
The Ball is (Not?) Round: 
Sport in Welsh Culture



• Which (if any) sports do you follow?

• What are your feelings about sport?

• Why might sport be important to the study of history and heritage?



Imagined Communities, Invented Traditions

• What role might sport play in national identities and nationalism?

• How might sport involve invented traditions and the imagining of 
community?



Imagined Communities, Invented Traditions

How do you interpret these quotations:

“the imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of 
eleven named people.” (Eric Hobsbawm)

“Scotland has too many ninety-minute patriots.” 

(Jim Sillars, Scottish National Party)



Imagined Communities, Invented Traditions

How applicable are these ideas to Wales:

“the imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of 
eleven fifteen named people.”

“Scotland Wales has too many ninety eighty-minute patriots.”

How does Welsh rugby help imagine Wales’s national identity and 
culture?



What type of Imagined Community is enacted 
at the Principality Stadium on matchday?



Cerys Matthews, lead singer of Catatonia, on stage during the 
Opening Ceremony of the Rugby World Cup, 1 October 1999



Welsh Devolution and Cool Cymru



Non-Wales Born Members of 2021 Wales 6 
Nations Squad
1. WillGriff John (Plymouth, England)

2. Tomas Francis, (York, England)

3. Will Rowlands (London, England)

4. Jake Ball (Ascot, England)

5. Dan Lydiate (Salford, England)

6. Josh Macleod (Monte Carlo, Monaco)

7. Taulupe Faletau (Tofoa, Tonga)

8. Nick Tompkins (Sidcup, England)

9. Jonathan Davies (Solihull, England)

10. Johnny Williams (Western-Super-Mare, England)

11. Hallam Amos (Stockport, England)

12. George North (Kings Lynn, England)

Does the high volume of 
players born outside of 
Wales who represent the 
national team effect 
your understanding of 
rugby’s status as a 
marker of Welsh 
identity?



Hallam Amos on Welsh Rugby

On ‘exile’ players ‘I guess it’s a sensitive issue for 
some people but it is part of the modern game now. 
If you are eligible, then you should have as much 
claim as anybody else’ 

highlighted the ‘cultural diversity of the Welsh team’ 
by alluding to Toby Faletau

- Gabriel Carroll and Alan Bairner, 'In from the Side: 
Exile International Rugby Union Players in Britain, 
Blood Ties and National Identities,' National 
Identities 21:4 (2019): 417–433.



Hallam Amos on Welsh Rugby

On early childhood in England: ‘living in Manchester 
was never something I was familiar with’

Moved to South Wales and enjoyed ‘proud identity 
within Welsh rugby’ that existed at his school, which 
‘bred Welsh pride for all the rugby lads’

Explained that the wider symbolic attachments 
associated with Welsh rugby are ‘suited’ to his 
character and have moulded him into a ‘fully-fledged 
Welshman’. 

Gabriel Carroll and Alan 
Bairner, 'In from the Side: 
Exile International Rugby 
Union Players in Britain, 
Blood Ties and National 

Identities,' National Identities
21:4 (2019): 417–433.



Amos claimed that, for Welsh players, team talks 
were often about the ‘Welsh teams of old and the 
classic matches against England’

…. ‘here seems to be something extra there, 
maybe a little bit more animosity or hostility when 
you’re playing against the English. That makes me 
proud to be Welsh … every Welsh rugby player 
wants to beat England’ 

Amos made it clear that he refers to himself 
as British rather than English thus capturing the 
ongoing ‘Welsh rivalry’ with England. 

Hallam Amos on Welsh Rugby

Gabriel Carroll and Alan 
Bairner, 'In from the Side: 
Exile International Rugby 
Union Players in Britain, 
Blood Ties and National 

Identities,' National Identities
21:4 (2019): 417–433.



How might association football (soccer) complicate 
understandings of Welsh national identity and heritage?

What did you make of the assigned listening for this 
week?

BBC Radio 4, 'In 
Wales the Ball is 
Round,’ Seriously 
… 9 June 2016



Case Study I: 
Rugby in Late Victorian and Edwardian Wales

David L. Andrews, ‘Welsh Indigenous and British Imperial? Welsh 
Rugby, Culture, and Society 1890—1914,’ Journal of Sport History, 18:3 
(Winter 1991): 335—349.

Gareth Morgan, 'Rugby and Revivalism: Sport and Religion in Edwardian 
Wales,' The International Journal of the History of Sport 22:3 
(2005): 434—456.



Rugby in Late Victorian and Edwardian Wales

• Andrews and Morgan focus on the period (roughly) from 1880 to the 
First World War. What made this period a particularly significant era 
of Welsh history?

• In what ways did other social, political and cultural issues impact 
upon Welsh rugby during this era?



Rugby in Late Victorian and Edwardian Wales

David L. Andrews, ‘Welsh Indigenous and British Imperial? Welsh Rugby, Culture, and Society 
1890—1914,’ Journal of Sport History, 18:3 (Winter 1991): 335—349.

• How do you interpret Andrews’ title?

• What arguments can be made for the ‘indigeneity’ of Welsh rugby? In 
what ways did rugby complement other elements of Welsh culture 
and national identity?

• Conversely, in what senses was Welsh rugby imperial in ethos?



Cnappan

The widespread rereading of George Owen's 
Description of Pembrokeshire [1603], published in 
standard form in 1892, also had a conspicuous 
influence upon the historical signification of 
rugby. Owen's account of south west Wales 
detailed a version of Tudor folk-football known as 
cnappan. The inherent similarities between rugby 
and cnappan, and indeed any other of the 
localized versions of folk football, provided many 
commentators with a direct line of historic Welsh 
descent for rugby.



Cnappan



Rugby, Anglicism and Elitism



Rugby in Late Victorian and Edwardian Wales

Gareth Morgan, 'Rugby and Revivalism: Sport and Religion in Edwardian 
Wales,' The International Journal of the History of Sport 22:3 
(2005): 434—456.

• What was the ‘revival’ referred to in the title of Morgan’s article?

• How did the revival interact with the culture of Welsh rugby (and vice 
versa)?



Welsh Christian Revival, 
1904—1905

Evan Roberts 
(1878 –1951)



Welsh Christian Revival, 1904—1905

“ … the  movement held an 
appeal and excitement that 
was, ironically, comparable 
to the fervour of a carnival  

or  sporting  occasion.”
- Morgan, ‘Rugby and 

Revivalism,’ p. 437.



Welsh Christian Revival, 1904—1905

Revd W.D. Rowlands’s description of Wales at the end of 19th century: 

“Abounding worldliness, the idolatrous worship of 
Mammon, self indulgence, love of sport, were well nigh 
destroying the best and highest life of the church.”

- Rev W.D. Rowlands, ‘The Revival at Llanelly – Minister’s Impressions,’ 
Llanelli Mercury, 22 December 1904. cited by Morgan ‘Rugby and 

Revivalism,’ p. 436.



Welsh Christian Revival, 1904—1905

Rugby football was badly affected [by the revival], with several village
teams disbanded because their members had all been converted.
Other teams found their choice of players, number of opponents and
gate receipts severely limited as more and more rugby enthusiasts
became embroiled in prayer. Supporters now ostentatiously tore up
season tickets, burned jerseys and footballs, and preached against the
game’s sinful associations. Newspapers announced that this was a
common occurrence across the country.

- Morgan ‘Rugby and Revivalism,’ p. 439.



Welsh Christian Revival, 1904—1905

At Moriah, in Loughor, a convert told how he ‘used to be known by the 
devil as Ben Davies, the Aberavon fullback’, which was echoed by 
Jenkin Thomas of Kenfig Hill: ‘I used to play full back for the Devil but 
now I am forward for God.’ Prize-fighters, footballers, amateur actors, 
card players and shopkeepers who had held beer licences all renounced 
their past ways.

- Morgan ‘Rugby and Revivalism,’ p. 439.



1905 and All That 

Wales - Triple Crown winners - 1905 

‘At two o’clock there was
plenty of room in the
Stand. People began
talking about the revival,
but they were quite
wrong for in a few
minutes later people
poured in, in an
irresistible stream.’

- South Wales Daily Post, 
14 Jan 1905, cited by 

Morgan, p. 450



Evening Express 
and Mail 
(Cardiff), 11 
March 1905, p. 2



A letter in the South Wales Press following the Scotland game told the
remarkable story of one young convert who had not missed an international
for 15 years, making the gruelling journey from South Wales while soberly
keeping his spirits high via the pleasures of singing and cold tea. The
correspondent initially met the fellow as he searched for a café – although
‘on previous visits to Scotland he had satisfied himself with such provender
as public houses might afford, he now looked on ‘‘pubs’’ as nets spread by
Satan’. However, meeting the righteous young man again in the ground, our
correspondent recalls a marked change in countenance when Scotland took
the lead. ‘The Welshmen forgot all about their revivals, and their language
savoured of this world. . . . Then Wales scored the equalizing try, and when I
looked down on my revivalist friend he was gripping a huge black bottle
labelled somebody’s ‘‘Special’’.’ The last this Scotsman saw of the man, he
was slurring: ‘You’re all right in Scotland, if you only had the spirit of religion.
. . . But your three- quarter play isn’t worth a damn.’”

- Morgan, p. 450—451.



‘On Saturday, all roads led to Cardiff. The tinplater from ‘‘Sosban
Fach’’; the collier from the Rhondda; the ‘‘something at the docks’’ 
from  Cardiff; the labourer from the country; the commercial man 
from the office. All sorts and conditions of men.’

- Llanelly and County Guardian, 21 Dec. 1905. Cited by Morgan, p. 542.



The Welsh team chose to sing … Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau ("Land Of My Fathers") … in 
response to the  Haka … Importantly, the first notable public  airing of what was to become  
the  Welsh  anthem  was in a rugby  context; emphasizing  the   process whereby two 
strands of a burgeoning nationality were fused, positively affecting the common 
acceptance of both. Wales was rapidly acquiring a national anthem, national institutions, 
national  emblems, national symbols, and a national game, all of which aided the 
consummation of the new nation.

- Andrews, ‘Welsh Indigenous and British Imperial,’ p. 343.



Evening Express 
and Mail 
(Cardiff), 16 
December 1905, 
p. 2





Evening Express and Mail 
(Cardiff), 16 December 1905, 
p. 2



The men that represented Wales embodied the best manhood of the
race … We all know the racial qualities that made Wales supreme on
Saturday: but how have they been obtained? Wales has a more
restricted choice of champions than the other nations . She has had
fewer opportunities in the exercise of some of the mental and
physical powers than the nations with ancient universities and wider
fields of training. It is amazing that in the greatest of all popular
pastimes she should be equally distinguished. . . . [T]he great quality
of defence and attack in the Welsh race is to be traced to the training of
the early period when powerful enemies drove them to their
mountain fortresses. There was developed then those traits of
character that find fruition today. "Gallant little Wales" has produced
sons strong of determination, invincible stamina, resolute, mentally
keen, physically sound.

- South Wales Daily News (Cardiff), 18 December 1905, cited by Andrews, p. 339.



Case Study II: 
Rugby in the Depression
Gareth Williams, 'Grand Slam to Great Slump: Economy, Society and 
Rugby Football in Wales during the Depression,' Welsh History 
Review 11:3 (1982): 338—357.

• What were some of the key factors which shaped Welsh rugby during 
the interwar period?

• In what ways did rugby reflect broader socioeconomic phenomena int 
this perio?



Case Study II: 
Rugby in the Depression











Rugby League in Wales

SeeL Karl Spracklen and Chris Spracklen, 'Breaking the Mould? 
Whiteness, Masculinity, Welshness, Working-Classness and 
Rugby League in Wales,' in Sport and Leisure: Ethics, Rights and 
Social Relationships, ed. by Andrew Adams and Karl Spracklen
(Eastbourne: Leisure Studies Association, 2012): 63–77.



Case Study III:
Welsh Rugby in the 1970s

See: Martin Johnes, 
'A Prince, a King and 
a Referendum: 
Rugby, Politics and 
Nationhood in 
Wales, 1969-
1979', Journal of 
British Studies, 47 
(2008): 129-148.



Case Study III:
Welsh Rugby in the 1970s
The players were a mixture of English and Welsh speakers and a combination of
manual workers and the products of grammar schools, reflecting the nation they
represented. With industrial Wales in terminal decline, the number of teachers,
students, doctors, and other public-sector workers who played international rugby
was increasing significantly. Those who did start in heavy industry, like Phil Bennett,
who began his working life in a steelworks, took advantage of their stardom and
often moved on to more comfortable occupations, notably in sales. As Bennett
remembered, "A job as a rep was the fashionable choice for a Welsh international
rugby player in the seventies. There were loads of us. The money was generally
good, the work was not too strenuous, and your employers were usually fairly
flexible in accommodating your rugby demands, because your profile as a player
was important. Oh, and you had a nice new car. It certainly beat working down a
mine, but being a sales rep was never really me.”’

- Johnes, 'A Prince, a King and a Referendum,’ p. 133



Welsh Rugby in the 1970s

"Look what these bastards have done to Wales. 
These English you're just going out to meet have 
taken our coal, our water, our steel: they buy our 
houses and live in them a fortnight a year … Down 
the centuries these English have exploited and 
pillaged us and we're playing them this afternoon 
boys.”

- Phil Bennett, team talk Welsh team before 5 Nations 
match versus England, 1977. Cited in Johnes, 'A Prince, a 
King and a Referendum,’ pp.  140—141.



… but 1979 Devolution Referendum led to 
overwhelming ‘no’ vote 



Questions to Consider …

• What can we make of the fact that the 1979 ‘no’ vote was 
decided at a time of nationalistic fervour in Welsh rugby 
culture?

• Might the importance of rugby (and sport) in national 
cultures be overstated?

• Are sports fans more 3-dimensional than they are 
sometimes given credit for?



Questions to Consider …

•Are sports fans more 3-dimensional than they are 
sometimes given credit for?

•Might Welsh rugby culture be more complicated, 
nuanced and interesting than it may appear on 6 
Nations Match Days in Cardiff?



Questions to Consider …

•Are sports fans more 3-dimensional than they are 
sometimes given credit for?

•Might Welsh rugby culture be more complicated, 
nuanced and interesting than it may appear on 6 
Nations Match Days in Cardiff?

• Should Alex give rugby a chance after all???


