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“…Gordon Bottomley is at the moment less read than he should be. And 
yet this significant, evocative, and most original poet has had a singular 

and most important influence on younger poets.”  
Edith Sitwell, The Sunday Times, 5 May 1957, page 4. 
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Gordon Bottomley is one of the most important literary figures 
to have been born in Keighley. Despite the limitations he faced 
in society due to illness, his cultural reach extended into the 
national arena of the arts, embracing drama as well as poetry. 
It also extended into the art world and in all, he was a source of 
encouragement for change, development and innovation in 
these fields. In appreciation of this, he received honorary 
degrees from the Universities of Aberdeen, Durham and 
Leeds. He was a Fellow and Benson medallist of the Royal 
Society of Literature, Vice-president of the British Drama League and was also 
an influential member of a variety of Scottish arts organisations. 
 

Gordon  Bottomley was born in 
Keighley in 1874, the only child of Alfred 
Bottomley, a Keighley accountant and his 
wife Maria, a Scot. The couple were 
members of the Keighley New Church, in 
which Alfred played a prominent role and 
there is reference to him serving as a 
member of the Mechanics’ Institute which 
had a fine and growing library. 
 

Keighley Trade and Grammar School 
After having been taught by his mother in his early years, Gordon Bottomley 
attended the Keighley Trade and Grammar School, part of the Mechanics’ 
Institute building, which later became Keighley Boys’ Grammar School. He 
credits the school as a major influence on his literary development. At the age of 
16, he became a junior clerk at the Craven Bank in Keighley, in 1891 he was 
transferred to the Bradford branch. 
 

Cartmel 
Gordon Bottomley suffered from haemorrhaging of the lungs which left him an 
invalid for long periods of time. Due to this ill health, when he was 18, the family 
moved to the Cartmel area on the Cumbria–Lancashire border. It was in Cartmel 
that Gordon met Emily 
Burton. They married  in 
1905. From 1914, the couple 
lived at The Sheiling, in 
Silverdale, near Carnforth 
and were often visited by 
distinguished friends such 
as Paul Nash, the artist, and 
on one occasion by Bradford 
author and playwright,  J.B. 
Priestley (right). 



  

 

 
Poetry 
Gordon Bottomley’s main artistic and literary influences were the later Victorian 
Romantic poets and he began writing poetry in earnest in the 1890s. His first 
book The Mickle Drede and Other Verses was printed privately in 1896 in 
Kendal. He became a leading figure in the Georgian Poetry movement before 
and during WW1. He had seven collections of poetry published and his works 
appeared in anthologies of the time. During WW2 he was part of a famous poetry 
reading before members of the royal family, in aid of the Free French.  He also 
edited the poetry of Isaac Rosenberg in 1922 and corresponded with the poet 
Edward Thomas, who spent his war leave at The Sheiling before his untimely 
death. 
 

Plays 
Gordon Bottomley is said to 
have been taken to plays from 
an early age, initially by his 
theatre loving grandma. 
Plays, such as Lady 
Windermere’s Fan by Oscar 
Wilde, are said to have 
inspired his own playwriting 
and he wrote many, mainly 
one-act verse plays. These 
were often performed 
amongst the literary set, e.g. 
The Riding to Lithend, King 
Lear’s Wife and Gruach. A small number of well known actors took part in the 
plays in their early careers. They include: Alastair Sim, Nigel Stock and John 
Laurie. He also championed the experimental theatre of the 1930s, including 
drama in churches, cathedrals, outside, drama in the Japanese style and drama 
without scenery. 

 

Art 
Gordon Bottomley loved art, studied the work of artists 
and became a dedicated collector. He was greatly 
influenced by William Morris and the Pre- Raphaelites of 
whose works he amassed a nationally important 
collection. He especially admired Rosetti and Burne-
Jones. Bottomley also encouraged contemporary artists, 
some of whom illustrated his work such as Paul Nash, 
who became a great friend and champion and made 
several designs for his plays.  
 



  

Their life-long correspondence was published in 1955 and the book includes 
illustrations of Nash’s designs. Other artists also gave Gordon art works in thanks 
for his friendship and support and when the Bottomleys donated their collection 
to the Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery in Carlisle in 1949, it comprised 
about 600 paintings, drawings and prints including contemporaries such as 
William Nicholson, William Rothenstein, Stanley Spencer and Paul Nash.  
 

Gordon Bottomley in Keighley and Keighley Library 
 

Plaque 
 

In 1994 a plaque similar to those for famous London landmarks was fixed to the 
building in Cavendish Street, occupied by the estate agents McManus and 
Poole. It was funded with proceeds from the former Keighley Civic Society and 
marks the site at which Gordon Bottomley was born in Henry St/North Queen St 
at number 5. 
 
Works 
Gordon Bottomley’s works are out of print now but Keighley Library has an 
important collection of his publications, photographs, and published and 
original correspondence housed in the Library’s Yorkshire Authors’ 
Collection and its archive collections: BK60, BK352 and BK364.  
 
The library also holds news cuttings and biographical articles, including a 
few written by local historian and former Reference Librarian, Ian Dewhirst 
MBE. An excellent introduction by him is The Nearly Man in Pennine 
Magazine, Aug/Sep 1983, pp19-20 and Gordon Bottomley – Yorkshire’s 
Georgian Poet and Lyrical Dramatist by Gordon Allen North in Yorkshire 
Ridings, Dec 1974, pp47-49.  
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