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The History of
| Celtic Wrestling

Origins

The first mention of Celtic Wrestling occurs in the ancient book of Leinster which o the
sport being included in the Tailtcan Games in County Meath (Ircland). This festival ds ckto
at least 1829 BC and was still in existence in 554 AD. After this date wrestling devclope: noth in
Brittany and in the British Isles.

Brittany is the land where British tribes migrated under the pressure of the Saxon conqusrors, in
the Vth century. Glima, the modern Icelandic style of wrestling also stems from the same oot It

is said to have been taken there by Irish slaves, deported by the Vikings in the IXth and X1t cen-
turies. Like all the Celtic styles, Glima is a courtcous type of wrestling performed in a standing
r:sition with the opponents shaking hands before each bout. It is still held in great favour by the

elandic audiences who watch the most important contests on the national television program-
mes.

In Great Britain

Although the Anglo-Saxons were gradually exp: ding their domination from the East to the West
of the country, the British population, nev ! dopted the Celtic sport of wrestling. Thus,
from very carly days, Devonshire, Cornwall, Westmorland, Cumberland, Scotland and Wales

their own schools of wrestling, and their champions, who were d from one end
of the country to the other, attracted crowds of supporters and wrestling soon gained supremacy
over the other entertainments of both gentle and common folk.

Henry gloated so much over this victory that Francis challenged the English

match and beat him by a grip called « the flying mare ».
Up to the end of the 19th century Celtic ling ined popul
Scotland, Westmorland, Wales, Ireland and Brittany.

Cornwall a

Both the Cornish and the I
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h ¢ between the wrestlers of Devon and Cornwall. The most famous
there was frequently rea T ot the Cornishman and Cann, the Devon man in 1826.
Both men claimed victory ! :

The Cornish and Devon styles varied slightly, both wore jackets but the Cornish play has been cal-
led « hugging and heaving » and the Devon « kicking and tripping » ! The Devon men wore shoes
whereas the Cornish fought barefoot.

Wirestling had died out in Devon by the end of the last century and suffered a decline in Corn-
wall, largely due to the effect of Methodism. However, Cornish wrestlers were to be found in the
countries where the Cornish had emigrated, Australia, Canada and South Africa for example, and
many of the traditional games were carried on, as in Bendigo in the gold fields of Australia, where
the prime attraction of the Christmas Day sports meeting was the wrestling.

Welsh wrestling is thought to have been similar in style to the Cornish. Clubs teachin: i wrest-
ling existed in the Swansea and Cardiff areas until the 1960's but now seem to have <:cd out.

Cumberland and Westmorland

This style calls for considerable skill and strength. The two opponents face each other w ih their
arms around each other’s bodies, one arm above the shoulder and one below. If either man breaks
the gip. except when throwing his opponent, he loses the fall. Celtic Wrestling in the [ zke Dis-
trict has been established for hun of years, and the Cumberland and Westmorland World
Chunﬁiznships were still held in Catlisle in the fifties. Grasmere has remained the wrestling cen-
tre of the Lake District. In 1823, William Litt, a former champion, wrote a book entitled « Wrest-
li‘ag:; which gives an excellent description of wrestlers and of the falls contemporary to the
author.

Scotland i

Celtic Wrestling has always had an important place at Highland Gatherin
tioned frequently in Scottish history. The Scottish style is similar to that
morland. e
Wirestling was performed in the various matches between the clans
Donald Dinnie and Alex Cameron were two popular Scottish wrestlers 1
the world for their ability and strength. They travelled all over the
wealth, fighting the local wrestling champions, but were always happies
country. The sport suffered a temporary setback during the two world
diminish the popularity of wrestling which is still practised today.






A photograph of the Inter Celtic tournament, i 1928.

Tregoning Hooper was the secretary of the Cornwall County Westling Association, created in
1923, and Charles Cotonnec was a well-known patron of Breton Wrestling.

As a result of an important meeting during the « Gorsedd » of Riec-sur-Belon in 1927, these two
men decided to organize an Inter-Celtic tournament the following year.

It took place on the 19th of August 1928, in Quimperlé. 6 000 people attended the event. It can
develop of Celtic Wrestling

be seen as an historic occasion in
In fact, it was followed in 1930 by the setting up of the FALSAB, which became a modern sport
Federation (« Federation of the friends of Breton Wrestling and Athletic Games »).

The FALSAB introduced rules to wrestling in order to bring it into line with modern sports ; the

wrestling time (the bout) was limited, a win by points was introduced and four weight categories
were establi i
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Celtic Wrestling in Brittany today Dpac b
Like most sports, Breton ling starts its training season ] f September,
continues until the end of June. Training takes place indoors on mats two u&mﬂm
The sessions are managed by coaches who have usually followed the training given by -
of the Federation of Gouren. A

Official competiti
tions on mats,

In the summer, county,
air, as, for example,



Yesterday and today

Celtic Wrestling can boast a very
originality and its particular ch
when the isolation of the diverse regios
ferent evolution.

Some typical positions can be seen with the he
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 Wresthing in Brittany at the beginning of the 19th centary. Ol PERRIN




This illustration comes from Scotland,

beginning of the 20th century. The wre;zf,mw:b'
ring the traditional Scottish kilt is the ﬁ'z,,,o'-
Donald Campbell. (Dinnze). %

A wrestling scene in the west of Great-Britain, in
1903 - Note a referee, on the left .

The text points out that this is the wrestlers' post-
tion when they are about to enter a throw.

(Extracts m «A Pictori 5
Wrestling .{’0 « ictorial History of

b o oried
With a litrle imagination, one can find t

It is likely that Celtic Wrestling has undergone aJenhsz
without losing its identity. Aghrcater diversity in the thro

we should avoid underrating the wrestlers of the past cen

to give a complete picture of history. ! & anizabe-§
In fact, the sketches, engravings and low reliefs that we
It must be pointed out also that the writers
and sketchers of the time, a ce i
were not wrestlers but unexperienced s|
tors.

throws. This can
one knows how «






Grip position : The left hand is at the opponent’s
night shoulder and the right hand at the belt.

Entering the throw : The attacker places his right
hand at the collar and comes into a « perpendicu-
lar » position as regards his opponent, stepping
forwards with his right foot and backwards with
the left one. Pulling with his left arm and, pushing
with the right one, he slightly « breaks v the oppo-
nent forward.

7 7 s left leg.
The right leg winds round the opponent’s left
T}IZ ':fouzmgent of the arms causes a « mmmm;f »
of the opponent’s weight on his right leg as well as
throwing him off balance in a forward direction.

The left arm turns the opponent.
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IMPORTANT POINTS

- i ushing andpuumgmththcmw the throw.
-%xlnttn:;fwound leg must pivot together in rej to the supg ;







on : The attacker grips the shirt at the The attacker steps forwards with the left foot
with the nght an and at the belly ! trols the opponent with his arms and .

e / it g droundihe
lef around the op e

- Grips the op, ougnt’:beluttbe back and

him to himself.

The attacker pulls strongly with his left arm so.

he has a good hold o] bf‘:qp nent w

:ﬁbdnu(ﬂtbx}‘m-

leg). T/

il

» the
he supporting foot is parallel.
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Grip posluz: . The macbe[qr? g;rf; ;laitb In/.’ru night
hand on the opponent's lder ; his left
hand is at the belt, on the left side.

The attacker steps forward with his left foot a
comes into a perpendicular position as regards

opponent. He winds his night leg imme

around the opponent’s left leg, while his
hand comes and grips the shirt at the level o)
right shoulder. His left arm pulls the oppo

into contact whereas the right arm pulls ba
L(M.mng motion).

kwards of the b
z;z»we ba,:{wmlt and « crams » him on bis lef
leg. At this moment the attacker goes into & shif-
ting movement on his left foot, which places
on his opponent’s left side.

is acti the arm and a slight straightening
ke body throws the opponent oé







Grip position : Facing each other the two wrestlers
take up an identical grip on the shirt : left hand on
the right sleeve, right one on the left side of the
belt.

Entering the throw : Pulling with the help of hi
left arm (elbow raised) to unbalance his oppone
the attacker steps forward with his right foot

10 his opponent’s right foot. His right arm passe
over the opponent’s back and pulls.

The left arm prej 5 10 lay the opponent down on
M‘:b{yfznft right one controls.

As he continues pulling with the help of his left
arm, the attacker, bending both legs, steps ,ba:l-
wards with his left foot close 1o his opponent's left
foot and brings out his right hip. The right arm
firmly holds the opponent in close contact 1o the
hip.







4 K. . 3 . & A“
tates on his right fool and brings his
,Z;”); %’:fbf: ’:up ort, level with the opponent's

right foot (leg shghtly bend). Jeg forward (foot

Immediately, he throws by
outstretched).

The attacker pulls his opponent with the help
his arms. The left arm pulls parallel to the g

At once he steps forward with bis right foot op,
site the middle of the opponent's two feet a
bis right arm slip down the back, as far as possi
Zbum'u pushes 70 throw the o, ponentoﬁ al

, and 10 the right, and pulls to tackle
on the hip (which is placed on the centre
the opponent’s body).







Grip position : The two wrestlers stand facing each

other. The attacker is slightly on the left. He grips
with both hands at the opponent's shoulders.

Continuation of the throw : zhe attacker stretches
bis arms out to prepare for the fall.

The attacker steps forward with his left foot on the
nght of his opponent, on the same line as the
opponent’s feet. He is bent slightly forward. At
the same time, he pulls the opponent to himself to
get a good contact and « crams » him on his right
heel, by a coordinated movement of his arms : the
left arm pulls to the left and the right one pushes
10 the left backwards, (with his fore-arm touching
bis chest).

The attacker engages his hip an
Y3 hod)

movement of the trus







Grip position : Facing each other the 2 wrestlers
take up an identical grip : right hand on the back
at the belt, left one on the belly at the belt. The
attacker wedges his head under his opponent's
armpit.

Entering the throw : The attacker steps forward,
with his right leg bent and then with the left one,
slightly inside his opponent's legs. He puts his left
elbow in the hollow of his hip, while his right arm
pulls (the opponent is thrown off balance).

heens his legs and arches back-
wards with his left elbow well wedged (the left arm
pushes upwards once the opponent is lifted up).

The attacker straig]

The attacker leans forward at the same time as he
bends to guide the fall.































ThMbnm
bis legs and.

Entering the throw : As be draws the opponent t

mfl‘ with the help of bis arms, the

pricsogd g “’;:';’, 5’2’ e o
right, t b
lil gpponnt 33 Iq.rf‘ n; 120
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YOU SHOULD

TAKE UP
BRETON WRESTLING !




