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The Gwyn Jones Lecture

G.M. Trevelyan once called social history history with the
politics left out. The history of Arnold Toynbee has been
called history with the history left out. A deal of Welsh history
has been Welsh history with the Welsh left out.

Creative and critical writing in the Welsh language has at
last been accorded proper recognition. Creative and critical
writing by Welshmen or about Wales in a world language has
not. To rectify this situation, the University College Cardiff,
with the assistance of the Welsh Arts Council, is launching an
annual public lecture devoted to writing of quality, creative
and critical, by Welshmen or about Wales, in English or any
other non-Welsh language of significance: creative and critical
writing will embrace poetry, drama, essays, novels, short
stories, biographies, history, human geography, math-
ematics, science, engineering, maritime arts and sciences, in
fact any work which can meaningfully be called creative and
which is relevant to the Welsh predicament.

Cardiff is a singularly apposite location for such a lecture
and Professor Gwyn Jones, formerly Professor of English at its
University College, has done us the honour of permitting the
lecture series to bear his name. It is a singularly appropriate
title since Gwyn Jones has been and is, in himself, creative
writer, critic, historian, scholar, teacher, founder of a
significant journal, shaper of opinion and a Welshman of
international significance.

1978: Raymond Williams. The Welsh Industrial Novel.

1979: Gwyn Thomas. The Subsidence Factor.

1980: Gwyn A. Williams. Welsh Wizard and British

Empire: Dr. John Dee and a
Welsh identity




WELSH WIZARD AND BRITISH EMPIRE
Dr. John Dee and a Welsh identity

In April 1576, Sir Humphrey Gilbert published his
Discourse on a North-West Passage which initiated the great
cycle of semi-official exploration, colonisation and piratical
enterprises of Elizabethan England and launched the first
serious British essay in American settlement. No-one did the
book excite more than Dr. John Dee, London-Welshman,
mathematician and magician of European stature, scientist,
Welsh patriot and Arch Conjuror of England, whom
Elizabeth I called ‘hyr philosopher’ and who was central to the
Elizabethan Renaissance as he was to the first British break-out
into the oceans and the New World.

Brooding in his magnificent library at Mortlake, one of the
focal centres of the Platonic and Hermetic learning of the
European Renaissance, Dee recalled an ‘Atlanticall discourse’
of his own on Atlantis, as he called America, the Reipublicae
Britannicae Synopsis, written in English in 1565 and now
lost and, during six days in August 1576, constructed an
impressive text, the Pety Navy Royall, devoted to the Brytish
Monarchie and its Incomparable Islandish Empire. He ran
straight on into three more massive volumes, all grouped
under the rubric General and Rare Memorials pertayning to
the Perfecte Arte of Navigation: a book of Tables
Gubernatick for the Queen’s Navigators grounded in his new
invention the Paradoxicall Compass (now lost), another
which he burned as too dangerous, probably because it
. developed the Christian interpretation of the Jewish Cabala,
and a fourth which he completed in the early summer of 1577,
the Great Volume of Famous and Rich Discoveries on
British projects towards Cathay through the arctic seas of the
North-East, in which, fulfilling a promise in the Pety Navy
Royall, he presented evidence of an early British dominion in
the north in the days of the British-Welsh hero Arthur and
summoned Elizabeth to rebuild a great British maritime
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empire in the high latitudes extending from Novaya Zemlya
in the Russian Arctic through the Orkneys, Icéland and
Greenland to the very shores of Atlantis. His evidence, though
supported by material of Venetian and Icelandic and Flemish
provenance, was essential British-Welsh.

Under the monstrous shadow of Habsburg and Counter-
Reformation Spain, the Elizabethan court trod as delicately as
Agag, but in response to pressure Dee published his first
volume in a strictly limited edition of one hundred in August
1577. It was graced by a gorgeous and allegorical engraving of
Elizabeth at the helm of a European imperial ship, restoring
the twenty kingdoms of the British Empire and establishing a
quasi-mystical, quasi-scientific, quasi-religious world order,
under that British-Protestant fraternity of chivalry which Sir
Philip Sidney was to personify and Edmund Spenser to
celebrate. The drawing is occult in the Hermetic, Platonic and
Cabalistic tradition. It belongs to a family of symbols, signs
and semiological constructs which Dee created and whose
central figure was his celebrated Monas Hieroglyphica of
1564, which he said summed up his philosophy. This Monas
was an arithmetical, geometrical, alchemical, astral, zodiacal
and above all cabalistic sign of a new world order. It was to
become the badge of a European movement which Dee
launched from Prague in the 1580s, with occult support (in
both senses of the term) from the Elizabethan court, a
movement of radical religious and political reform, to be led
by England and the Palatinate against the Counter-
Reformation, the Habsburgs and above all the Jesuits. It was to
create its own anti-Jesuit Order, on the model of Sir Philip
Sidney’s, in the Knights of the Rose Cross (the Cross of the
Tudor Rose), Rosencreuz, with their invisible colleges and
Christian Unions and Jewish sympathies.

Crushed by the Battle of the White Mountain, which also
expelled the Czech people from history for two centuries, by
the Thirty Years’ War and by the grotesque epidemics of
witch-hunting in . the religious wars, the Order went
underground to live an occult and increasingly weird existence
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as Rosicrucianism. It re-surfaced during the eighteenth-
century Enlightenment and the Age of Revolution as one of
the formative forces in a radical and international Freemasonry
and to generate those secret circles of Illuminati which
spokesmen of the Counter-Revolution like the Abbé Barruel,
John Robison and Edmund Burke identified as the motor-
force of the entire cycle of revolutions after 1790.

By this strange and aberrant route, the ghost of Dr. John
Dee returned to his homeland. For it was through the
Illuminés of Avignon and their relationships with the
millenarian and Swedenborgian circles of the London poet,
artist and Jacobin William Blake that Dee’s Cabalistic and
Patriarchal conceptions came to infuse the thinking of the
London-Welsh Guwyneddigion, William Owen and Iolo
Morganwg, the Welsh Jacobins. This second historically
significant cluster of organic Welsh intellectuals who worked
and lived in and through the English language followed the
same route as those contemporary Czech revivalists who were
also creating a new nation out of old legend and reaching back
beyond the Battle of the White Mountain to make the past into
an instrument with which a present could build a future. The
Welsh Jacobins were working in precisely the same manner
and in Iolo’s Druids who pre-dated Jews and Christians, his
Order of Bards who were their inheritors and were to be the
directive intelligentsia of a Welsh nation conceived in liberty,
in his revived Madoc epic of American discovery and his
Welsh Zion in a New World, Dr. John Dee’s British Israelism
was transmuted into a Cambro-British Israelism, to give birth
to the first modern Welsh Nation, snuffed out in its turn by the
twin Counter-Reformations of political repression and
evangelical secession.

Such a future was hardly visible in 1577, but a more
immediate potential was certainly apparent to Sir Humphrey
Gilbert, who visited Dee on 6 November and, the very next
day, presented Elizabeth with nakedly anti-Spanish projects
for America and the Caribbean. Before the month was out,
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