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Welsh Cultural Revivalism: Comparative Analysis of the Cymmrodorion Constitutions (1755) and Augusta Hall’s Eisteddfod Essay (1834)
The history of Welsh cultural revivalism is a story of preservation and transformation, reflecting broader changes in British society, national awareness, culture from both societal and intellectual perspectives, from the mid‑eighteenth to the nineteenth century. This period in our collective history attempts to define, preserve, and promote what was perceived as distinctively Welsh in language, literature, and material culture. Two particularly prominent texts demonstrate the evolution of these ideas: the Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (1755) and Augusta Hall’s Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language, and National Costumes of Wales (1834). Though separated by nearly eighty years and emerging from very different cultural contexts, both texts articulate key aims of Welsh cultural revivalism, including the preservation of Welsh culture, the utilisation of antiquity to assert national legitimacy, and the negotiation of Welsh identity within the framework of Britain and the definition of Britishness. At the same time, they differ sharply in terms of style, methods, and underlying assumptions about who should safeguard Welsh culture and how it should be communicated. A careful analysis and comparison of these documents provides insight not only into the intellectual and cultural priorities of their respective periods, but also into the broader processes by which Welsh identity was constructed, contested, and defended.
This essay will explore three principal aims of Welsh cultural revivalism as expressed in the Cymmrodorion Constitutions and Hall’s essay: the preservation of Welsh cultural practices and knowledge; the appeal to historical and antiquarian authority to legitimate national individuality; and the negotiation of Wales’s position within Britain. It will analyse each aim, comparing and contrasting the approaches, assumptions, and stylistic strategies of the two texts. In so doing, it will also situate the documents within their respective historical and intellectual contexts, drawing upon both primary materials and a wide range of secondary research in Welsh history, literature, and cultural studies.
Preservation of culture:
One of the most prominent aims shared by both the Cymmrodorion Constitutions and Hall’s essay is the preservation of Welsh culture, broadly understood to include language, literature, and material customs. However, the two texts conceive of preservation differently, by reflecting the very different social and intellectual contexts in which they were written. The Cymmrodorion Constitution was drafted in the mid‑eighteenth century, at a time when learned societies and Enlightenment ideals of civic improvement were flourishing. Its authors, drawn from the London‑based Welsh elite, such as Richard and Lewis Morris, established formal mechanisms including lectures, manuscript collection, publications, and charitable support in order to promote Welsh scholarship, history, and literary tradition. Such institutional activity suggests that preservation was regarded as an elite responsibility: those with education and social influence would act as stewards of Welsh cultural heritage, not simply to protect it, but to elevate and civilise it within the larger British context.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, ed. by Rev. Robert Jones (London: T. Richards, 1877), pp. 318-325.] 

In contrast, Augusta Hall’s essay of 1834 imagines preservation in much more vernacular and affective terms. Writing amid early‑Victorian transformations, industrialisation, linguistic decline, and social change, she argues that Welsh culture cannot survive merely as a matter of scholarship or polite society but must live in the everyday practices of rural communities. Her concern is not only for the Welsh language, but for traditional costume, domestic customs, and the moral character she associates with them. For Hall, the Welsh dress and vernacular speech of country people are more than relics: they are embodiments of national character, and their decline is a sign of moral and cultural disintegration. The preservation she champions is therefore protective, lived, and ethically grounded, particularly in the role of women as transmitters of both language and tradition.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales (London: John Murray, 1834) pp. 10-13.] 

This contrast reflects more than just difference in importance as it reveals a deeper ideological shift, from the Enlightenment ideal of cultural improvement through rational institutions, to a Romantic nationalism rooted in folk life and moral sentiment. The Cymmrodorion’s approach aligns with the broader European project of improvement through scholarship and civil society.[footnoteRef:3] Whereas Hall’s aligns with a Romantic belief in the folk as the vessel for national essence.[footnoteRef:4] Yet despite this divergence, both share a fundamental statement that Welsh culture is fragile and endangered, and its survival depends on deliberate, socially responsible intervention. [3:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, p. 328.]  [4:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, p. 9.] 

Legitimacy of culture
A second shared aim is to draw on antiquity, the past, in order to legitimate Welsh national identity. In the Cymmrodorion Constitutions, this is done in an eighteenth‑century antiquarian style in which the Society engages in the study of manuscripts, genealogies, and historical records, constructing a narrative of Welsh cultural continuity that reaches into the era of the “Ancient Britons.”[footnoteRef:5] By doing so, they position Wales not as a cultural backwater but as an inheritor of ancient traditions and respectable learning, thereby asserting both prestige and legitimacy within the British institution. Their use of historical evidence is rational, methodical, and institutional. Their efforts of preservation and revival add validity to their legitimacy, which is gained through the product of disciplined scholarship. [5:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, pp. 322-328.] 

Hall, by contrast, offers a Romantic and sentimental model of antiquity. In her essay, antiquity is not contained in dusty tomes but lives in the language spoken and the clothes worn by ordinary Welsh people. She frames traditional dress, rural custom, and the Welsh tongue as the living legacy of generations past, as though the spirit of ancient Wales has survived in the habits of the contemporary peasantry.[footnoteRef:6] This idea of continuous cultural inheritance echoes Romantic nationalist theories, especially those shaped by the Celtic Revival, which stressed folk traditions as the authentic bearers of national identity. For Hall, preserving antiquity is not merely a matter of studying the past; it is about safeguarding its ongoing embodiment in daily life. [6:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, p. 9.] 

These differing views of antiquity also reflect competing ideas about cultural authority. The Cymmrodorion regard the learned, literate elite as the rightful custodians of historical memory: scholars, antiquarians, and gentlemen.[footnoteRef:7] Hall, in contrast, empowers the rural folk, especially women, and even more accurately, housewives and mothers, to mediate this heritage.[footnoteRef:8] Yet both views converge in one crucial respect that neither sees the past as irrelevant. Both suggest that Wales’s survival as a distinct cultural entity depends on a conscious, ongoing engagement with its history, whether via manuscripts and lectures, or through speech, dress, and custom. [7:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, p. 304.]  [8:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, pp. 8-11.] 

Welsh Identity in Britain
A third fundamental aim is the negotiation of Welsh identity in relation to Britain politically, culturally, and morally. The Cymmrodorion Constitutions articulate a vision of Welshness fully compatible with Britishness. The Society was based in London, and its members were Welsh‑born gentry or professionals deeply embedded in the British social and economic structure. Their revivalist programme assumes that Welsh culture can flourish within the broader British framework without undermining loyalty to the Crown or to the established social order.[footnoteRef:9] Their revivalism is not separatist but integrative,   as it seeks to demonstrate that Welshness enhances, rather than challenges, the composite British identity. In doing so, they adopt a dual allegiance, asserting both national distinctiveness and imperial belonging. [9:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, pp. 314-318.] 

Hall’s vision is more conflicted. While she does not openly advocate political separation, her essay reflects anxieties about English cultural domination, especially in the form of anglicising education, changing fashions, and linguistic decline. She argues that Welshness is under threat, and that cultural survival demands more than passive tolerance: it requires active defence. In her view, integration with Britain is only acceptable if Welsh customs are preserved, taught, and visibly maintained. Her appeal to tradition is not nostalgic in a neutral sense; it is a form of cultural resistance, rooted in the belief that Welsh identity risks being subsumed under English practices unless consciously protected.[footnoteRef:10] In this sense, her revivalism anticipates more assertive nationalist discourses later in the century, as Welsh intellectuals and activists confront the challenge of modernity and assimilation. [10:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, p. 7.] 

The contrast between the two texts therefore reveals a shift in political and cultural collective identity. The Cymmrodorion reflect an eighteenth‑century Welsh elite confident in their dual identity as Welsh and British; Hall reflects a nineteenth‑century cultural nationalist more uneasy about the balance, more defensive of difference, and more committed to preserving Wales in its own terms.
The rhetorical and stylistic differences between the two works further underscore their divergent aims and contexts. The Constitutions of the Cymmrodorion is a formal, legalistic text, structured around rules, officers, and procedural instructions. Its tone is rational and institutional, in keeping with Enlightenment assumptions about governance, social organisation, and learned discourse.[footnoteRef:11] The text authoritatively outlines how the Society should operate, reflecting a belief that cultural revival is a matter best handled within disciplined, procedural frameworks.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Peter Clark, British Clubs and Societies 1580-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000) p. 20.]  [12:  Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion in London, pp. 318-332.] 

In notable contrast, Hall’s essay is emotional, critical, and deeply rhetorical. Her language evokes sentiment, national pride, and domestic virtue, particularly when discussing Welsh women, their dress, and their role in maintaining tradition.[footnoteRef:13] She appeals to ethical responsibility as much as to aesthetic preference and cultural pride. Her rhetorical strategy is not to legislate but to persuade, not only through argument, but through an emotional invitation to view Welsh culture as a moral inheritance.[footnoteRef:14] Her style is romantic, animated, and imaginative, seeking not just to inform, but to evoke action and appeal through collective emotion. [13:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, pp. 10-12.]  [14:  Ibid, pp. 12-13. ] 

These stylistic differences are not insignificant, as they embody the ideological contrasts between the two projects. The Cymmrodorion’s revivalism is rational, institutional, and organised; Hall’s is emotional, populist, and morally urgent. The style of each document reflects its understanding of who should act, and how: the Society relies on elites and structure, while Hall relies on feeling, example, and the action of ordinary people.
Despite following alternative methods of conveying their intentions, the two texts share a number of foundational beliefs that lie at the heart of Welsh cultural revivalism. Both operate from the opinion that Welsh culture is under threat and requires active safeguarding. They both value Welshness not only for its aesthetic or historical charm, but for its moral, spiritual, and intellectual richness. Each sees an engagement with the past as essential to national identity. In addition, both locate responsibility for cultural preservation in specific social groups, whether learned elites or rural communities, men or women. What differs is how they believe that responsibility should be carried out, and by whom.
Yet their differences also expose deeper tensions. The tension between elite and popular forms of cultural authority. Predominantly between rational scholarship and emotional tradition, yet also between confident integration and defensive nationalism. These are not simply stylistic or rhetorical differences, but different political imaginaries about Wales’s place in Britain and the world. To read the Cymmrodorion alongside Hall is to see the layered complexity of Welsh revivalism, its capacity both to accommodate and to contest and to harmonise and to resist.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, pp. 4-7.] 

To fully understand the significance of these two texts, it is useful to situate them in their wider intellectual and cultural contexts. The Cymmrodorion Constitution was a product of the Enlightenment movement which saw an increase learned societies, antiquarian networks, increased metropolitan sociability, and the promotion of improvement through rational associations.[footnoteRef:16] Their revivalism shares common ground with broader eighteenth‑century movements in Britain and Europe that sought civil, moral, and intellectual elevation through institutions. [16:  Peter Clark, British Clubs and Societies 1580-1800, p. 20. ] 

Hall’s essay, in contrast, belongs to the Romantic‑nationalist wave of the early nineteenth century, which valorised folk traditions, rural life, and emotional authenticity. Her arguments about language, dress, and moral inheritance align with larger European trends in nationalism, where Romantics looked to vernacular culture as a source of legitimate identity and moral renewal. Her emphasis on ordinary people and domestic virtue also reflects gendered aspects of Romantic nationalism, for example, women as guardians of tradition, morality, and national continuity.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Augusta Hall,  Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costume of Wales, pp. 10-12.] 

By the 1830s, Britain was undergoing significant shifts in fashion and material culture. These changes explain Augusta Hall’s anxiety about the disappearance of traditional Welsh dress. Industrial textile production was transforming clothing. Cheaper printed cottons, brighter chemical dyes, and factory-finished garments were increasingly available, encouraging a drift towards standardised fashions. At the same time, new illustration techniques, especially improved wood and steel engraving allowed fashion magazines to circulate detailed plates at low cost, spreading London styles to a wider audience than before. Such developments threatened regional customs, including Welsh costume, which was deeply associated with rural life and older forms of domestic production, appeared especially vulnerable. Hall’s call to preserve Welsh clothing can therefore be read as a response to these modern pressures, and an attempt to defend local identity against the levelling effects of industrial fashion and mass-produced imagery.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Miki Iwagami, Fashion History from the 18th to the 20th Century, (Köln: Taschen, 2022) pp. 129-147. ] 

Additionally, the two texts anticipate later developments in Welsh nationalism and cultural politics. The elite institutionalism of the Cymmrodorion foreshadows the role of learned societies, eisteddfodau, and antiquarianism in nineteenth-century Welsh cultural revival; Hall’s moral‑cultural nationalism presages more assertive language activism in the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries.[footnoteRef:19] Their dialogue across the decades reveals much about how Welshness has been constructed, defended, and reimagined, and how cultural identity operates as both memory and project. [19:  Amgueddfa Cymru, History of the Welsh Eisteddfod  <https://museum.wales/curatorial/social-cultural-history/online-collections/what-is-the-eisteddfod/> [accessed 24 November 2025].] 

The Constitutions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (1755) and Augusta Hall’s Advantages Resulting from the Preservation of the Welsh Language and National Costumes of Wales (1834) stand as two influential texts in the history of Welsh cultural revivalism. They express distinct but complementary visions of how the overall Welsh identity might be sustained. One through an institutional Enlightenment style of organisation, the other through Romantic and morally inflected cultural practice. Both articulate powerful aims, to preserve Welsh culture, to draw on antiquity for legitimacy, and to negotiate Wales’s relation to Britain, yet they do so through very different strategies, styles, and assumptions about agency.
The Cymmrodorion present cultural revival as a matter of reasoned institutional ownership, deeply rooted in metropolitan networks, scholarship, and civic behaviour. Hall, by contrast, frames cultural survival as a moral imperative, grounded in rural life, gendered responsibility, and intentional utilisation of traditional components to Welshness. Their differences, and shared assumptions, demonstrate the complex nature of Welsh national consciousness over time, with its anxieties, its aspirations, and its means of survival.
By reading these texts together, we gain more than a sense of historical change; we gain an understanding of how the cultural politics of revivalism has always been contested, negotiated, and reimagined. Welsh identity, in their vision, is neither static nor passive, but constructed and defended through institutions, practices, and moral conviction. These works thus offer a vital window into the evolving project of Welsh cultural nationalism, and into the broader dynamics of how small nations attempt to preserve their distinctiveness within larger political and cultural systems.
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