
 

 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

It is a real pleasure to be with you today to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the Leiden English 

Department and the incredible 450th anniversary of the university itself. Many 

congratulations! As alumni, you will know that this is an institution that has not only shaped 

generations of scholars but also deepened the cultural and intellectual ties between our two 

nations. 

The United Kingdom and the Netherlands share a long and complex history, one marked by 

both rivalry and remarkable cooperation. From the alliance against the Spanish Armada in 

1588 to the Glorious Revolution of 1688, when William of Orange was invited to take the 

English throne, our histories have converged in ways that often shaped the course of Europe. 

Whereas the 17th and 18th centuries, marked by four Anglo-Dutch Wars, were not the most 

warm and friendly years between our two countries, they still have a lasting legacy. Many of 

you will know of the painful defeat by the Dutch in the Medway in 1667, when the Dutch 

attacked King Charles’ ships laid up below Chatham. The defeat was a serious blow for us Brits, 

damaging the pride of the English Crown. Something we are reminded of to this day when we 

visit the Rijksmuseum, which holds the stern piece of the flagship Royal Charles, which was 

taken by the Dutch after their victory.  

These conflicts, however, also laid the groundwork for mutual respect between two seafaring 

nations. The sea, in many ways, has been both a battleground and a bridge. It’s no coincidence 

that so many nautical terms in English have Dutch origins: skipper (from schipper), buoy (from 

boei), freight (from vracht) and even cruise (from kruisen).  

Just last week, I was talking to a member of the Royal Household about the preparation for a 

particularly big event. He said – ‘yes, as we Dutch say, it’s all hands on deck’, which is precisely 

what we say in English too. These linguistic borrowings and connections are remnants of 

centuries of maritime exchange, reflecting the practical and cultural interdependence of our 

naval pasts. The friendship between our two North Sea Neighbours is built not only on 

diplomacy and trade, but also on shared values, shared stories, and shared language. 

Which brings me to the heart of today’s celebration: the study of English language and 

literature. To study English is to engage with one of the richest linguistic and cultural traditions 

in the world. The English language is not only a literary tradition, but also a living, evolving 

cultural force, shaped by centuries of history and exchange, including with Dutch. 

Linguistics - a subject I took as part of my first degree - allows us to trace the evolution of 

English from its earliest Germanic roots - shared with Dutch- through Old English texts 

like Beowulf, to the global language it is today. As you all well know, English and Dutch are 

linguistic cousins, both descended from West Germanic dialects spoken over 1,500 years ago. 

Their similarities are not accidental: they reflect a common ancestry and centuries of contact 

through trade and migration.  



 

 

Even today, we see echoes of this kinship in words like water, book, and hand, and in many 

idioms that reveal parallel ways of seeing the world. Studying linguistics enables us to decode 

not just language, but the social and cultural forces behind it. It allows us to analyse how 

language reflects identity, ideology and societal change.  

Studying literature also offers a mirror to society. From the psychological depth of 

Shakespeare’s tragedies to the biting wit of Jane Austen, from the revolutionary voice of 

Virginia Woolf to the global resonance of contemporary authors like Zadie Smith and Kazuo 

Ishiguro, literary works—however many centuries old—are not relics of the past. They speak 

to us today about power, identity, justice, and love. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein continues to 

provoke urgent questions about scientific responsibility and what it means to be human -

questions that resonate with the rise of AI. The same goes for George Orwell’s 1984, which 

remains a powerful reminder of the fragility of truth and the dangers of unchecked power. 

Contemporary writers, too, are challenging us to think more deeply about the world we live 

in. A new generation of authors is creating a literary language for our day and age.  Sally 

Rooney captures the emotional intricacies of modern relationships while Bernardine 

Evaristo’s Girl, Woman, Other brings to life a rich tapestry of Black British voices. Ali Smith’s 

seasonal quartet reflects on themes of Britishness and political change.  

And British theatre, film, and television continue to captivate audiences around the world. 

From the enduring legacy of James Bond to the international success of films like The 

Favourite and Paddington, and from the global popularity of series such as Sherlock to the 

trusted voice of the BBC, the UK remains a powerhouse of cultural storytelling.  

These stories travel. They cross borders, spark dialogue, and connect people across cultures 

and generations. In that sense, the work of your department goes far beyond the academic – 

it plays a diplomatic role too. You are preparing students to become intercultural experts and 

ambassadors of English language and culture.  

Through the academic study of literature and linguistics, students develop the ability to think 

critically and read between the lines. Not just in texts, but in the world around them. They 

learn to recognise nuance, to question assumptions, and to understand the difference 

between what is said and what is meant. These skills are increasingly important in a world 

where information moves fast, and where clarity and context are often lost in the noise. 

More than that, your work helps students learn how to empathise across difference and 

communicate across divides. These are essential tools in diplomacy and conflict resolution, 

where success often depends not on asserting one's position, but on understanding the 

perspectives of others. Whether in international relations, conflict resolution, or cross-cultural 

collaboration, the ability to interpret meaning, navigate ambiguity, and build mutual 

understanding is invaluable. 



 

 

In this way, your department contributes not only to academic knowledge, but to the broader 

project of fostering dialogue in a fragmented world. It’s a quiet kind of diplomacy, but one 

with lasting impact. 

As I conclude my time in the Netherlands, I look back on five years of remarkably close 

cooperation and many memorable meetings and events, and some candid conversations too! 

Opportunities to participate in events like today’s celebration have been a particular privilege. 

Few bilateral relationships are as longstanding as that between the United Kingdom and the 

Netherlands - two North Sea neighbours with deep historical, cultural, and academic ties. The 

work of the English Department here in Leiden is part of that shared story, for it reflects and 

reinforces mutual understanding between our two countries.  

Many congratulations on 75 inspiring years. I wish all the very best for the next 75 years and 

beyond!  

Thank you. 

 

 


