What did Eric Hobsbawm and Terrance Ranger mean by an ‘invented tradition’? Answer with references to examples relevant to Wales.

  An ‘invented tradition’ was a concept put forth by Eric Hobsbawm and Terrance Ranger in the 1980’s as part of a discussion about nations and the perception that natives and non-natives have regarding their nation.[footnoteRef:1]  This essay aims to determine what is meant by the term ‘invented tradition’ by examining examples from Wales which display characteristics of the phenomena as outlined by Hobsbawm and Terrance.  These characteristics include; an element of ritual or symbolism, commonly acknowledged guidelines, a claimed link to or continuity of a past practice, and repetition with the intent of instilling a set of values in the participants; normally relating to national identity and pride.[footnoteRef:2]  These traditions also usually emerge either as the creation of a single person, or group of people and are implemented after a single or very few events of almost identical nature, or as collation of similar practices being repeated over a short period of time.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Rodney Harrision, Heritage: Critical Approaches, (London, Routledge, 2013), p96.]  [2:  E.J. Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, The Invention of Tradition, Canto edition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2012), pp. 1-14 (pp. 1-3).]  [3:  Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, p1.] 

  The creation and perpetuation of the Eisteddfod is an excellent instance of a prominent invented Welsh tradition.  It has all the hallmarks of the concept; it is an 18th century creation with a link to past similar practices which had not been regular events for centuries, if ever they were.[footnoteRef:4]  Also the Eisteddfod competitions exhibit a strong ritual element, a nationalistic nature to the associated paraphernalia, and all of this with established regulations, both officially and unofficially acknowledged.[footnoteRef:5]  The recognisable, modern Eisteddfod did not come into being until 1789, in response to a plea for help to revive the bardic tradition in Wales from Thomas Jones to the Gwyneddigion Society; a group of Welshmen in London.[footnoteRef:6]  The interest in restoring the “medieval” traditions of Wales was gaining momentum at this time; people such as Edward Jones were publishing books on Welsh music, tours of Wales and paintings of its landscapes.[footnoteRef:7]  The precedent for the Eisteddfod can be traced to the sporadic meetings of bards and minstrels in Wales, first recorded in 1176, then later circa. 1450, 1523 and 1567.[footnoteRef:8]  It should be noted that not only are the dates of these events widely spread, their purposes are also varied from correcting bards’ grammar and prose, to a celebration or encouragement of music and literature.[footnoteRef:9]  This did not stop the creators and perpetuators of the modern Eisteddfod emphasising this past, even decades after it had been established, and modifying it’s narrative to convince participants that this was a previously longstanding, regular tradition, as indicated by the poster below.  [4:  Hywel Teifi Edwards, Writers of Wales: The Eisteddfod, (University of Wales and The Welsh Arts Council, 1990) p2]  [5:  Prys Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past in the Romantic Period’, The Invention of Tradition, Canto edition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2012), pp. 43-100 (pp. 56-62).]  [6:  Edwards, Writers of Wales: The Eisteddfod, p3.]  [7:  Morgan, ‘From Death to a View’, p44, p56.]  [8:  Edwards, Writers of Wales: The Eisteddfod, pp. 4-10.]  [9:  Ibid, pp. 4-10.] 

  Though the poster is of the 1900 Eisteddfod, it is typical of what people had come to expect from the event.  The image of the druidic figures with what has come to be recognised as traditional harps is particularly striking, as it reiterates the idea of the Eisteddfod being an ancient ritual passed down for generations.  The use of the Welsh word ‘gorsedd’ and even the name of the event being the customary Welsh, despite being held in Liverpool, invoke a sense of national pride and uniqueness celebrating the advertised occasion. Both words indicate an antiquated council of great importance.[footnoteRef:10]  The English too, indicates the idea of a cultured Welsh nation to be proud of, with the use of the word ‘royal’.  The intention appears to wish the viewer to remember the old Welsh kings, though for much of its history as part of Britain, Wales had been divided into several clans, considered part of England, and given only princes, rather than kings.[footnoteRef:11]  This is also reflected in the prizes awarded at the Eisteddfod; the chair, taking its inspiration from the ‘Cadair Arian’ (silver chair), and crown medallions being reminiscent of a coronation.[footnoteRef:12]  The entire Eisteddfod encapsulates what an ‘invented tradition’ is, the impact it can have, and the significant place it can rapidly occupy in a nation’s idea of what makes them unique. [10:  Morgan, ‘From Death to a View’, pp. 61-65]  [11:  Gwyn A Williams, When was Wales?, (Penguin Books, 1991), pp.13-72]  [12:  Edwards, Writers of Wales: The Eisteddfod, p5] 

Fig. 1 A Poster advertising the 1900 Eisteddfod, Liverpool.
https://museum.wales/articles/1140/Historically-interesting-eisteddfodau/
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Description automatically generated]  The Eisteddfod is not unique as an invented tradition in Wales, and the reinstatement of Druidism and, more prevalently, Neo-Druidism in Wales effectively illustrates what a set of invented traditions can be.[footnoteRef:13]  The re-emergence of Druidic traditions in the 1700’s arises, not via a small group of individuals who perpetuate the ideals, but from a wider selection of interested parties, over several decades before becoming firmly established as part of Welsh national identity.[footnoteRef:14]  In this manner, it reflects Hobsbawms’ idea that an invented tradition does not have to be formed during a single moment, but can be part of a movement over a ‘brief, dateable period’.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Morgan, ‘From Death to a View’, pp. 62-66]  [14:  Ibid. p63]  [15:  Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, p1] 

  The little we know about original Druidic practices involves; sacred natural sites and landscapes such as groves and mountains, revered spirits of plants and nature, herbal lore, numerous gods – often brutal and bloodthirsty – and the possible practice of human sacrifice by some sects.[footnoteRef:16]  Many of these aspects may have been appealing to many Romantics in Britain, but especially in Wales, as by 1700 Druids had come to be equated with Wales.[footnoteRef:17]  One of the most prominent revivalists of Druidsm in Wales was Edward Williams, also known as Iolo Marganwg, who created a popularised version of, arguably Neo-Druidism in the form of a large cult.[footnoteRef:18]  As invented traditions must draw a parallel with a connected past, he, and other Druid enthusiasts of the time looked to what is still considered by many to a the archetypical structure of that ancient religion: Stonehenge.[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Williams, When Was Wales, pp.8-9]  [17:  Morgan, ‘From Death to View’, p62]  [18:  Ibid. p63-64]  [19:  Mathew M Reeve, ‘Of Druids, the Gothic and the origins of architecture: The garden designs of William Stukeley (1687-1765)’, The British Art Journal, Vol.13 (2012/12/01) pp. 9-18 (pp.9-10)] 

  Architects in England like William Stukeley were drawing inspiration for their designs from the structure’s arrangement and supposed purpose, for example, his Temple of Druids at Grantham.  Iolo needed more authenticity to his cult and their ceremonies, however, and directed “mini Stonehenges” erected all over Wales to be used in his idea of what Druid ceremonies would have been.[footnoteRef:20]  This invention of a tradition for “mini Stonehenges” in Wales was so successful that there is no scepticism when in 1870, when an article published by the London Journal said of Wales “innumerable vestiges of the ancient Druidical worship lie scattered over the face of the country.”[footnoteRef:21]  These structures were used as both symbols of the reconstructed Druidism, and centres of ritual, though the ideas about how such rituals should be carried out were varied.[footnoteRef:22]  Many did, and still do gather at these structures at regular, appointed times and treat it as a religious meeting, complete with ceremonial magic and procedures to aid a spiritual connection to nature, whilst others use it more as an philosophical council, to review and maintain the ‘ancient wisdom’ of the original Druids.[footnoteRef:23]  In both these cases the less alluring aspects of Druidism were neatly passed over, generally in favour of those which better aligned with Christian or moralistic values of the century.[footnoteRef:24]  The emphasis was put on the symbolism of the natural world, the insight, antiquity and strength of ancient myths – themselves already a Romanticism of previous rites, deity and sayings – and pacifist ideals.[footnoteRef:25]  The result of these developments was not an accurate continuation of and age old religion, but a collection of repeated rituals, symbols, values and tenuous links to the past masquerading as genuine history; an anthology of invented traditions.[footnoteRef:26] [20:  Morgan, ‘From death to a view’, pp.65-66]  [21:  ‘The Scenery and Traditions of Wales’, London Journal Vol.51 (1870/06/18) pp.389-390 (p389)]  [22:  Morgan, ‘From death to a view’, p63]  [23:  Kimberly D. Kirner, ‘Pursuing the Salmon of Wisdom: The Sacred in Folk Botanical Knowledge Revival among Modern Druids’, Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture Vol.9 (10/2015) pp. 448-482 (p449) and Morgan, ‘From Death to a View’, pp.64-65 ]  [24:  Morgan, ‘From Death to a View’, pp.63-64]  [25:  Ibid. pp. 65-66 and Williams, When Was Wales, p10]  [26:  Kirner, ‘Pursuing the Salmon of Wisdom’, p450 ] 

  There is a plethora of invented traditions all over the world and Wales, but the examples of the Eisteddfod and Druidry demonstrate adequately two forms of invented tradition, as explained by Howbsbawm and Ranger in The Invention of Tradition. Both display a desire to be established as a long-held practice through links to an ancient, noble, national past, however Romanticised or accentuated the facts of such a past are. They are also immersed in ritualism and symbolism; the Eisteddfod through the paraphernalia, prizes and competitions, Druidry through literal rituals, centrality of natural emblems, and its own trappings. Perhaps most importantly, they instil certain values in the participants through repetition. Druidry emphasises peace, and retaining pride in ancestral knowledge, whilst the Eisteddfod focuses on a grander sense of national superiority, echoing a royal heritage as well as literary and musical authority. Why have they come to have such a significant place as traditions in Wales, and will they maintain their places, along with other invented traditions, as part of the national identity? With the increasing easy access to more reliable information about the past, will these and other invented traditions begin to dwindle in prevalence, or remain a beloved part of ‘gwerin’ (folk) culture?
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