 
numbers in the late 1910s and early 1920s (cf. 1.2). Saunders Lewis , on the other hand, 
did not make special efforts to rally his youthful fellow contemporaries, although he 
addressed a group of them as early as 1923 in a speech, given at the Mold National 
Eisteddfod (cf. 2.7.1). Hugh MacDiarmid  profiled himself enthusiastically as the lead-
er of a rising generation of Scottish authors breaking new ground. However, many 
of his fellow contemporaries were soon alienated from him due to his obdurate con-
trariness (cf. 3.7.2). In spite of his timidity Roparz Hemon  managed to mobilise quite 
a number of fellow contemporary authors to publish in Gwalarn and a substantially 
larger number to endorse its satellite educational activities and publications (cf. 4.6.3).

Although the four authors agreed that the cultural predicament of their region was 
a question not only of aesthetics, but of administration and economics, only three of 
them became actively involved in a political party. Before the outbreak of the Second 
World War Roparz Hemon  advocated the idea that the Bretons first had to unify 
themselves by employing Breton as their medium of expression. Hemon believed 
that, once Brittany had adopted Breton as its main language, it would gradually de-
volve from centralist France. The other three exhorted their fellow countrymen to 
become active politically or to vote for their parties. Hoping to steer political attention 
to regional cultural autonomy, Douwe Kalma  wrote the political manifesto for the 
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Christian-Democratic Union, a small left-wing Protestant political party in the Neth-
erlands. Convinced that a flourishing of the arts in Wales and Scotland necessitated 
a more politically autonomous status, both Saunders Lewis  and Hugh MacDiarmid  
respectively appealed to their compatriots to vote for the nationalist parties which 
they helped found.

The strategies discussed in this section highlight the combative positions taken up 
intentionally or unintentionally. As demonstrated above the strategies employed by 
each of the four writers, although running in parallel to some extent, may diverge 
considerably. Even if they are not arbitrary, they do not always seem to be premed-
itated or methodical, thus underlining the word ‘quasi’ in Pascale Casanova ’s ob-
servation that literature of early twentieth-century emergent nations may take ‘the 
quasi-systematic form of the defence of the nation’.33 However, as will be discussed 
in the next section, strategies did not suffice to realize the lofty goals of the vanguard 
writers. The literary fields of the respective minorities had to present viable and con-
vincing alternatives to what the four writers considered the anaemic products of the 
hegemonic cultures. 

33  Casanova  2011, 132.
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5.4  Strengthening of the Respective National Literary Fields

The metaphor of a field, derived from Bourdieuian literary theory, to represent the 
material production, the distribution and the symbolic production (or reception) of 
literature can be profitably applied to highlight important differences between au-
thors writing in non-state languages and authors writing in majority languages that 
are central to the world republic of letters. In addition, the ‘field’ as discussed and 
presented in the Introduction (Figure 1) helps identify both lacunae and well-covered 
areas of activity in the various national literatures. However, it should be borne in 
mind that any diagram or metaphor will always be a simplification and can never 
reflect every aspect of the dynamism and complexity of literary developments.

As has been argued in the preceding section, it can be stipulated that the Great War 
catalysed the process of positioning and self-finding among the four authors with 
respect to their literary work. Operating in cultural milieus in which their literatures 
were generally conceived as the literary expression of infra-national, peripheral seg-
ments of society, the four authors claimed more autonomous and self-critical positions 
for their literatures in varying forms and degrees. They contended that the ongoing 
centralising and unifying processes of the dominating Western European empires 
and nation states had to be put to a stop, since they continued to cause injustices, ine-
qualities and unfair situations in the regions in which the non-state language speaker 
lived. All four writers aimed to increase the sphere of influence of their languages 
and elevate the level of their literatures, while simultaneously attempting both to 
preserve the character of their cultures and to modernise them. These frequently con-
flicting aims led to the execution of a wide range of self-imposed tasks. Moreover, 
they felt challenged to create meaningful literary contributions in the aftermath of a 
war that had disrupted Western civilisation.

Counter to most of the majority language writers, the four minority language authors 
deemed it inevitable that, with respect to literary activities, they had to occupy them-
selves with more than the sole task of writing literature. In addition, they had to take 
care of other aspects of it, such as its promotion, distribution and reception. In the fol-
lowing sub-sections their activities in those fields will be elucidated and compared.

Material Production

In contrast to many of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Frisian authors, 
some of whom had already renewed Frisian literature by publishing personal poetry 
in a more autonomist expressive thought style, Douwe Kalma , who sided with those 
poets with respect to their poetical ideas, refused to see Frisian literature as a comple-
ment to or as a part of the literature of the Greater Netherlands. He fiercely opposed 
this idea in his very first publications in the widely read Dutch daily De Telegraaf (cf. 
1.4). Unlike some of his near contemporaries, such as for example Theun de Vries, 
who chose to use Dutch for the bulk of his publications and the phases in whose 
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career reflect Casanova ’s Irish Paradigm (cf. Introduction),34 Kalma opted for the use 
of Frisian. Purposefully, he turned all his talents towards creating high-quality liter-
ary products that could warrant and justify the idea of a Frisian literature in its own 
right. Observing that some literary genres were scarcely or not at all represented in 
Frisian, he decided to fill in the blanks. To this end, he produced reviews and essays, 
long epic poems, plays and long novelistic prose (cf. 1.5). After realising that some of 
these genres, such as long epics or novels, did not suit him or went beyond his range 
of competence, he concentrated his energies on stimulating others by inviting them to 
publish in the journals which he edited. Moreover, to facilitate publication in Frisian, 
he initiated the foundation of De Fryske Bibleteek (The Frisian Library Association, 
1923-1978).

Compared with the infrastructure of Frisian, Scots and Breton literature, the basic 
facilities for the production of Welsh literature were already relatively well-devel-
oped during the end of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth century. 
Consequently, Saunders Lewis  could theoretically devote more time to the produc-
tion of primary literary works. However, as he felt constrained to take the lead in 
setting up and developing Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru (The National Party of Wales, 
1925), much of his energy was channelled into that direction. Operating in a con-
text in which the first steps towards modernising Welsh literature had already been 
taken before the outbreak of the Great War, and deeply influenced by the cultural 
and political events in Ireland, Lewis initially struggled to find his way as a writer. 
Finding fault with the quality of Welsh drama at the start of his career, he eventually 
ventured to publish his own plays. His career as a writer reflected most of the phases 
that are part of the paradigm as identified by Pascale Casanova  (cf. 2.8). After initially 
occupying himself with old oral Celtic stories and mummeries (the phase of ‘The 
Invention of Tradition’) and expressing his intention to write in English (the phase of 
‘Assimilation’), he published his debut, The Eve of Saint John (1921), in imitation of J. 
M. Synge ’s Anglo-Irish plays, as an attempt at creating an English version of Welsh 
(the phase of ‘The Recreation of a National Language’). His most contentious work, 
the novel Monica , appeared in 1930, during a stage in his career which, using Casano-
va’s terminology, could be referred to as ‘The Realist Opposition’. It can be regarded 
as a deliberate effort on Lewis’s part to add capital to the Welsh literary field, by 
providing it with a novel, centring on modern themes (cf. 2.10). Undoubtedly largely 
due to a better literary infrastructure, as mentioned above, Lewis, in contrast with the 

34  Theun de Vries (1907-2005), first collected Frisian legends and folk tales in Friesche Sagen (Fri-
sian Legends, 1925; Irish Paradigm: Invention of Tradition) and subsequently recreated the Fri-
sian language in parts of his novel Stiefmoeder Aarde (Stepmother Earth, 1936; Irish Paradigm: 
The Recreation of a National Language as well as The Realist Opposition). He continued to 
use Dutch for the bulk of his publications (Irish Paradigm: Assimilation), except for part of his 
poetical work (e.g. Earst en Lêst, First and Last, 1977).
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other three authors, did not need to commit himself extensively to literary editorial 
work and organisation, nor did he.

Pioneering in a field which had become relatively empty since Robert Burns ’s un-
timely death in 1796, Hugh MacDiarmid  did not effectively extend his primary liter-
ary contributions in Scots beyond the realm of poetry. Although he repeatedly chid-
ed himself for not consistently choosing Scots as the medium of expression for the 
other genres in which he wrote, he failed to embark on that challenge. To his credit 
it can be contended that an extension of Scots in domains such as essays and liter-
ary criticism would have meant a daunting lexically creative effort in addition to 
the ground-breaking work with respect to Scots vocabulary which he had already 
performed in his poetical works. As the editor of numerous anthologies and literary 
journals, he mobilised others to publish their work. Although anti-English, he did 
not ban English contributions from those editions. The literary field he envisaged 
comprised the totality of Scotland’s languages. As one of the initiators of the Scottish 
Centre of PEN International in 1927, he invited Scots who wrote in Scottish Gaelic, 
in Scots, and in English, thus demarcating the Scottish literary field as a composite, 
multilingual literary field (cf. 3.2).

Discarding the literary work of his predecessors with a harshness which he later re-
gretted, Roparz Hemon , entered the literary field combatively. More or less similar to 
Kalma , he commenced by zealously filling in some of the lacunae which he detected 
in the Breton literary field. By publishing Gwalarn, he stimulated others to send in 
Breton literary contributions and forced himself to produce a varied range of Breton 
literary work. In the first years of its existence, he supplied the journal with poems, 
short stories, essays, plays, instalments of novels and translations, some of which, no-
tably the fragments of one of the two novels, he later considered failures. With respect 
to the material production of Breton literature he came to the fore not only as one of 
Brittany’s most prolific writers, but also as one of its most effective and efficient or-
ganisers. In the absence of adequate publishing facilities, he initiated the Levraoueg 
Gwalarn (Gwalarn Library, 1926-1930). 

The four vanguard men of letters saw the importance of translation as a means of 
what Pascale Casanova  as literary comparatist, much later, would call ‘the accumu-
lation of literary capital’ for a language.35 They translated numerous literary works 
into their own languages. Kalma , for example, translated Shakespeare ’s complete 
works into Frisian, Saunders Lewis  published a Welsh translation of Molière , Le Mé-
decin Malgré Lui, Hugh MacDiarmid  incorporated – adapted – translations of modern 

35  Casanova  2010, 291. 
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poems into his own work, and Roparz Hemon  rendered Hans Christian Andersen ’s 
Den Lille Havfrue (The Little Mermaid) into Breton.36 

It was not only important that literary works were translated into their languages (in 
French sometimes referred to as ‘intraduction’), but also that literary works would 
be translated from their languages into other languages (‘extraduction’). The more 
prestige attached to a translator, the language into which a work is translated and 
the publishing house that publishes a translation, the greater the likelihood becomes 
of gaining status for a piece of literary work. Three of the four authors exerted them-
selves therefore to establish contacts with literati from abroad to make their work 
known. Douwe Kalma  corresponded with writers and journalists from Flanders, Eng-
land and Denmark soon after he made his combative entrance on the literary scene 
in 1915 (cf. 1.7). Hugh MacDiarmid  prided himself, among other things, on having 
contacts with Professor Denis  Saurat  who translated some of his poems in French 
and wrote about the Scottish Literary Renaissance as early as 1924 (cf. 3.7.2). Roparz 
Hemon  called for attention to Breton literature among Esperantists three years after 
he started the publication of Gwalarn in Nord-Okcidento (1928-1931; cf. 4.6.2). As a 
Francophile Saunders Lewis  visited France regularly, but he did not actively pursue 
the promulgation of Welsh literature in France or any other country for that matter. 
Although he admitted to being strongly influenced by Maurice Barrès  during his ear-
ly years, he contended much later, in 1970, that ‘No nation ever understood another 
nation’.37 The context in which he made that statement – when being interviewed 
by an English-born Times reporter in Wales – might indicate that Saunders Lewis 
was primarily referring to the lack of understanding between England and Wales. 
However, in spite of Lewis’s apparent indifference to the promotion of his work in 
languages other than Welsh, the bulk of his literary publications has been translated 
into English.38 Translations of Kalma’s work remained largely restricted to render-
ings of some of his poems in Dutch, German and English anthologies.39 Thanks to 
MacDiarmid’s international contacts, many of whom were socialists or communists, 
part of his poetical work was translated not only in French, but also in Breton, Bul-
garian, Czech, German and Hungarian.40 Roparz Hemon’s essays collected in Eur 
Breizad oc’h Adkavout Breiz (1931) were translated as Un Breton Redécouvrant la Bretagne 
(2005), his ‘roman’, Mari Vorgan (1962) was rendered into French (La Marie-Morgane, 
1981) and into Welsh (Morforwyn, 1995), and his fictional prose about pre-Great War 
Brest Nenn Jani (1974) appeared under the same title in French in 1998. Translations 
of his plays and poems in languages were published in journals and anthologies in 

36  Shakespeare  1956-1976; Molière  1924; and, Andersen  1929.
37  Chapman  2017, 2.
38  Cf. Chapman  2017, 20 note 7, which offers a list of all the translations.
39  Cf. e.g. Oppewal and Boorsma 2008, 130-3; Krüss 1973, 44-5; and, Jellema 1990, 76-9.
40  Barnaby and Hubbard 2007, 31-3. Cf. Chapter 3. Conclusion.
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languages as diverse as Cornish, Dutch, English, Esperanto, French, Frisian, Irish and 
Welsh.41 Thus, in varying degrees their literature managed to gain exposure.

Much of the work the four authors created was novel and innovative in the liter-
ary fields of their respective languages. However, except for MacDiarmid ’s poems, it 
hardly offered the experiments needed to find signifying and significant elements to 
rebuild Western civilisation after its inadequacy of pre-Great War hegemonic culture 
had been exposed. While MacDiarmid sought to embrace new perspectives in his 
eclectic poetry which tried to reach out to peoples and nations beyond the British 
Empire (cf. 3.6), Kalma , Lewis  and Hemon  continued the personal expressive thought 
style in which traditional aestheticism played a dominant role (cf. 1.10, 2.8 and 4.8).

Distribution

Translations can be regarded as being part of both the material production of the 
literary work and its distribution. Other aspects of distribution constitute the pro-
motion and sale of books, their circulation in book clubs, and their acquisition and 
lending by public libraries. All four authors occasionally promoted their literature 
commercially in the journals and magazines they edited by inserting advertisements 
or appealing to their readers to subscribe to periodicals and series. However, as Scots 
literature was only beginning to burgeon and did not, as yet, have many publications 
to boast of, it would have been premature to commence Scots book clubs and promo-
tion teams. Moreover, MacDiarmid ’s turbulent personality would probably not have 
been compatible with the patient, book-keeping attitude required for such work. On 
the other end of the spectrum, Welsh literature had already many professional and 
long-established structures in place, such as publishers of Welsh books and the local 
and national Eisteddfodau, which facilitated the distribution of Welsh literature. In 
his professional capacity as a librarian, Saunders Lewis  selected, purchased and cat-
alogued Welsh books and subsequently distributed them in schools and libraries in 
Glamorganshire. However, as he had higher aspirations beyond this job, which lasted 
for only one year (cf. 2.3), the concrete work of book promotion and distribution did 
not concern him much. Douwe Kalma  and Roparz Hemon , on the other hand, ac-
tively put in place structures and organisations for the promotion and distribution of 
their literatures. Together with others who had joined his Young  Frisian Community, 
Douwe Kalma, for example, initiated the Mienskips Propaganda Club (Community 
Propaganda Club; cf. 1.6) as early as 1917. Roparz Hemon’s huge commitment to the 
distribution of Breton literature can be exemplified by his project Brezoneg ar Vugale 
(Children’s Breton), started in 1927 and eventually leading to the provision of free 
Breton books to more than a hundred schools (cf. 4.6.2). 

41  Cf. Penneg 1979, 47.
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Unlike autonomous authors in ivory towers, all four authors committed themselves 
to promotion and distribution of their literatures, albeit in dissimilar measure.

Symbolic production

The third segment of literary fields, as described by Dorleijn  and Van Rees , comprises 
the symbolic production of literature in literary criticism and education. All four au-
thors were prolific, astute and sharp literary critics. Kalma , Lewis  and Hemon  wrote 
the main body of their critical work in their non-state languages, thus contributing to 
the lexical enhancement of their languages. Grieve   / MacDiarmid  produced his criti-
cal work in English, thus reaching a wider audience, but failing to seize the opportu-
nity to expand the use of Scots to general prose and sophisticated texts. He was also 
the odd man out with respect to the production of educational material. Although he 
strongly supported his friend William Soutar  to create educational children’s books 
in Scots, he himself did not venture into that direction (cf. 3.5.1). Being in a position 
in which educational material was more readily available in the non-state language, 
Saunders Lewis, in his capacity of lecturer in Welsh literature, could restrict the fo-
cus of his educational contributions to the Welsh academic audience. Both Douwe 
Kalma and Roparz Hemon made sizable contributions to literary education in their 
languages. As the education of their languages and literatures were not on the school 
curricula, they put in place structures and wrote educational material that enabled 
their fellow citizens to study those languages and literatures. In 1919 Kalma founded 
the Ynstitút foar Fryske Folksûntjowing (Institute for the Development of the Frisian 
People; cf. 1.6) and in 1928 Roparz Hemon initiated the Skol dre Lizer (Correspond-
ence School; cf. 4.6.3). 

The four authors contributed considerably to the expansion of the various segments 
of the literary fields in which they worked. Making a sharp demarcation between 
the Frisian and the Dutch field of literature, Douwe Kalma  was quick to fill in the 
lacunae in the Frisian field of literature. He exerted himself to contribute to its pro-
motion and proliferation. As the field of Welsh literature was already seen as distinct 
from the field of English literature, due to their considerable linguistic differences, 
Saunders Lewis  focused his incisive criticism on the necessity to elevate Welsh liter-
ary standards. He aimed to reposition the field in such a way that it would become, 
once more, after the ‘Great Century’ of Welsh literature (1435-1535), worthy of vying 
with other European literatures. The literary field Hugh MacDiarmid  sought to cre-
ate was not monolingually Scots. Anti-imperialist, he laid the foundations for a lin-
guistically composite field of Scottish literature, emphasising the need to transform 
and modernise Scotland’s languages creatively in such a way that it could give new 
inspiration to a world in ruins and offer an alternative to the exhausted languages of 
the hegemonic powers. Intent on creating a stronger and more unified literary field, 
Roparz Hemon  focused his energies on distancing Breton from French vocabulary 
by creating a literary Breton that integrated its numerous variants. Together with his 
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fellow Gwalarnistes, he applied himself to writing genres that Breton was still lacking, 
such as modern short stories, and accumulated capital for the Breton literary field by 
publishing numerous translations.
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6.  Comparative Conclusions. Post-Great War 
Minority Literature: Devolving and Recentring

It is hardly surprising that both the political process and the metadiscourses of the disciplines that sup-
port it have created certain languages as minority languages. As such, these objects are either outside of 
the normative order of the state, or are marginal to that order. This relates to the parallel construction of 
the speakers of these languages as deviants, who have been historically regarded as either dangerous or 
irrelevant. The arguments used to support these constructions may appear absurd to us now, but their 
effect remains far reaching.

Glyn Williams, Sustaining Language Diversity in Europe1

In a world in ruins as a result of a war between world powers whose civilisations had 
failed, Douwe Kalma , Saunders Lewis , Hugh MacDiarmid  and Roparz Hemon , the 
four authors discussed in this study, were determined to overcome the marginality 
and irrelevance of the linguistic groups to which they belonged by demonstrating the 
vigour as well as the conn ective and restorative powers of their minority language 
literatures.

Inspired by the potential of the languages and the cultures of national minorities with 
which they identified, the four vanguard authors seized the opportunity to propel 
their modernising and internationalising literary aspirations at the particular historic 
conjucture in the aftermath of the Great War, when the prospects regarding self-
determination promises looked more promising than ever and the failure of the he-
gemonic cultures urged a fundamental revaluation of Western civilisation. However, 
their plans to proceed swiftly and smoothly were frustrated in several ways. Politi-
cally, self-determination for their regions was never seriously placed on the agenda of 
the governments of the states of which they were citizens nor on that of the League of 
Nations, in spite of Woodrow  Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’ (cf. Introduction). Culturally, 
the stigma of homeliness and folkloric traditions associated with minority languages 
thwarted the progress envisaged by them in two ways. Firstly, those using major state 
languages had to be convinced that the minority languages could also be deployed 
for activities ‘demanding the essence of reason’, such as intellectually sophisticated 
texts, administration, education and science.2 Secondly, and undoubtedly equally if 
not more difficult, the speakers of the linguistic group to which they belonged had 
to be won over. Not only did those speakers have to endorse the wide-ranging ideas 
brought forward by the vanguard writers, they had to be willing to become part of the 
process of cultural and linguistic intellectualisation which those ideas entailed. More-

1  Williams, Glyn 2005, 21.
2  Ibid., 12.
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over, the authors faced the tremendous problem of creating adequate terminology 
for intellectual concepts which had to be in agreement with their linguistic identity.

All four authors decided to embrace the literary heritage of a minority language. 
According to Pascale Casanova , every writer ‘stands in a particular relation to world 
literary space by virtue of the place occupied in it by the national space into which 
he was born.’3 He has to deal with that space, its past and its present. He can reject 
the heritage into which he is born, affirm or transform it. If the space into which he is 
born is multilingual, he is faced with a choice. 

6.1  A Double Bind

In the cases analysed in the preceding chapters, the choice faced by the four authors 
can be characterised as a ‘double bind’.4 Choosing the ancestral language provided a 
medium which would give direct expression to the author’s genius and experience 
and would tend to be regarded as an authentic expression. On the other hand, it 
would risk neglect by the dominant cultural centres: and therefore, to use Bourdieui-
an terminology (cf. 2.8), no ‘consecration’ by the highest cultural authorities. A choice 
for the majority language had the advantage of potential access to the dominant cul-
tural centres and potential ‘consecration’ or validation. Its disadvantage was that it 
would give indirect expression of the author’s genius and experience, and would 
risk being regarded as inauthentic. Of the choices made by the four authors, the one 
selected by Roparz Hemon  is the most remarkable. He opted for the language of his 
maternal grandparents and that of the domestic servants rather than the majority lan-
guage of his parents and siblings. His unusual daring choice for Breton meant that he 
risked his work being neglected by the dominant cultural centres as well as charges 
of its lack of authenticity. 

Even though the four writers might have regarded expression in their ancestral lan-
guage both as a means to be authentic and a relatively quick way to optimize their 
reputation, all of them were imbued with the conception of their linguistic communi-
ties as historical communities for which they felt concern and whose languages and 
cultures they valued as sources that could contribute to the rebuilding of Western 
civilisation. In that sense they can be defined as what historian John Hutchinson  has 
termed ‘moral innovators’.5 In the crisis ensuing from the Great War, the concern for 

3  Casanova  2004, 41.
4  Gray 1983, quoted in Bell 2004, 18. Alasdair Gray referred his readers to Edwin Muir ’s formu-

lation of the ‘Scots writer’s predicament’ into a double-bind choice: ‘write Scottishly and you’ll 
be sincere but negelected by the world-as-a-whole, write for the English world-as-a-whole and 
you must discount the source of your emotions’ (Gray 1983, 8).

5  Hutchinson  2013, 86-8.
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their linguistic communities compelled them to a response oscillating inevitably be-
tween traditionalism and modernism. This inherently moral concern required the au-
thors to take up a combative stance, thus underlining Pascale Casanova ’s argument 
that the literatures of emergent early twentieth-century nations should be regarded 
as ‘littératures combatives’.6

6.2  Combative Modernisation

Although the four authors’ stratagems were geared to modernise, autonomise and 
internationalise the respective literary fields of their linguistic communities, the re-
sponsibility they felt towards their cultural and linguistic heritage constrained their 
ambitions and influenced the way they positioned their policies. Prior to discussing 
those constraints, this section seeks to reflect the features peculiar to the post-Great 
War literary work and activities of the four writers.

First of all, their work and activities can be characterised as combative. Each of the 
four writers made a militant entrance on the literary scene. At the outset of their 
careers as authors writing in minority languages they published exhorting and stir-
ring essays, reviews and pamphlets. Douwe Kalma  presented his manifesto De Jong-
fryske Biweging (The Young  Frisian Movement) in 1915 and published his best known 
speech Fryslân en de Wrâld (Frisia and the World) in the subsequent year. Saunders 
Lewis  nettled his Welsh audience by criticizing the state of Welsh drama in his news-
paper reviews and in his essay ‘The Present State of Welsh Drama’ (1919). Hugh 
MacDiarmid  confronted the Scottish public with his literary manifesto in the first 
issue of The Scottish Chapbook (August 1922). Roparz Hemon  sensitised the Bretons by 
publishing his Breiz Atao essays and by announcing, together with Olivier Mordrel , 
the programme for the new literary journal Gwalarn in the ‘Premier et Dernier Mani-
feste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ (The First and Last Manifesto of Gwalarn in the 
French Language, 1925).

Secondly, their work can be regarded to a relative extent as vanguard and innovative. 
All four authors crossed thresholds. Within their respective literary fields they all 
experimented with new genres, such as Kalma ’s long epic poem ‘Nachten en Da-
gen’ (Nights and Days, 1915; cf. 1.10), Lewis ’s realistic novel Monica  (1930; cf. 2.8), 
MacDiarmid ’s stream of consciousness poem A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926; 
cf. 3.6) and Hemon ’s futuristic novel An Aotrou Bimbochet e Breiz (Mr Bimbochet in 
Brittany, 1927; cf. 4.61). However, those genres could not lay claim to novelty in the 
wider context of world literature. Firmly dissociating themselves from the rhetori-
cal-didacticism that prevailed in nineteenth-century literature and still featured large 

6  Casanova  2011, 132.
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in their respective minority language literatures, they embraced the more personal 
expressive thought style which had been introduced in their literatures at various 
stages prior to the outbreak of the First World War, thus continuing and following 
an already existing and dominant literary mode of expression. Kalma, Lewis and 
Hemon connected this personal expressive thought style with classical aestheticism, 
thus hoping to elevate the esteem for their languages (cf. 1.11, 2.5 and 4.5). MacDiar-
mid, on the other hand, combined this thought style with modernistic eclecticism and 
intertextuality (cf. 3.6). 

Linked to the combativeness of each of the four authors, a more distinctive feature 
peculiar to their modernising post-Great War work constitutes its devolving and re-
centring character. Implicitly and explicitly their work conveys devolutionary crit-
icism by its use of strategies to dissociate itself from hegemonic language and cul-
ture. Simultaneously, the strategies employed by the authors to connect their work 
to languages and cultures other than those which dominated their own provide a 
recentring effect on the position of the fields of their respective literatures. The use 
of those strategies, expressing the authors’ combative stance, enabled them to sep-
arate the fields of their respective literatures from those of the hegemonic ones and 
provided a means to create new connections, thus offering a potential alternative to 
the existing literary map. As discussed in section 5.2 the authors connected their am-
bitions with internationalisation. Douwe Kalma  sought to connect Frisian language 
and culture to those of England and Scandinavia. Inspired by medieval Europe and 
its unifying Catholic Church, Saunders Lewis  intended to connect Welsh civilisation 
to continental European culture. Since they offered sources of energy and inspiration, 
Hugh MacDiarmid  resolved to be in those places ‘whaur extremes meet’, thus aim-
ing to bridge huge cultural differences, such as those between Scotland and Russia. 
Convinced of their regenerating powers, Hemon  exhorted Brittany and other small 
nations to combine forces to renew the soul of the West. In this way all four vanguard 
writers provided their work with a mission as well as an international and inter-
nationalising dimension. Thus, unwittingly, they imbued their work with a moral 
aspect, even though they advocated literary and cultural autonomy. 

6.3  Cultural Nationalism

Even if the aim of the four authors was to achieve more autonomy for their litera-
tures, they realised that a more independent position of the linguistic community 
with which they identified had to be reached. For all of them this realisation implied 
that they decided to commit themselves to that cause. Both Lewis  and MacDiarmid  
co-founded a national party during the interwar years: Lewis became a founding 
member of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru (the National Party of Wales) in 1925 and, in 
1928, MacDiarmid was one of the founding fathers of the National Party of Scotland. 
However, as for both of them political institutions ‘were only a means to preserve 

Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   332Thesis Jelle Krol.indd   332 28-05-18   10:3028-05-18   10:30



333

the national community’ they should be regarded first and foremost as writers and 
cultural nationalists rather than political nationalists, for whom state independence 
was the central ambition.7 Likewise, Kalma , who became a prominent member of the 
Christelijk-Democratische Unie (Christian Democratic Union) in 1928, ought to be 
seen primarily as a writer and a cultural nationalist. Hemon  never joined a political 
party although he was in close contact with numerous members of Breton nationalist 
parties. The four authors’ cultural nationalist ambitions influenced their decisions 
as to what and how to write and led to literary-political activities other than writing 
primary literary work. Their cultural nationalist-inspired choices to strengthen the 
fields of their respective literatures not only encompassed a diversification of genres 
(Kalma and Hemon; cf. 1.5; 4.6.1), and an elevated (Kalma, Lewis, Hemon; cf. 1.11, 2.5 
and 4.5) or modernistic style register (MacDiarmid; cf. 3.6), but also a commitment to 
institutionalisation of publishing facilities (Kalma and Hemon (cf. 1.5 and 4.6.1), writ-
ers’ organisations (MacDiarmid; cf. 3.7), cultural intellectualisation, such as the edi-
tion of journals and periodicals (Kalma, Lewis, MacDiarmid and Hemon, cf. 1.6, 2.7.1, 
3.3.3 and 4.5) and education (Kalma, Lewis and Hemon; cf. 1.6, 2.6, 4.6.1 and 4.6.2). 

All four authors tested the waters as playwrights during the initial stages of their 
writing careers (Kalma , Kening Aldgillis , 1920; Lewis , The Eve of Saint John, 1921; 
MacDiarmid , Nisbet  , 1922; and, Hemon , Lina, 1926 and Eun Den a Netra, 1927). The 
inherent capacity of drama to involve a group and activate a collective experience 
may well have motivated their choices.8

In addition, the authors’ concern for their linguistic communities informed their 
works in such a way that to a certain extent they can be qualified as ‘national allego-
ry’ in the sense used by Fredric Jameson , not as ‘a one-to-one table of equivalence’9 
but as ways in which subalternity finds itself projected outwards (allegorically) into 
the cultural (cf. 1.10). Kalma ’s Kening Aldgillis  (cf. 1.11), Lewis ’s Buchedd Garmon (2.8), 
MacDiarmid ’s A Drunk Man Look at the Thistle (3.6) and Hemon ’s Eun Den a Netra (cf. 
4.7.1) are clear cases in point.

6.4  Reculer Pour Mieux Sauter

As the four authors chose to adopt combative stances, emphasising rather than shed-
ding their cultural and linguistic identities, they stressed the need for redirection and 
repositioning of their languages and literatures. Their relative successes – Douwe 
Kalma ’s and his fellow Young  Frisians, Saunders Lewis ’s insistence on a more pro-
fessional form of Welsh theatre, his plays and his realist novel Monica , Hugh Mac-

7  Cf. Hutchinson  2013, 83.
8  Ibid., 82.
9  Szeman 2001, 807.
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Diarmid ’s Scottish Literary Renaissance and Roparz Hemon ’s modernising and 
internationalising influences in Gwalarn – demonstrate that no straightforward imi-
tation of the pattern Pascale Casanova  discerned in the development of Irish Revival 
Literature, can be found in Frisian, Welsh, Scots or Breton literature. The chronologi-
cal order of the various phases in the development of Irish Revival Literature as iden-
tified by Casanova – the invention of tradition, the recreation of a national language, 
the realist opposition, assimilation and, finally, autonomy – is not paradigmatic of 
the development of the literatures in Frisia, Wales, Scotland or Brittany. The relative 
strengths of Welsh, Frisian, Scots and Breton combined with the post-Great War elan 
among individuals as well as groups of speakers stimulated by new opportunities 
and growing cultural awareness contributed to a different pattern in the develop-
ment of their literatures. 

Figure 2 The Pattern of Reculer Pour Mieux Sauter

The affirmation of the linguistic heritage by vanguard authors writing in these lan-
guages, fused with the desire to modernise and internationalise, strengthened this 
divergent pattern which can be tentatively summarised by the French phrase reculer 
pour mieux sauter. Committed to their linguistic identity, the authors felt more of less 
compelled to go back to the distant past of their languages, before they were able to 
make a substantial leap forward. Their desire to preserve the character of their lan-
guages as well as to extend the use of them in domains where their languages had 
hitherto scarcely been employed made the step backwards into the past inevitable. To 
enable their languages to be used in elevated and modernistic registers and domains 
other than the familiar ones and to expand their languages with adequate vocabulary, 
they were compelled more or less to resort to the past of their own languages or to 
cognate or kindred languages other than those which dominated their own. There-
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by, they were able to add status to their languages, but they also risked alienation, 
ridicule and incomprehension from the fellow speakers of their languages. In this 
respect minority language writers concerned with the character or purity of their 
languages differ from their fellow authors writing in hegemonic languages where 
the unavailability of adequate vocabulary and the risk of misunderstanding hardly 
present themselves.

6.5 Languacultures

All four authors alienated their fellow language users to varying degrees by employ-
ing an elevated register or, occasionally, the inclusion of archaisms or neologisms. 
Kalma ’s language was characterised as ‘non-quotidian’ and ‘elevated’ (cf. 1.11). The 
language of Lewis ’s plays was referred to as ‘High Welsh’ (2.9). MacDiarmid , aware 
of the contrived character of his use of the various vernaculars, referred to his own 
language as ‘synthetic Scots’ (cf. 3.5.1) and Roparz Hemon ’s linguistically unifying 
use of the language was seen as ‘Breton chimique’ (cf. 4.5). The combative stance 
and the main strategies of the four authors were thus reflected in the use of their 
languages. 

The transformation of their languages and literatures was, however, no mere revi-
sionism, albeit that the older stages of their languages provided the resources re-
quired to preserve the characteristics of the old languages in their expanded new 
ones. In their drive to transform their languages, MacDiarmid  and Hemon , and to a 
lesser extent Kalma  and Lewis , did not seem to be much concerned by what Michael  
Agar  has termed distinct ‘languacultures’, the connection between language and cul-
ture, ‘the situation of use’ of certain words and sentences.10 

Work containing this innovative elevation and expansion of the language frequently 
evoked a sense of unease among its readers because of its artificial literarity. More over, 
it caused a divisiveness that has continued to exist ever since and can be regarded 
as a feature of those languages.11 On the one hand there are those who think that 
the written variety of their language should closely resemble the spoken variety as 
it is conceived by them and, on the other hand, those who advocate expansion and 
renewal of the written variety of their languages.

10  Cf. Agar  1994, quoted in Timm 2002, 452-3. 
11  Cf. e.g. for Frisian: Poortinga 1965; for Welsh and Scots: Brown , Ramage  and Sherlock  2000; for 

Breton: Timm 2002.
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In the recreation of their languages and literatures the four writers were combatively 
selective. To justify the raison d’être of their literatures they emphasised the potenti-
alities and the normality of their otherness and where necessary, sharply delineated 
their languages and the fields of their literatures from those dominating their own. 
Purposefully and paradoxically making the past present in their work, they insist-
ed on the relevance of their languages and literatures in the post-Great War World 
as vigorously creative ‘bridge-building’ alternatives to languages and cultures that 
had failed. Demonstrating tremendous zeal and conscious of making their languages 
and literatures more comprehensive as well as aiming at cultural exchange, they op-
posed assimilation into the hegemonic culture, preferring ‘dialogic internationalism’ 
to ‘monologic universalism’.12 Their choices reflected a certain exclusionism with 
respect to the languages and cultures that dominated their own and a solidarity with 
other non-state language literatures and literatures written in affiliated languages. 
Although they advocated the unhindered exchange of ideas, they aimed to stop the 
intrusion of the hegemonic ‘other’ due to the frustrations caused by their subordi-
nate position even though the dominating ‘other’ had already influenced their lan-
guages and literatures for several centuries. In spite of oppression they refused to be 
paralysed by intimations of rejection originating from either their fellow citizens or 
more central cultural authorities. The ambitious literarity and internationality of the 
literary space they created, as opposed to the homely popularity and familiarity with 
which their literatures were traditionally associated, meant that their work was less 
easily accessible and required effort and study on the part of their readers.

In the preceding chapters it has been demonstrated that the process of national 
movement in Frisia, Wales, Scotland and Brittany during the interwar years coin-
cides with Hroch ’s phase B, that ‘of patriotic agitation, where cultural claims such 
as language recognition are tied to political demands by national organisations, led 
by middle-class intelligentsia and attempts are made to awaken the masses’ (cf. 1.3, 
2.6.1, 3.1, 4.1 and Annexe 1).13 The pattern discerned in the work of the four minority 
language writers with it oscillation between traditionalism and modernism and its 
inevitability of making the past present in the expansion of their languages and the 
creation of new literary space for their work is in line with the way nineteenth and 
twentieth-century cultural nationalists proceeded, as analysed by John Hutchison. 
He argued that cultural nationalists ‘might inconsistently adopt opposing positions, 
or shift from one to the other, either for instrumental or affective reasons’, seeking 
solutions ‘by evoking a national golden age and studying the experience of other 
countries’.14 The four vanguard writers, seeking to create a more independent posi-
tion for their languages and cultures and attempting to modernise them from within, 

12  Cf. Biti 2014, 4.
13  Hutchsinson 2013, 89.
14  Ibid., 87-8.
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similarly turned to their cultural and linguistic heritage and to comparisons with kin-
dred nations to find ways of autonomisation and modernisation in agreement with 
the identity of the languages and cultures of the communities to which they had 
committed themselves.

Only further research can chart whether this pattern is paradigmatic of other minor-
ity language literatures in Western Europe and beyond. More comprehensive com-
parative research may provide additional insight into the ubiquity of this pattern and 
into the structural differences between the position of a writer using a hegemonic 
language versus that of a contemporary colleague writing in a subaltern language
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Annexes

1  A Schematical Representation of Miroslav Hroch ’s Phases and his 

Linguistic Programme15

Phases

Phase A Phase B Phase C

Period of scholarly inter-
est in national language, 
history or geography

Period of dissemination 
of the national idea; na-
tional patriotic agitation

Period of popular in-
volvement in nationalism 
creating a mass move-
ment

Linguistic Programme

Beginning in Phase A, and continuing in Phase B and/or C

1. Lan-
guage as a 
subject of 
scientific 
research 
and of 
aesthetic 
value

2. Language as ex-
pression of national 
character; linguistic 
standards, cultiva-
tion of the language 
and its ‘purity’, in-
volving three steps 
(2a, 2b and 2c)

2a 
Self-identi-
ty: the lan-
guage as 
a literary 
medium

2b Standard-
isation and 
codification of 
the language

2c Cultural 
intellectual-
ization; the 
use of the 
language in 
science, liter-
ature, transla-
tion etc.

Beginning in Phase B, and continuing in Phase C

Education. Use of the language in 
schools as a medium of instruction 

Use of the language in administration 
and the judicial systems

15  Based on Hroch  1992, 65-8.
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2  Joep Leerssen ’s Cultivation of Culture Matrix16

1. Salvage, 
Retrieval, 
Inventory

2. Cultivation, 
Perpetuation, 
Inspiration

3. Propagation, 
Assertion, 
Proclamation in the 
Public Sphere

Language dictionaries
grammars

orthography
standardization / 
dialect debates
language purism

language activism
language planning
language education

Discourse editions of old 
literary texts
editions of 
old historical 
documents
editions of old 
legal sources

translations / 
adaptions: Bible, 
world classics
national / 
historical drama, 
novel, poetry
national history-
writing
literary history
literary / cultural 
criticism

history education
historical pageants
commemorations
literary events / 
festivals / awards

Cultural 
Artefacts

monumental 
remains
symbolically 
invested sites

monument 
protection policy 
(“Denkmalschutz”)
restorations
museums

monuments
dedication of 
public spaces
historicist 
architecture
decorative arts / 
design

16  From Leerssen  2005, 29. Cf. http://spinnet.humanities.uva.nl/pdf/cultnat/culnatgrid.pdf. 
(Consulted 9 February 2018.)
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Cultural 
Practices

collections/
editions of oral 
literature
proverbs, 
superstitions, 
pastimes
manners and 
customs, folklore
folk dances
folk music

social-realist 
literature, rustic 
narrative
traditional sports / 
pastimes
national music 
composed

revived or 
inventend 
traditions
cultural events / 
festivals / awards
sporting events / 
festivals / awards
folkloristic events / 
festivals / awards

Social 
Ambience

associations, congresses, academies; publishing ventures, 
reading societies, book clubs, periodicals

Institutional 
Infrastructure

universities/chairs, libraries, archives, museums, academies, 
government agencies
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Samenvatting

Centraal in dit proefschrift staat het positioneren van minderheidstaalliteraturen in 
de tijd kort na de Eerste Wereldoorlog door schrijvers die zich opwierpen als leiders 
van de taalminderheden waarmee zij zich identificeerden. Het betreft de auteur Dou-
we Kalma uit Friesland, Saunders Lewis uit Wales, Hugh MacDiarmid uit Schotland 
en Roparz Hemon uit Bretagne

Tijdens de Eerste Wereldoorlog had de Amerikaanse President Woodrow Wilson 
aangekondigd dat naties zonder eigen staat zelfbeschikking zou worden toegekend. 
Na die oorlog zag de Europese landenkaart er inderdaad voor een aanzienlijk deel 
anders uit. In vergelijking met de vooroorlogse situatie werd het aantal soevereine 
staten met ongeveer een derde vermeerderd. Talen die geen officiële status bezaten, 
werden na 1918 staatstalen. Vooral in Oost-Europa veranderde er veel. Maar, hoewel 
de winnaars van de oorlog niet, of alleen daartoe gedwongen, hun medewerking ver-
leenden aan het uitwerken van Wilsons toezegging over de autonomie van statenloze 
naties binnen hun eigen landsgrenzen, toch wijzigde ook in West-Europa de situatie. 
Zo kreeg IJsland grotere onafhankelijkheid en werd Ierland een zelfstandige repu-
bliek. Sommigen die zichzelf zagen als behorende tot een onderdrukt West-Europees 
statenloos volk beschouwden grotere zelfstandigheid als hoogst nastrevenswaardig.

De these van dit proefschrift is, dat de gevoelens van cultureel nationalisme zich in 
het interbellum intensiveerden, mede als gevolg van het publieke debat over zelf-
beschikking van nationale minderheden en generatieconflicten tijdens en kort na de 
Eerste Wereldoorlog. Die gevoelens werden op een zodanige wijze uitgedrukt dat 
jonge avant-gardeschrijvers in Europa de aandacht van meerderheidstaallezers en 
-schrijvers op minderheidstaalliteratuur wisten te vestigen en een meer zelfstandig 
veld voor hun literaturen wisten te scheppen. Om die stelling te onderbouwen richt 
deze studie zich op het beantwoorden van uit die hypothese voortvloeiende vragen: 
hoe en waarom deden zij dat en in welke mate slaagden zij daarin? Het beantwoor-
den van deze vragen geschiedt vanuit het door de comparatiste Pascale Casanova 
aangereikte perspectief dat literaturen van eind negentiende en begin twintigste 
eeuw opkomende volkeren in principe ‘littératures combatives’ (strijdbare literatu-
ren) zijn. Geïnspireerd door onder anderen de Franse filosofen Gilles Deleuze en Félix 
Guattari die gezamenlijk over Franz Kafka publiceerden (Kafka: Pour une littérature 
mineure, 1975) en de Franse socioloog Pierre Bourdieu, ontwikkelde Casanova in haar 
monografie La République mondiales des lettres (1999) een model om achterliggende 
processen van productie, verspreiding en receptie van literatuur beter te begrijpen. 
Overtuigd door Franz Kafka’s beschouwingen omtrent Tsjechische en Jiddische lite-
ratuur draagt zij in die studie de mening uit dat marginalisatie, onderdrukking en 
ontkenning van talen bij auteurs die schrijven in talen jegens welke die verschijnselen 
werden toegepast, onvermijdelijk tot politiek engagement leiden. Naarmate litera-
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tuur en politiek steeds meer van elkaar gescheiden werden in eind negentiende- en 
begin twintigste-eeuwse literatuur, werd het mede door het Franse universalisme sa-
lonfähig neer te kijken op nationalistische sentimenten in literatuur. De structurele 
ongelijkheid tussen meerderheids- en minderheidstaalliteratuur noopt lezers volgens 
Casanova echter tot het maken van onderscheid in hun literatuurbenadering. Het 
beoordelen van literatuur op basis van de aanname dat absolute autonomie het hoog-
ste goed is, zou volgens Casanova de machtsrelatie van meerderheidsliteraturen ten 
opzichte van minderheidsliteraturen alleen maar bestendigen. Zij pleit daarom niet 
alleen voor begrip voor het nationale aspect in minderheidstaalliteratuur, maar ook 
voor nadere analyse van die literaturen op basis van de door Bourdieu aangereikte 
bestudering van machtsfactoren in zowel de maatschappij in het algemeen als het 
literaire veld en van de habitus van de desbetreffende schrijvers. De door Casanova 
aanbevolen methode is toegepast in deze studie. De structuur van de deelstudies kan 
derhalve als volgt worden weergegeven:

Politiek, sociaaleconomische en religieuze context van de regio waarin de bestu-
deerde minderheidstaal wordt gesproken in de periode kort voor, tijdens en kort 
na de Eerste Wereldoorlog

Literair veld van de bestudeerde minderheidstaal in de periode kort voor, tijdens 
en kort na de Eerste Wereldoorlog

Habitus van de auteur

De strijdbare entree van de auteur op het literaire toneel

Visie en missie 

Poëticale ideeën en strategieën

Leiderschap van de auteur

Analyse van een of meer van de eerste belangrijke werken van de auteur

Synthese en conclusies

Overal in Europa kwam tijdens de lange negentiende eeuw het proces van groeiende 
autonomisering van minderheidstaalliteraturen op gang, maar het bleef niet tot die 
literaturen beperkt. Ook andere met meerderheidstalen samenhangende literaturen, 
zoals de Anglo-Ierse, de Anglo-Welshe en de Franstalige literatuur van Noord-Afri-
ka, eisten een meer zelfstandige plek op. Dit proefschrift beperkt zich echter tot de 
positie van vier minderheidstaalliteraturen. De verspreidingsbieden van de talen 
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waarin die literaturen geschreven zijn, kunnen wat betreft hun afhankelijkheid van 
een centrale overheid tijdens het interbellum en hun perifere positie op politiek, soci-
aal en cultureel vlak als min of meer vergelijkbaar worden beschouwd. 

De focus van de vier casestudy’s ligt op de taal- en letterkundige ambities, de program-
ma’s, de strategieën en het vroege werk van vier avant-garde schrijvers. ‘Avant-garde’ 
wordt in deze studie in de eerste plaats gezien als de positie zoals geïnterpreteerd door 
de vier auteurs zelf. Zij beschouwden zich als leiders van een nieuwe ‘voorhoede’ op de 
drempel van een nieuwe tijd. De schrijvers publiceerden respectievelijk in het Fries, het 
Welsh, het Schots en het Bretons, alle vier ‘unieke’ minderheidstalen in die zin dat die 
talen in buurlanden of elders geen meerderheidstalen zijn. De geselecteerde schrijvers 
zijn allemaal tijdgenoten, geboren in het laatste decennium van de negentiende eeuw. 
In encyclopedische werken en literaire geschiedenisboeken zijn ze beschreven als lei-
dende letterkundigen, die het gebruik van hun talen krachtig stimuleerden als talen 
waarin intellectuele en culturele waarden tot uitdrukking gebracht kunnen worden.

De volgorde waarin de vier geselecteerde schrijvers worden besproken, is bepaald 
door de jaren waarin ze hun overrompelende entree maakten op het literaire toneel: 
Douwe Kalma in 1915 met de uitgave van De Jongfryske Biweging (De Jongfriese Be-
weging, 1915) en Fryslân en de Wrâld (Friesland en de Wereld, 1916), Saunders Lewis 
in 1919 met zijn recensies van Welsh toneel in The Cambria Daily Leader (De Dagelijkse 
Gids van Wales), Hugh MacDiarmid in 1922 met zijn manifest in The Scottish Chapbook 
(Het Schotse Volksboek) en Roparz Hemon (samen met Olivier Mordrel) in 1925 met 
de publicatie van ‘Premier et Dernier Manifeste de Gwalarn en Langue Française’ 
(Eerste en Laatste Manifest van Gwalarn in de Franse Taal). 

Nadat het vroege werk van de vier bovengenoemde schrijvers in hun context is ge-
plaatst en de door de schrijvers gehanteerde strategieën zijn geanalyseerd, worden 
in hoofdstuk vijf in een synthese de bevindingen van de vier voorafgaande hoofd-
stukken met elkaar vergeleken. Alle vier de schrijvers zagen in de Europese staat- en 
taalkundige ontwikkelingen die mede als gevolg van de Eerste Wereldoorlog ont-
stonden, kansen voor het creëren van een meer zelfstandige positie voor hun talen 
en literaturen. Aanvankelijk eisten Douwe Kalma, Saunders Lewis en Roparz Hemon 
dat respectievelijk het Fries in Friesland, het Welsh in Wales en het Bretons in Bretag-
ne zowel schriftelijk als mondeling de officiële en eerste taal in alle taaldomeinen zou-
den worden. Geconfronteerd met zowel het Schots-Gaelic als het Schots propageerde 
de anti-Engelse Hugh MacDiarmid het ontwikkelen van die beide autochtone talen 
tot cultuurtalen in een onafhankelijk Schotland.

Het besef dat in het onderwijs in Friesland, Wales, Schotland en Bretagne de ont-
wikkeling van de streekeigen talen ernstig belemmerd werd aangezien het zich he-
lemaal of grotendeels beperkte tot de officieel erkende talen, overtuigde alle vier de 
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schrijvers ervan dat zij tot actie moesten overgaan. De actie die zij ondernamen werd 
gedeeltelijk gedicteerd door variërende sociaal-culturele en politieke omstandighe-
den.

In het gemobiliseerde neutrale Nederland plaatste Kalma de Groot-Friese Gedachte 
tegenover de Groot-Nederlandse Gedachte, waarmee hij uiting gaf aan een door hem 
gevoelde verbondenheid tussen de Friezen in Nederland en de in Duitsland wonen-
de Noord- en Oost-Friezen. Tevens bepleitte hij voor Friesland de functie als brug 
tussen Scandinavië en Engeland om zo volkeren te kunnen verbinden die volgens 
hem van oudsher bij elkaar hoorden en een bepaalde gelijkgestemdheid vertoonden. 
Om vorm te kunnen geven aan die brugfunctie, zou Friesland volgens hem een gro-
tere zelfstandigheid moeten opeisen en zouden zijn landgenoten daarvoor cultureel 
toegerust moeten worden. Hoewel in eerste instantie opgericht om de productie en 
publicatie van hoogwaardige Friese literatuur te bevorderen, werd de door Douwe 
Kalma in 1915 gestichte Jongfryske Mienskip (Jongfriese Gemeenschap) met name 
voor dat laatste doel gebruikt. De Mienskip mobiliseerde met name jongeren, zette 
hen aan tot het bestuderen van de Friese taal en geschiedenis en moedigde hen aan 
tot kennisoverdracht en het schrijven van Friestalige literatuur.
 
Geïnspireerd door de Ierse onafhankelijkheidsstrijd, legde zowel Saunders Lewis 
als Hugh MacDiarmid de nadruk op de noodzaak van politieke veranderingen om 
culturele en onderwijskundige hervormingen te kunnen doorvoeren. In 1925 stond 
Saunders Lewis aan de wieg van de Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru (de Nationale Partij 
van Wales), die hij tot 1939 als voorzitter diende; in 1928 was MacDiarmid een van de 
oprichters van de National Party of Scotland.

Roparz Hemon daarentegen vond dat een meer zelfstandig Bretagne alleen dan zou 
kunnen worden gerealiseerd wanneer de Bretons zich de moeite zouden getroosten 
om meer, en in meer dan alleen de huiselijke en religieuze kring, het Bretons te be-
zigen. In eerste instantie meende hij dat wanneer Bretagne in taal en cultuur weer 
Bretons zou worden, het uiteindelijk vanzelf een grotere onafhankelijkheid zou ver-
werven. Rond het door hem opgerichte literaire tijdschrift Gwalarn (Noordwester, 
1925-1944), stichtte hij gedurende het interbellum een groot aantal satellietorganisa-
ties met als gemeenschappelijk doel de bevordering van de Bretonse taal en literatuur. 

In hun onderscheiden taalgebieden manifesteerden de vier schrijvers zich als scherpe 
critici die meer erkenning voor hun talen opeisten, terwijl ze tegelijkertijd hun colle-
ga-schrijvers aanspoorden tot het schrijven van hoogwaardige literatuur in die talen. 
Hun strijdbare houding zou verklaard kunnen worden uit gekwetste gevoelens die 
bij hen uiteindelijk hadden geleid tot de vastbeslotenheid om zich volledig aan een 
missie te wijden. Kleinering of soms zelf regelrechte minachting jegens hun (voor)
ouderlijke taal en cultuur kan bij alle vier de schrijvers bewust of onbewust een mo-
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tiverende rol hebben gespeeld bij hun doelbewuste keuze zich in te zetten voor de 
literatuur geschreven in de taal waarmee zij zich verbonden voelden. Tijdens hun 
vormende jaren maakten alle vier een tijd mee waarin ze in betrekkelijke afzondering 
van hun taalgenoten hun eigen ideeën konden ontwikkelen: Douwe Kalma tijdens 
zijn theologiestudie in Groningen en nadat hij die studie afbrak als gemobiliseerde 
dienstplichtige; Saunders Lewis tijdens zijn studiejaren in Liverpool en gedurende 
zijn diensttijd als in Frankrijk en Griekenland gestationeerde officier in het Britse le-
ger; Hugh MacDiarmid nadat hij de onderwijzersopleiding in Edinburgh verliet en 
gedurende zijn mobilisatiejaren in Griekenland en Frankrijk; Roparz Hemon tijdens 
zijn studie in Parijs, Wales en Engeland en gedurende zijn diensttijd in Duitsland. 
Geen van de vier schrijvers werd wat aanvankelijk van hen verwacht werd: Kalma 
werd niet dominee, maar leraar Engels; Lewis niet universitair docent Engels, maar 
lector in de Welshe literatuur; Hugh MacDiarmid niet onderwijzer, maar journalist; 
en Roparz Hemon, ten slotte, niet ingenieur maar, evenals Kalma, leraar Engels. Alle 
vier de schrijvers omringden zich met leeftijdgenoten en vertegenwoordigden met 
hen een nieuwe generatie die onder hun leiding cultuur-nationalistische ideeën uit-
droeg. Kalma deed dat als leider van de Jongfryske Mienskip; Lewis als voorzitter 
van Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru; MacDiarmid als primus inter pares van de Schotse 
Literaire Renaissance Beweging; en Roparz Hemon als eindredacteur van Gwalarn. 
De vier schrijvers stelden zich op als leiders met een roeping. In een tijd waarin ge-
bleken was dat imperialisme en kolonialisme uitgemond waren in de oorlogsgruwe-
len van de Eerste Wereldoorlog, plaatsten zij daar hun idealen tegenover. Alle vier 
benadrukten zij de verbindende rol die kleinere volkeren konden hebben. Douwe 
Kalma benadrukte de brugfunctie die Friesland zou kunnen vervullen. Saunders 
Lewis wees naar de lappendeken van talen en volken tijdens de Middeleeuwen toen 
de Rooms-Katholieke Kerk de grote Europese verscheidenheid door de eenheid van 
het geloof verbond. Hugh MacDiarmid bepleitte het bijeenbrengen van extremen op 
een zodanige wijze dat die verbinding zou resulteren in nieuwe energie, grotere ver-
beeldingskracht en creatieve frisheid. Roparz Hemon spoorde jonge minderheids-
taalsprekers aan om uiting te geven aan het wezen van hun cultuur. Op die manier 
zouden ze niet alleen het juk van de dominante talen kunnen afwerpen, maar bo-
vendien anderen het inzicht kunnen geven dat de inhalige praktijken van de Wester-
se grootmachten waarbij minderheidsculturen door die van meerderheden werden 
overvleugeld, tot zielloosheid zou leiden.

Onafhankelijk van elkaar formuleerden de vier schrijvers min of meer hetzelfde doel: 
het verplaatsen van het accent van de beschaving van de centra van de macht naar de 
periferie. De auteurs beseften terdege dat hen grote obstakels en uitdagingen wacht-
ten op de weg naar dat hoge doel. Immers, hun talen werden eerder met traditiona-
lisme en eenvoud geassocieerd dan met vernieuwing en moderniteit. De schrijvers 
stonden voor de taak in een nieuw maar bij hun taal passend vocabulaire ideeën en 
gevoelens tot uitdrukking te brengen in een veranderde en veranderende wereld die 
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in toenemende mate beïnvloed werd door technologie en sociale mobiliteit. Boven-
dien hadden ze te maken met het negeren van hun werk, twijfels en tegenwerking.

Uit analyse van het vroege werk van de vier schrijvers komt naar voren dat vier 
verschillende strategieën kunnen worden onderscheiden die door hen werden ge-
hanteerd om hun minderheidsliteraturen op de internationale kaart te zetten en de 
betekenis van die literaturen voor de naoorlogse beschaving onder de aandacht te 
brengen. Het betreft afstand scheppende, verbindende, uniformerende en mobilise-
rende strategieën. 

De vier auteurs gebruikten strategieën om hun taal duidelijk te scheiden van de taal 
die de hunne overvleugelde en beïnvloedde. Aangezien ze aan het karakter van hun 
taal wilden vasthouden bij het scheppen van het nieuwe idioom dat ze nodig hadden 
om hun taal en cultuur te moderniseren, maakten ze creatief gebruik van de woor-
denschat die de oudere taalstadia van hun taal aan hen bood of van woorden uit 
verwante, maar hun taal niet overheersende talen. Ook voor wat betreft de geschie-
denis maakten zij een duidelijke scheiding tussen die van de taal- en bevolkingsgroep 
waarmee zij zich verbonden voelden en die van de hun cultuur dominerende bevol-
kingsgroep.

Het vroege werk van de vier auteurs legt een verbondenheid met de Middeleeuwen 
aan de dag, ook al hebben ze alle vier de toekomst van hun taal en literatuur op 
het oog. Aan de Middeleeuwen ontleenden de schrijvers het ideaalbeeld van een tijd 
waarin hun taal en cultuur op alle terreinen van het leven konden gedijen zonder dat 
die door andere talen en culturen werden gedomineerd en dat contact met andere 
volken en culturen mogelijk was zonder restricties van een overheersende mogend-
heid. Douwe Kalma liet zijn eerste en tevens bekendste toneelstuk Kening Aldgillis 
(Koning Aldgillis, 1920) in de Middeleeuwen spelen. Saunders Lewis verwees zijn 
lezers in Blodeuwedd (De van bloemen gemaakte vrouw, 1923-1947) naar de Oudwelshe 
mythologie. Hugh MacDiarmid sierde zijn literair tijdschrift The Scottish Chapbook 
met de lijfspreuk ‘Not Burns – Dunbar!’, daarmee zijn lezers waarschuwend tegen 
de sentimentalistische en populistische invloed die Robert Burns op MacDiarmids 
tijdgenoten had en hen manend om vooral terug te grijpen op het werk van William 
Dunbar (ca. 1460 – ca. 1520). Ook Roparz Hemon liet zich door de Middeleeuwen 
inspireren: hij vertaalde teksten uit verschillende Oudkeltische talen in het Bretons.

Een verbindende en tegelijkertijd afstand scheppende strategie manifesteerde zich 
ook op een geheel ander vlak bij de vier schrijvers. Door een verbondenheid te ver-
klaren met enerzijds de Noord- en Oost-Friezen in Duitsland en anderzijds met de 
Engelse en Scandinavische volkeren, zette Douwe Kalma zich af tegen Holland waar-
van hij de geest in zijn meest bekende rede Fryslân en de Wrâld (Friesland en de We-
reld, 1916) als ‘dea’ (dood) beschouwde. Zowel Saunders Lewis en Hugh MacDiar-
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mid kantte zich tegen de invloed van de Engelstalige cultuur en pleitte voor meer en 
directe contacten met het vasteland van Europa. Roparz Hemon verbond zich met de 
internationale Esperantobeweging en benadrukte het belang van contacten met zo-
wel andere Keltische volkeren als andere nationale minderheden. Met het zoeken van 
verbintenissen buiten de staat waarvan zij ingezetenen waren, trachtten de schrijvers 
hun literatuur en cultuur te internationaliseren. Door zelf vertalingen te publiceren 
van werk dat hen aansprak of waarmee ze hun literatuur wilden liëren, droegen ze 
daartoe bij.

Wat betreft de spelling kan bij Douwe Kalma en Roparz Hemon gewezen worden 
op uniformerende strategieën. Beide schrijvers waren ervan overtuigd dat voor een 
sterkere positie voor hun taal en literatuur standaardisatie van de spelling onontbeer-
lijk was. Kalma was derhalve geen voorstander van dialectvariatie in het geschre-
ven Fries en Hemon droeg door zijn publicaties actief bij aan de eenwording van de 
Bretonse spelling. De reeds bestaande Welshe standaardspelling gaf Saunders Lewis 
geen aanleiding tot discussie, terwijl bij Hugh MacDiarmid het ontbreken van een 
standaard voor de spelling van het Schots de drang naar vrijheid-blijheid aanwak-
kerde. Hij riep op tot een gebruik van een zo groot mogelijk aantal varianten van 
oorspronkelijk Schotse woorden die tezamen een medium zouden kunnen vormen 
dat het geheel van de Schotse bevolking zou kunnen dienen.

Bij alle vier de auteurs stond vast dat zij voor het verkrijgen van meer aanzien voor 
hun taal en literatuur het nationaal en cultureel bewustzijn bij hun mede-minderheids -
taalsprekers zouden moeten versterken. Daartoe dienden niet alleen tijdschriften zo-
als Frisia, Y Ddraig Goch (De Rode Draak), The Scottish Chapbook (Het Schotse Volks-
boek) and Gwalarn (De Noordwester), maar ook de talloze literaire en cultuurpolitie-
ke activiteiten die zij organiseerden. Bovendien kan de keuze voor het schrijven van 
toneel door Kalma, Lewis en Hemon gezien worden als een mobiliserende strategie. 
Immers door het laten opvoeren van hun stukken konden ze aanzienlijke aantallen 
mensen bereiken.

De genoemde strategieën zullen lang niet altijd van tevoren bedacht of overwogen 
zijn. Het niet-methodisch hanteren van die strategieën onderstreept de observatie 
van Pascale Casanova dat de literatuur van eind negentiende en begin twintigste 
eeuw opkomende volkeren de quasi-systematische verdediging van een volk kan 
aannemen. Strategieën waren echter niet voldoende om het hoge doel van de leiden-
de minderheidsliteratuurschrijvers te verwezenlijken. Als ze kans van slagen wilden 
hebben met het aanbieden van overtuigend goede alternatieven voor wat ze als de 
bloedarme producten van de meerderheidstaalculturen beschouwden, dan moesten 
ze in hun optiek de literaire velden van hun minderheidstaalculturen danig verster-
ken, want pas dan zouden de door hen geboden alternatieven door de centra van de 
culturele macht serieus worden genomen.
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Afwijkend van wat bij schrijvers van meerderheidstaal gewoon is, beperkte geen van 
de vier auteurs zich tot de materiële productie van literatuur. Hoewel in verschillen-
de mate waren alle vier de schrijvers tevens actief op het gebied van de distributie en 
symbolische productie (receptie) van literatuur.

Met betrekking tot de Friese literatuur nam Douwe Kalma het standpunt in dat die 
niet als complementair aan de Nederlandse zou mogen worden beschouwd. Voor 
hem betekende dat een zelfstandige Friese literatuur een met andere volwaardige 
literaturen vergelijkbaar aantal literatuurgenres zou moeten vertegenwoordigen en 
tevens vergelijkbare faciliteiten en structuren voor wat betreft de distributie en re-
ceptie van literatuur zou moeten kennen. Overijverig vulde hij de lacunes die hij in 
het scala van genres van het Friestalige literatuurspectrum ontwaarde om niet lang 
daarna te moeten erkennen dat zijn veelzijdige literaire talenten grenzen kenden. Dat 
inzicht leidde ertoe dat hij ophield met het schrijven van lange epische gedichten 
en romans in feuilletonvorm. Afgezien van zijn literair-kritisch werk en enkele van 
zijn talloze gedichten, moet het toneelstuk Kening Aldgillis, dat in bewerkte vorm tot 
in de eenentwintigste eeuw nog wel werd opgevoerd, tot zijn beste werk worden 
gerekend. Teruggrijpend op de tijd van de Friese koningen, duidt het werk op nati-
onaal-allegorische wijze hoe op een kruispunt in de tijd een keuze moet worden ge-
maakt en welke rol internationale verbintenissen daarin kunnen spelen. Hoewel het 
stuk in het verleden speelt, transponeert het werk lezers en de toeschouwers door die 
allegorische werking op een intrigerende wijze van de actualiteit naar het verleden 
en vice versa, met name als men beseft dat het geschreven is in een tijd dat Nederland 
neutraliteit strikt in acht nam. 

Teneinde het aanzien van de Friese literatuur te vergroten hanteerde Kalma voor zijn 
werk een verheven taalregister dat hij lardeerde met archaïsmen en neologismen. Dat 
taalgebruik maar ook de door hem bepleite uitbreiding van het Fries naar andere taal-
domeinen zoals die van de journalistiek en de wetenschappen maakte onderwijs in 
het Fries noodzakelijk. Met betrekking tot het literaire veld betekende dat voor Kalma 
dat hij zich niet alleen met het schrijven van literatuur bezighield, maar ook met de 
uitgave, de verspreiding en de receptie daarvan en het onderricht daarin.

Aangezien de infrastructuur van het Welshe literaire veld in het begin van de twin-
tigste eeuw al relatief goed was ontwikkeld, hoefde Saunders Lewis zich in principe 
minder bezig te houden met het opzetten van organisaties en instituties die de be-
vordering van de publicatie, verspreiding en receptie van Welshe literatuur ten doel 
stelden. Niettemin was hij ervan overtuigd dat er nog heel veel moest gebeuren om 
de Welshe beschaving weer internationaal op de kaart te zetten. De voorwaarden 
die daarvoor geschapen moesten worden, vereisten volgens hem politieke hervor-
mingen die door een eigen partij van Wales zouden kunnen worden doorgevoerd. 
Vol overgave zette Lewis zich daarom, naast zijn schrijverschap en zijn werk als 
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lector Welshe literatuur, gedurende het gehele interbellum in voor Plaid Genedl-
aethol Cymru. Op het terrein van de Welshe letterkunde manifesteerde Lewis zich 
het sterkst als criticus die bij voortduring professionaliteit en kwaliteit van zijn colle-
ga-schrijvers eiste en als toneelschrijver. Net als Kalma’s Kening Aldgillis kan Blodeu-
wedd van Lewis worden gezien als nationale allegorie in de zin die Fredric Jameson 
in zijn bestudering van koloniale literatuur daaraan gaf. Niet zozeer in de zin van 
een tabel waarin alles één op één kan worden vertaald, maar meer als een werk 
waarin pijnpunten en wonden die te maken hebben met de ondergeschikte positie, 
literair gestalte worden gegeven.

In tegenstelling tot de relatief gunstige voorzieningen voor de naar verhoudingen vrij 
zelfstandige Welshe literatuur, was de infrastructuur voor het uiterst kleine stroom-
pje Schotstalige uitgaven in het begin van de twintigste eeuw nog geheel van die van 
de Engelstalige literatuur afhankelijk. Logischerwijs zette Hugh MacDiarmid daarom 
in eerste instantie in op het vergroten van die stroom. Door middel van het uitgeven 
van bloemlezingen en tijdschriften wist hij inderdaad het aantal Schotstalige publica-
ties binnen enkele jaren aanzienlijk te verhogen. Tot het beste werk uit zijn beginjaren 
als schrijver kan A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926) worden gerekend. Net als 
Kening Aldgillis en Blodeuwedd kan dat lange Schotstalige gedicht worden opgevat als 
nationale allegorie in Jamesoniaanse betekenis. Het gedicht houdt echter niet alleen 
de Schotten, maar de gehele mensheid een spiegel voor met als doel culturele verbin-
ding buiten de eigen grenzen te zoeken en afstand te nemen van traditionalisme en 
zelfgenoegzaamheid. 

MacDiarmid was ervan overtuigd dat voor het creëren van meer ruimte voor Schot-
se en Schotstalige cultuur in Schotland een grotere onafhankelijkheid en meer zelf-
standigheid vereist was. Zijn cultuur-nationalistisch engagement betekende dat hij 
naast zijn schrijvers- en uitgeverswerk op velerlei terrein actief was. Tot de bekendste 
wapenfeiten kunnen worden gerekend zijn initiatieven die leidden tot de mede-op-
richting van de National Party of Scotland en de aparte Schotse afdeling binnen de 
internationale schrijversorganisatie PEN (Poets, Essayists, Novellists).

Net als Douwe Kalma dacht Roparz Hemon aanvankelijk dat hij de positie van het li-
teraire veld van zijn taal op de internationale kaart kon verstevigen door het schrijven 
van werk in genres die nog aan het Bretonse repertoire ontbraken. Ook hij kwam ech-
ter spoedig tot het inzicht dat hij niet van alle markten thuis was. Voor hem beteken-
de dat onder andere dat hij een roman die hij in feuilletonvorm was begonnen, niet 
voltooide. Niettemin bleef hij uiterst productief. Hij verleende het Bretonse literaire 
veld bovendien meer aanzien door het te verrijken met een groot aantal vertalingen 
uit de meest uiteenlopende talen. Met de talrijke satellietorganisaties die hij rond zijn 
tijdschrift Gwalarn stichtte, onderstreepte hij het belang dat hij aan de verbreiding 
van de kennis van de Bretonse taal en literatuur hechtte. Zijn meest gelezen essays, 
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gebundeld in Eur Breizad oc’h Adkavout Breiz (Een Breton die Bretagne herontdekt, 
1931), getuigen van diepgevoelde cultuur-nationalistische opvattingen. Zijn engage-
ment leidde echter niet tot oprichting van of aansluiting bij een politieke partij. Het 
nationale element in zijn literair werk manifesteert zich eerder symbolisch-mythisch, 
zoals in het lange gedicht ‘Pirc’hirin ar Mor’ (De Pelgrim van de Zee, 1929-1933), dan 
direct allegorisch. In dat gedicht alsook in zijn toneelstuk Eun Den a Netra (Een Man 
van Niets, 1927) kent hij leidende, bevrijdende en visionaire krachten toe aan de rol 
die dichters kunnen spelen om welke samenleving dan ook meer menselijk en gelijk-
waardig in te richten.

Het proces van de ontwikkeling van de Friese, de Welshe, de Schotse en de Bretonse 
literatuur verliep afwijkend van het patroon dat Pascale Casanova in de ontwikke-
ling van minderheidsliteraturen meende te ontwaren en dat zij kortheidshalve aan-
duidde als ‘le paradigme irlandais’ (het Iers paradigma). In de Ierse literatuur van 
de eind negentiende en begin twintigste eeuw zag zij een ontwikkeling waarbij eerst 
de nadruk lag op de creatie van traditie, vervolgens op het herscheppen van de nati-
onale taal, daarna op het realistisch verbeelden van sociale tegenstellingen, gevolgd 
door het proces van opgenomen worden in een meerderheidstaal (assimilatie) en, ten 
slotte, een autonome niet aan nationaliteit gebonden positie van de auteur. Hoewel 
bij sommige individuele auteurs dit patroon inderdaad ook in de literatuur van de 
vier bovengenoemde minderheidstalen kan worden waargenomen, geldt het niet in 
algemene zin voor de ontwikkeling van die minderheidstaalliteraturen. De anglist 
Andrew Webb maakte in zijn studie van Edward Thomas (2013) al aannemelijk dat 
de relatieve sterkte van het Welsh de van het Ierse paradigma afwijkende tweespori-
ge ontwikkeling van zowel een Welshe als een Anglo-Welshe literatuur kan verkla-
ren. Ook voor het Fries, het Schots en het Bretons kan worden aangevoerd dat die 
talen aan het eind van de negentiende en in het begin van de twintigste eeuw meer in 
levend gebruik waren dan het Iers.

Alle vier de auteurs stonden aan het begin van hun schrijversloopbaan voor een 
keuze. De omgeving waarin ze geboren waren, was twee- of meertalig. Ze konden 
ervoor kiezen om de oorspronkelijke taal van hun omgeving en het daarbij beho-
rende culturele erfgoed af te wijzen of te omarmen. Als ze dat laatste deden, kon-
den ze bovendien nog besluiten om aan te sluiten bij de bestaande talige traditie of 
die te transformeren. Uiteindelijk kozen alle vier voor dat laatste. De vier schrijvers 
waren ervan overtuigd dat hun talen en culturen een rol van betekenis in de naoor-
logse maatschappij konden vervullen, niet alleen in hun eigen omgeving maar ook 
in breder, zelfs internationaal verband. Om dat te bereiken moest er in hun optiek 
veel gebeuren op sociaaleconomisch, politiek, onderwijskundig en cultureel gebied, 
evenwel zonder dat men daarbij de eigenheid van taal en cultuur uit het oog zou 
verliezen. Vanwege dat engagement en die drang tot transformatie van hun taal en 
cultuur, kunnen de vier schrijvers worden gezien als ‘moral innovators’ (de morele 
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vernieuwers) in de betekenis die de historicus en socioloog John Hutchinson aan dat 
begrip gaf in zijn cultuur-nationalistische studies. Aangezien zij groot belang hecht-
ten aan de volgens hen typische kenmerken van hun taal en cultuur en tegelijkertijd 
vernieuwing beoogden, bewogen ze zich noodzakelijkerwijs tussen traditionalisme 
en modernisme. Hoewel ze alle vier pleitten voor culturele autonomie, noopte de 
zorg met betrekking tot zowel het behoud van identiteit als het scheppen van een 
betekenisvolle en meer zelfstandige plaats voor de regio, de taal en de cultuur hen tot 
strijdbaarheid en daarmee tot het innemen van een niet-autonome positie.

Het patroon dat in het werk van de zich tussen traditionalisme en toekomstgericht-
heid bewegende vier schrijvers in het oog springt, kan wellicht het beste worden 
aangeduid met de Franse zegswijze ‘reculer pour mieux sauter’ (teruggaan om beter 
te springen). Gehecht aan de geschiedenis van de bevolkingsgroep waarmee zij zich 
verbonden voelden, met name de tijd van de Middeleeuwen toen hun talen op meer-
dere terreinen floreerden dan in hun tijd het geval was, grepen zij in hun werk terug 
op die lang vervlogen periode om zo een grote sprong voorwaarts te kunnen maken. 
Bij het creëren van verheven literaire taal en het schriftelijk verkennen van terreinen 
waar tot dan toe hun taal niet of nauwelijks was gebruikt, waren ze wel gedwongen 
om hun toevlucht te nemen tot neologismen die in overeenstemming waren met het 
karakter van hun taal of vocabulaire afkomstig uit oudere stadia van hun taal, als ze 
de identiteit van hun taal niet wilden verloochenen. Op die wijze konden ze het pres-
tige van hun taal vergroten, maar ze riskeerden ook spot, onbegrip en vervreemding. 
In dat opzicht verschilden de schrijvers in minderheidstalen van hun confraters die in 
meerderheidstalen schreven, aangezien die laatsten zonder gevaar van misverstand 
uit een breder, algemeen geaccepteerd vocabulaire konden putten.

Dat de taal die de vier schrijvers ontwikkelden anders was dan waaraan hun tijdge-
noten gewend waren, mag blijken uit de wijze waarop hun taal werd gekenschetst. 
Zo werd de taal van Kalma dikwijls als ‘verheven’ getypeerd en die van Saunders 
Lewis als ‘hoog Welsh’. MacDiarmid anticipeerde zelf al op mogelijke kritiek op zijn 
eigenzinnige manier van taalverrijking en noemde zijn Schots ‘synthetisch’. Roparz 
Hemon die vele varianten van het Bretons in zijn taal gebruikte werd verweten ‘che-
misch’ Bretons te bezigen. Over de discrepantie tussen het normale en het ongewone 
gebruik van woorden die door de antropoloog Michael Agar wel is aangeduid als 
‘languacultures’ en de daaruit voortvloeiende vervreemding, maakten de vier schrij-
vers zich niet veel zorgen. Ze zagen hun uitbreiding van de taal als een noodzakelij-
ke stap in het autonomiseringsproces van hun taal en cultuur en in het bieden van 
bruggen bouwende alternatieven voor die cultuurproducten van de dominante talen 
die niet hadden weten te voorkomen dat de Westerse cultuur aan de rand van de 
afgrond was geraakt. De vier schrijvers beklemtoonden de noodzaak van interna-
tionale dialoog en wezen de drang naar centralisme en universalisme in slechts en-
kele dominerende wereldtalen van de hand. Door zowel hun strijdbare houding op 
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cultuurpolitiek terrein als hun literaire prestaties slaagden de vier auteurs erin hun 
literatuur meer aanzien te verlenen en, voor zover dat nog niet het geval was, meer 
als een zelfstandige eenheid op de internationale kaart te positioneren. 

Alleen nader vergelijkend literatuurwetenschappelijk onderzoek kan uitwijzen of 
het teruggrijpen naar het verre verleden om vervolgens de sprong naar de toekomst 
te maken, zoals dat in dit proefschrift bij de vier onderzochte auteurs als een on-
vermijdbaar patroon is ontwaard, paradigmatisch is voor alle Europese avant-garde 
minderheidstaalliteratuur van het begin van de twintigste eeuw en of het zich ook 
manifesteert in andere literatuur.
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