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RHAGAIR /FOREWORD

Fel y gwyddys yn dda, prif orchwyl cymrodyr ymchwil Canolfan
Uwchefrydiau Cymreig a Cheltaidd Prifysgol Cymru yw paratoi
cyfrolau sylweddol ar rai o themau canolog llén a hanes Cymru. Ond y
mae’r bwrlwm o weithgarwch a geir yn y Ganolfan hefyd yn cynhyrchu
darnau llai o ymchwil sy’'n dwyn perthynas uniongyrchol neu
anuniongyrchol a'r themau hynny. Nod y gyfres hon, felly, yw rhoi
cyfle i'r cymrodyr ymchwil gyhoeddi peth o ffrwyth eu llafur ar ffurf
darlithiau neu ysgrifau. Ein gobaith yw y bydd y papurau ymchwil
hyn yn tynnu sylw at broblemau diddorol a pherthnasol ac yn cymell
y darllenydd i ailystyried hen ddehongliadau.

As is well known, the principal task of research fellows in the University
of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies is to prepare
substantial volumes on some central themes in the literature and history
of Wales. But this vigorous activity also produces shorter pieces of
research which are directly or indirectly associated with those themes.
The aim of this series, therefore, is to encourage research fellows in the
Centre to publish some of the fruits of their labours in the form of
lectures or essays. Our hope is that these research papers will draw
attention to interesting and relevant problems and also persuade the
reader to reconsider old interpretations.
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When Mao Tse-tung was invited to comment on the consequences and
significance of the French Revolution, he is alleged to have replied: ‘It’s
too early to say.” The same might surely be said of the significance of
the life and works of Gwyn Alfred Williams who died, aged seventy,
at Ty Dyffryn, Dre-fach Felindre, on 16 November 1995, following a
long and courageous battle against cancer. By a rich irony which he
would have cherished, he died in the month which marked the
bicentenary of the death of one of his beloved infidels, William Jones of
Llangadfan.! For over forty years this gifted, pugnacious and seemingly
indestructible personality had acquired a réputation as the most.
passionate and controversial Welsh historian of modern times, and as
Director of a Research Centre devoted to the study of the language,
literature and history of Wales, I feel an obligation to pay homage to
him. I have read all his books and most of his articles. I have watched
him and listened to him. I have learned from him. I have been
exasperated by him. Most of all, I have been inspired by him. All his
works reveal a remarkable breadth of learning and his unique and
powerful style made him one of the most distinctive and original
writers of our times. A wayward genius,’ this complex, contradictory
man figures among the most compelling personalities of the latter half
of the twentieth century. As he himself once sald of David Ivon Jones:

‘It is necessary to remember such men.”

It is entirely appropriate that we in Aberystwyth should pay
tribute to Gwyn, for it was here that he served his apprenticeship as a
historian and made his reputation as a scintillating lecturer. Born in
Lower Row, Pen-y-wern, Dowlais, on 30 September 1925, he was the
son of Thomas John and Gwladys Morgan Williams, both of whom
were schoolteachers.* He was educated at Cyfarthfa Castle Grammar
School and Gwernllwyn Independent chapel, where members
worshipped in Welsh and prided themselves on the fact that their
Cromwellian forebears had chopped off the head of a king. In 1943
Gwyn won a David Davies Open Scholarship to study History at the
University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, but the demands of war
took him instead to the battlefields of Europe where he lost much of
his Welsh but learnt a good deal about human suffering. Indeed, the
experience of wartime service stayed with him for the rest of his days.
Having witnessed the liberation of Paris and stood amid the ruins of
Berlin, he was then persuaded that he should help to build a better
world by spending a year in Yugoslavia, where he joined gangs of
labourers who built a road linking Zagreb and Belgrade.’
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Like A. J. P. Taylor, Gwyn was hugely impressed by Tito’s
receptiveness to new ideas, his openness to reason and his astonishing
courage, and on his belated arrival in Aberystwyth he sought to
persuade fellow students to rally to the banner of Titoism. By the late
1940s the Socialist Society was the largest student association in the
College® and Gwyn’s pungent views and flashing wit featured
prominently in the Debates Union. When Emanuel Shinwell, War
Minister in the Labour Government and recently described as ‘the
military’s favourite Labour politician’, came to Aberystwyth in 1949 to
recruit students for the Army, Gwyn took part in a noisy demonstration
organized by a motley crowd of nationalists, republicans, Stalinists
and Titoists, many of whom had seen active service. Incensed by
Shinwell’s insensitivity, they displayed banners bearing slogans such
as ‘Join Fred Karno’s Army”’ and ‘Shinwell—the Enemy of Peace and
the Enemy of Wales’” The focus of academic activity at that time was
the Old College by the Sea,® and here Gwyn sat at the feet of Reginald
Francis Treharne, Professor of History since 1930 and a fellow native of
Merthyr.” Wise, omniscient and as straight as a die, Treharne was a
formative influence on Gwyn. He not only persuaded him to study
Welsh history but also introduced him to the challenges and pleasures
of medieval studies. His academic work prospered and he gained an
outstanding first-class honours in 1950. He was showered with prizes,
including the Alun Lewis Memorial Essay Prize and the Dr Joseph
Hamwee Graduate Prize. Within two years of graduation he had
completed a masters degree, a pioneering study of the social nature of
the patriciate in thirteenth-century London, a massively documented
work of 858 pages (and 191 pages of appendices) which, he confessed
in the manner of Montaigne, was long because he had no time to make
it short.’” The external examiner apparently balked at the inordinate
length of the thesis (and fiercely objected to Gwyn'’s use of the adjective
‘grisly’), but no one doubted the rich promise contained in the
dissertation. Gwyn‘became a great admirer of the Annales school and
his researches continued in the field of medieval history."

In 1954 Gwyn was appointed by Principal Goronwy Rees to
teach Welsh History in the College. By the time of Rees’s embarrassing
departure in 1957, Gwyn’s personal magnetism and dynamic energy
had transformed the manner in which the history of Wales was taught.
Much has been written about the remarkable upsurge of interest in
Welsh historical studies since the early 1960s, but less has been said of
the critical role played by historians at Aberystwyth in bringing about
that resurgence. In their different ways, Gwyn'’s senior colleagues—
Professors David. Williams and T. Jones Pierce—had already set the
agenda for future studies. David Williams'’s superb work on the Rebecca
Riots, the French Revolution, Chartism, and emigration to America, as
well as his masterly survey Modern Wales, had made him the undisputed
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giant of Welsh historical studies (Gwyn subsequently referred to his
mentor as Ysbaddaden),'? while T. Jones Pierce, a historian who set the
most exacting standards for himself and his students, greatly enriched
our understanding of society and economy of medieval Wales.”
However, both Williams and Jones Pierce had the reputation of being
rather staid, undemonstrative and solemn lecturers. Improvisation or
lightness of touch were conspicuously absent from lectures dictated by
David Williams, save for an annual joke delivered at the expense of
Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion! Similarly, the detached, dry-as-dust
appraisals by Jones Pierce of land tenure and proprietary actions in
medieval Wales were enlivened only by unintended puns on the
procreative significance of the gwely. Students were not encouraged to
think, and the traditional emphasis in the Department had always
been on erudition, correctness and clarity, all perfectly respectable
virtues in any historian’s armoury but ones which nonetheless conveyed
the impression that studying the history of Wales was a somewhat arid
pursuit. It was all clearly too dull and complacent for the young ball of
fire from Dowlais. In his classes, Gwyn was both erudite and
entertaining, and his penchant for startling and irreverent statements
meant that the classrooms where he delivered lectures to first-year
students were always filled to the brim. Those who were privileged to
sit at Gwyn'’s feet in the Old College vividly recall to this day the verve
with which he presented the history of Wales from Old Stone Age Man
to the 1950s.! It was a joy to attend his lectures and his eloquence was
all the more unusual and welcome given the unexceptional performance
of his more distinguished senior colleagues in the classroom. Having
become a celebrity, Gwyn began to style himself Gwyn A. Williams,
because, as he later explained, ‘I am always being confused with other
Gwyn Williamses, even the great Gwyn Williams Cairo!!!"® It was not
until he became a television personality that he reluctantly adopted the
middle name ‘Alf'—he had been named Alfred after his grandfather
Alf Williams, so named after General Alfred Gordon of Khartoum.®

There were other kindred spirits at Aberystwyth who influenced
his approach to history and life in general. Richard Cobb and Gwynne
Lewis were not only convivial and open-minded colleagues but also
young men who delighted in stepping outside the bounds of academic
decorum. The somewhat bohemian fringe to which Gwyn belonged
was a counterweight to the intimidating influence of Calvinism which
was rife in many parts of the town and which had helped to hasten the
departure of Principal Goronwy Rees in 1957. In local pubs, Gwyn
would hold court, dispensing sometimes wise but mostly irreverent
opinions on matters great and small to a host of ardent young admirers.
He also began to write poetry—some of his poems were published in
Keidrych Rhys’s Wales'”—and his play ‘The View from Poppa’s Head’,
performed by the Dramatic Society of the College, was awarded a
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prize at the NUS Drama Festival at Bristol in 1960." In the same year,
Gwyn won the coveted Alexander Prize Essay of the Royal Historical
Society for his paper on ‘London and Edward T, thereby joining a list
of illustrious former prize-winners like J. E. Neale, R. W. Southern, S.
B. Chrimes and G. W. S. Barrow.” In 1963 he published his doctoral
study, Medieval London: from Commune to Capital, a work which charted
the development of London into a capital city. Based on the rich and
voluminous medieval archives of London, the book became a minor
classic and was reprinted in paperback in 1970. Some would argue that
it was Gwyn’s finest piece of scholarship; it was certainly one of the
most exhaustively researched and well received.

It should be emphasised that the research interests which
preoccupied Gwyn for almost the whole of his academic career were
mapped out for him during his days at Aberystwyth. His apprenticeship
as a medieval historian had cultivated within him “a taste for the small-
scale and the particular and a hunger for detail’,? and the writings of
Raymond Williams and Richard Hoggart influenced his thinking on
society and culture. Thanks largely to David Williams and Richard
Cobb, he became obsessively interested in the French Revolution and
in the Atlantic world. Nor was the early history of Merthyr Tydfil, the
cradle of the Industrial Revolution in Wales, ever far from his mind.
Indeed, his first articles on Welsh history—published in 1959-612'—
were devoted to the Merthyr Riots of 1831 (only later did this seminal
event become a ‘Rising’) and the Jacobin tradition in the town between
1800 and 1836. Even at that stage it was clear that Gwyn was likely to
prove a central figure among British social historians whose studies
focused on ‘the age of revolutions’. His Marxist interpretations of the
past were also well advanced. Long before Gramscian studies became
the rage, Gwyn had published in 1960 an article on the concept of
hegemony in the thought of Antonio Gramsci, the most wide ranging
and penetrating Marxist thinker of the twentieth century.” Although
Gwyn subsequently disowned the article (he called it naive and wrong-
headed),” this early foray signalled the beginning of his tireless
campaign to bring the writings of the Italian communist to the attention
of the public. He had first discovered works by Gramsci in 1959 while
translating the correspondence of Georges Sorel and Benedetto Croce
during a three-month teaching post at the University of Turin.

Gwyn'’s fame as a lecturer and writer spread swiftly, and it came
as no surprise when he was invited to become Reader in History at the
newly established University of York in 1963. The appointment proved
a major turning-point in his career. Within two years he had been
awarded a Chair, together with the opportunity, in collaboration with
Gerald Aylmer, to raise the profile of the Department. His special
subject on ‘The Age of Revolution, 1780-1800" was invariably
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