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Intertexts in the European text of the nation: the case of Welsh women writing in English.

The fusion of all the inhabitants of these islands into one homogeneous, English-speaking whole, the breaking down of barriers between us, the swallowing up of separate provincial nationalities, is a consummation to which the natural course of things irresistibly tends; it is a necessity of what is called modern civilisation, and modern civilisation is a real, legitimate force; the change must come, and its accomplishment is a mere affair of time.

It is not ipso facto , absurd to state that nations can exist without literature , because of course they can – or could – but to pretend that ‘proper’ literature is innocent of [a nationalist project] is to forget that nations are both imagined fictions and ‘real’ social forces at the same time. … The concept of ‘English literature’ itself cannot be separated from the writing of the nation.

The nation, as a form of cultural elaboration (in the Gramscian sense), is an agency of ambivalent narration that holds culture at its most productive position, as a force for ‘subordination, fracturing, diffusing, reproducing, as much as producing, creating, forcing, guiding’. 

The three epigraphs to this paper serve as useful reminders of the continuing complicity of the modern literary text with the idea of the nation, an idea that persists well beyond its justification on the grounds of economic self-sufficiency and now constitutes an invisible frame around the work of culture.
 This frame has particular resonance for writing which is British but not English: as Arnold foresaw, it has come to seem ‘natural’ that the only native tongue widely recognised within Britain should be English and, as Hadfield is forced to point out, that ‘English literature’ is so often detached from its political project. 


Arnold’s desire for a homogenous English-speaking whole and his assumption that this civilised state will be achieved through an inexorable progress occurs - without irony - in an essay extolling the beauty and grandeur of ancient Celtic literature. It demonstrates succinctly the extent to which the text of empire is constructed through national, literary and linguistic intertexts, perspectives that have been developed by critics and historians as various as Eric Hobsbawm, Benedict Anderson and Homi Bhabha who all share a belief in the textual imagining of the nation state: 
 ‘narrating’, in Bhabha’s well-known words, ‘the nation’ through its multiple intertexts. ‘The address to nation as narration stresses the insistence of political power and cultural authority in what Derrida described as the “irreducible excess of the syntactic over the semantic”.’


These 'intertexts' inform and construct the perceptions and relations of masculine and feminine, of self and other, of past and present – and, finally, those cultural texts freighted with newly contemporary anxieties, those that construct ‘the nation’ and ‘the foreigner.’ These cannot any more be casually assumed to be irrelevant in a move that replicates Arnold’s desire for sameness. The figure of the refugee seems the shape of the new enemy, penetrating ‘our’ territory, crossing the boundaries constructed to keep ‘him’ out of our Western world.


But even as we declare the specific nationality of the text, seeking to erect those boundaries about it that the stranger (as hybrid or as nomad) transgresses, we return to the more abstract space of European ideas. Europe is the birthplace of the enlightenment ideals that, it is said, led to the nation state and to the establishment of written languages of state (together with the suppression of alternatives). In aesthetic terms, enlightenment individualism led to a belief in the disinterested art of the genius and, finally, to a new literary form: the novel. 


These are the ideological narratives that allow the ‘imagining,’ in Benedict Anderson’s famous words, of the kind of community that the West recognises as its own. 
 The colonising ventures of the nineteenth century were crucial in establishing an Other against which the centre could be defined, yet the pattern on which European nationalisms would build can be detected earlier, as Hadfield points out, in the function allocated to the internal colonies of Britain from the sixteenth century. For Hadfield, the construction of ‘English literature’ is inescapably implicated in the construction of ‘Englishness’ – and the concomitant denial of alternatives: 

sixteenth-century authors were able to assert an English hegemony within Britain, colonising the imagined space as English. …Such writers may not have had more than a vague conception of what audience their texts would have reached, but in constructing an implied reader they did not intend to speak to Scots, Irish or Welsh.

As the supposed birthplace of the nation-state it is apt that Europe should also be the birthplace of a fierce intellectual questioning of its interrelated narratives. As the belief in the firmly bounded Enlightenment subject is undermined by such questions, it is unsurprising that the debates about the nation should be accompanied by a passionate exploration of its impact on the unstable construction of gender. These questions colour the modern imagination of an interrelated world in which the self-sufficient nation state is no longer viable; one of international law and international power blocks where trade is conducted by multinational corporations and serviced by shifting diasporic populations. This international world, in what seems a nightmarish revision of Arnold’s desired homogeneity, is increasingly dominated by a single language: American English. It is necessary not to be blind to the political implications of that fact - and their impact on gender. 


It may seem perverse to seek to understand the construction of identity in both its gendered and national forms by turning to little-known English-language women’s texts from a country, Wales, usually perceived by outsiders as an English province.
 One site where the interplay of these forces may be investigated is the canonical text with its rich detail and its glaring aporias.
 Another might be those texts emerging from the former colonies. Postcolonial critics have long discussed the repercussions of colonial text on the colonised subject and the emergent state.
  Yet the idea of a homogenous Europe encoded within these studies must be addressed. Franco Moretti notes that ‘the novel is the most centralized of all literary genres,’
 claiming that European publishing history reveals ‘Two, three Europes. With France and Britain always in the core; most other countries always in the peripheries; and in between a variable group that changes from case to case.’
 Tracing the multiple intertexts of nation, language and gender in the work of Welsh writers in English, particularly of women writers, thus produces an invaluable ‘writing back,’ that exposes the internal pressures of Englishness on that ‘British literature’
 as much as the internal contradictions of ‘English Literature’ itself.

Welsh women writing in English: gender, nationality and language

Why use the clumsy formulation ‘Welsh Women Writing in English’? It crams three categories – gender, nationality and language – together in uncertain, difficult relation. That of ‘Anglo-Welsh Women’s Writing’ might seem preferable. It is clearer: a hybrid national identity, separate from and in hierarchical relation to one of gender while the difficult question of language is removed from the equation entirely. For my purposes however, these uncertain relations focus the unravelling of the national text to reveal its political subtext. After all, as Hadfield points out, the Arnoldian illusion of homogeneity is central to the notion of ‘English literature,’ while, as Terry Eagleton remarks, removing the ‘poetic’ from the political  is the ‘stalest of Arnoldian clichés.’
 To keep the uncertainty of these categories in play is therefore essential if we are to question the ‘Englishness’ of the English literature at the heart of the wider intertextual project.  The uncertainty of the activity of writing in English by women who are Welsh exposes what Bhabha calls the ‘ambivalence’ of the narrative elaboration of the nation, compounding their problems of expression while demonstrating the illusory nature of any aesthetic judgement that may seek to divorce text from nation, or text from gender or, finally, text from the politics of language. 

Discussing the question of ‘Language and Gender’ Cora Kaplan points out that for women writers the desire to write is a demand to be heard, the desire to become a ‘speaking subject’ with access to the Symbolic Order of the Father; or, in social terms, a desire for entry into the discourse of the legislative and symbol-making elite.
 The desire to speak, to write, is the desire of the silenced and ignored ‘Other’ but, as the experience of black women testifies - marginalised as black within feminist discourse, as woman in that of black theory - it is more difficult for the women of subordinated groups whose voice is denied as part of the (phallic) homogeneity required in order to stabilise their minority cultural identity. 


Concepts of nationality, language and gender have long been intermixed in postcolonial theories but these have only recently been applied to the internal colonies within what was the United Kingdom. The project started in Ireland, where the question of colonisation remains (literally) a burning issue,
 but has increasingly been employed within Scotland and Wales. The status of Wales as England’s ‘first colony’ suggests that this potent interwoven narrative of identity has particular resonance for the Welsh - and Welsh speaking - women writing in English.


Once glimpsed it is impossible to escape the postcolonial paradigm: in 1835, Lord Macaulay made it quite clear that teaching English literature in India had two functions both of which served imperial purposes: to replace a native culture he judged inadequate and to create cultural hybrids, ‘interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.’

Such dangerous hybridity is secured as inescapably ‘other’ by colour – or in the racist language of empire, ‘blood.’ But in the internal colonies the case was quite different: the Welsh – like the Irish – could choose to assimilate
  by adopting the standard dialect even if it led to a sense of alienation. And the Welsh writer, unlike, say, the Indian, suffers not from a problem of difference but from one of similarity. The fact that there were so few recognisable markers of differences between the Welsh and their English overmasters
 led both to look for difference in the space of cultural expression.
 At a time when there were moves throughout Europe to stabilise national languages and national characteristics,
 Wales was strategically associated with poetry and song, composed in the language which continues to haunt contemporary English-language culture, as testimony to the desired distinction of different linguistic worlds.
 But, because it excluded political considerations, the association with poetry and song not only established a national identity, it also served the purposes of English rulers who considered the Celts to be ‘unworldly,’ indeed to be ‘feminine.’ The gender politics of this association deeply affected those Welsh women writers who chose to produce English-language texts. 

The intertexts of literary history: ‘gender’ and Welsh writing
In 1866, Arnold, scourge of the ‘Philistine’ bourgeoisie and promoter of the ‘sweetness and light’ of high culture,
 sought to differentiate the ‘Celts’ from the English. He turned to the essentialised paradigm of gender,
 claiming that: 

no doubt the sensibility of the Celtic nature, its nervous exaltation, have something feminine in them, and the Celt is thus peculiarly disposed to feel the spell of the feminine idiosyncrasy; he has an affinity to it; he is not far from its secret.
 

Arnold’s feminisation of ‘the Celt’ reflects a familiar orientalising practice. Like the natives of Imperial India, those of the internal colonies of Wales and Ireland are held to be more ‘spiritual’ than the English; 
  like those of the Caribbean, they are more emotionally unstable and impulsive;
 and, of course, like irrational women, none of them are proper men, neither sufficiently responsible to rule themselves nor capable of producing a present-day literature of value.
 He dismisses current cultural activities: ‘one [cannot] have much sympathy with the literary cultivation of Welsh as an instrument of living literature; and in this respect Eisteddfods [sic] encourage, I think, a fantastic and mischief-working delusion....’ 

Even as he challenged the ‘Philistine’ culture within which he found himself, Arnold was caught within its political project. Believing in the ‘intrinsic superiority of the Western literature’ (meaning English literature), he speaks inescapably from the Imperial centre. If the English language and its literature are the means through which political authority is to be achieved,
 then the Welsh language (representing alterity at the very heart of the Empire), must be obliterated along with its literature:

the sooner the Welsh language disappears as an instrument of the practical, political, social life of Wales, the better; the better for England, the better for Wales itself.... let us all as soon as possible be one people; let the Welshman speak English, and if he is an author, let him write English.

Arnold’s desire to dissolve past cultural diversity into present (English) homogeneity was part of a wider response, not only to widespread Irish unrest but also to Welsh rebellions. During the Rebecca Riots (1839-43) men, significantly disguised as women, attacked and destroyed toll-gates; the first Chartist uprising in 1839 resulted in the deaths of fourteen protesters at Newport.
 It was widely believed that such rebellion had been fuelled by the Welsh-language education offered by deeply politicised Chapels.
 The infamous Blue Books Report (1847) sought and achieved the imposition of a programme of English-language education on Wales.
 It placed gender to the forefront, attacking the Welsh language as primitive, Welsh education as worthless and, most damning of all, Welsh women as unchaste.  


The impact of this forced acculturation programme on gender relations within Wales was profound. The traditional practice of ‘courting in bed,’ ironically still practiced by English rural populations,  was derided as an affront to Victorian respectability while independent women who participated in the mass outdoor meetings held by the Methodists were accused of harlotry.
 Such attacks led to a backlash within the male-dominated Welsh communities which sought to defend the honour of their women by counterinvesting in Victorian idealisation of the pure and silent woman at the heart of the home.
 If Victorian constraints on a woman’s voice were severe for the English woman then they were far worse for her Welsh sister.
  When a woman’s reputation is that of her nation, her freedoms are drastically curtailed and her behaviour severely policed.
 

Case studies: literary texts

The idea of the nation functions as a kind of script that both defines and is defined by the vernacular through which it is articulated: scripts that frame the texts produced by all who write in languages-of-state, and especially women. Each of texts that I discuss foregrounds the writer’s own experience of living in a British country that is not England and deals uncomfortably with inherited national ‘scripts’ skewed by the English centre. I begin with a popular narrative by the Welsh-speaking English-language novelist, Allen Raine (born 1836), and then move to  three more ‘literary’ texts by the English monoglot, Hilda Vaughan (born 1892). 


Raine’s text reflects Victorian ideas of  ‘England’ and ‘Wales’ through its representation  of two contrasting Welsh women; Hilda Vaughan’s demonstrate a far more fluid, perhaps more twentieth-century sense of identity as a dialogue between opposing factions: between Wales and England in her first two texts, and - abstracting the associations of the two nations - between imagination and utilitarianism, femininity and masculinity in her third. 

Allen Raine, Queen of the Rushes (1906): witnessing alterity

When ethnic distinctions are stressed, it is always possible to detect a political project. Often it is galvanized by injustice - domination or marginalization by another ‘people’,

Raine’s texts confound Arnold’s assumption that the use of the English language would produce cultural homogeneity. Declaring that ‘the great desire of my life [has been] to shew the poetry and interest of Welsh life to the nation with which we are linked,’
 Raine reveals her cultural mission to be a Welsh writer speaking to an alien (English) implied reader. Cynthia Cockburn’s valuable comment (above) exposes the ‘political project’ that haunts her formulaic romance plots. Raine emphasises her characters’ linguistic difference through disrupting standard English with non-standard spelling and code-switching.
 As Katie Gramich suggests Raine does not draw on her birthplace, rural Cardiganshire, merely for ‘a convenient backdrop or as a means to sell her books,’
 yet she does not challenge internalised stereotypes. Her sentimental, unthreatening representations of the Welsh served to popularise Wales, in Sally Roberts Jones’s words, ‘as an acceptable subject for novelists’
 - presumably meaning for English novelists, such as Ann Beale, who wrote primarily for English readers.
 She certainly provided fodder for the contemporary tourist industry.  


But Queen of the Rushes does demonstrate more than an internalised orientalism. Its creaky romance plots reveal cultural preoccupations with female chastity, independence and spiritual excess which imply wider debates about nationality and gender. The contrasting female figures - Nance and Gwenifer - demonstrate an engagement with the restricted roles allowed Welsh women in the wake of the Blue Books report. The inconstant wife, Nance, displays all the characteristics of the independent, sensual woman the report decried. Not only does she seek both religious ecstasy and a lover, she speaks out in public meetings, argues at home with her husband, Gildas, neglects domestic duties and goes mad on the moors. The heroine, Gwenifer inverts all these characteristics. She is slavishly devoted to Gildas - ‘I will do all the work and live on whatever food is cheapest there… I am your servant and belonging to you ever since my mother died’.
 Silent, obedient and quietly appreciative of natural beauty,
 she embodies the Romantic dream of Celtic nature worship
 but is ‘naturally more ‘English’ than ‘Welsh.’ Struck dumb as a child, her voice ‘returned to her without the rough country burr … and her soft tones seemed to have caught somewhat of a foreign accent:’
 as Jane Aaron points out, without having benefited from the Government’s new educational strategy, Gwenifer seems to have become, miraculously, ‘English’.
 The self-sufficient  hero, Gildas, has similar ‘English’ characteristics: refusing to join in the hysterical services at chapel, horrified to hear Nance speaking in public, disgusted by gossip.
 The standard romance plot is modulated into a new pattern: the triangle of stern master and sane/insane wives recalls Jane Eyre but Gwenifer has no trace of Jane’s feisty independence and Nance’s madness is rooted not, as suggested by the case of Mrs Rochester, in the syphilis associated with physical satiation, but in what appears to be a Welsh mixture of sexual frustration and religious excess. 


Queen of the Rushes demonstrates the familiar problems of any marginal writer dependent on the ideology of a centre which they wish to challenge but into which they are inescapably interpellated. This is why Gramich argues that Raine is the first ‘Anglo-Welsh writer in the modern sense … [balancing] on the bridging hyphen between a Welsh Wales that she knew at first hand and an Anglicised or English reading public.’
 Her suggestion radically recasts the accepted geneology of such writing for Caradoc Evans’s grotesque tales of violent and incestuous Welsh rural communities
 are usually cited as its originary moment. 


The difference is more than one of time (Raine predates Evans by nearly twenty years) but introduces an additional element of the dialogue between the rural and the industrial parts of Wales: the former being Welsh speaking, the latter, due to the massive influx of immigrant industrial workers, increasingly speaking English. Writing from the industrial South, Evans satirised what he presented as the corrupt feudal hierarchies of the rural communities, Raine saw them as self-regulating. He was the ‘most hated man in Wales’; she was praised as a wholesome chronicler of rural Welsh life. But, when examined more closely, the chronicling of ‘Welsh life’ evaporates. There is no interest in the family units that constitute the community, indeed all four of her protagonists are orphans, and we learn very little about the religious Revival. The ‘wholesomeness’ of the texts rests instead on a narrative concern with policing female behaviour, one that, rooted in the adoption of Victorian norms, fitted in very well with an English reading public, as well as shoring up the ideology of the self-sacrificing female for Welsh readers who invested in the dream of redemptive purity.

Hilda Vaughan: writing rural Wales into the twentieth century

The rural novels of Hilda Vaughan appear at exactly the same time as the literature which became synonymous with ‘Anglo-Welsh’ writing - the industrial novel. It was a form overwhelmingly written by men, with men at its centre and women in their place as family supports. 
 Her gender-inflected vision of a non-industrial Wales is therefore already in implicit dialogue with alternatives and aware of its own construction as a nostalgic desire for a version of Welsh life. Where the industrial novel narrates an international brotherhood, focused on the exploitative relations of the productive sphere, 
 Vaughan uses the family and questions of inheritance within the rural community to interrogate the interwoven texts of national and gender identities. There is a progressive darkening of tone: The Invader (1928) was written either during or immediately after the 1926 strike; The Soldier and the Gentlewoman (1932) was written during the Depression, the ‘soldier’ of the title having been a combatant in the first world war; Iron and Gold (1942) revises the Welsh folk tale of the Lady of the Lake from American exile during World War II. 


The political implications of Vaughan’s practice are heightened through comparison with the use of the family and home in Irish nationalist discourse. Walters judges this to be in dialogue with negative constructions of an urban England:

they were used symbolically to represent the independent nation as self-sufficient and bound by close common ties of heredity and support. The ideal form was the farm family, which stood in stark contrast to the anomie of urban Britain.
 

The Welsh family farm that Vaughan depicts is even more symbolically loaded than those of Ireland. Although this strategy remains implicit in the first two books, the last frames the rural folk tale of the last within a mining district, directly relating it, as Jane Aaron points out, to a modern ‘Age of Iron.’
  


In The Invader and The Soldier and the Gentlewoman, Vaughan defines neat oppositional groups according to their access to power structures and qualified by nationality (rather than, as in English literary texts, by gender; or, as in the Welsh industrial novel, by class). For Vaughan gender relations are not to be taken as given but are themselves distorted by the impact of colonisation - or, as she calls it, invasion. The Welsh and English of her novels are defined in opposition: the Welsh live in families, the English live singly; the Welsh work the land, the English operate through the law. But this kind of ‘oppositional politics’ is, in Eagleton’s words, ‘ineluctably parasitic on [its] antagonists’.
 Vaughan’s tricksy families only function when they struggle against the invader’s law while the apparent objectivity of the law can be undermined by trickery and argument. Neither element stands free of the other and all three texts deal with problems resulting from the relation of these two categories: dysfunctional families, mismatched marriages and questions of inheritance - including the multiple burdens of tradition. 

(i) The Invader (1928): gendering colonialism

Postcolonial novelists do not have an organised subjectivity which instantiates a type and permits the tones and authority of the old narrative voice … [but] the project of imagination goes on. It remains important for them to witness their society.
 

The stereotypes of Vaughan’s The Invader - unlike those of Raine - seem consciously to investigate the distortions of gender occasioned by colonisation. Like Raine, she may seek to ‘witness’ her society but because the representation of the English and the Welsh is inescapably distorted by the colonial frame she cannot treat her English and Welsh characters in the same way: her two narrative levels exist in parallel, commenting on each other but never fully meshing. The primary thread deals with an English appropriation of Welsh land and the Welsh struggle to recover it, the secondary thread depicts the Welsh community’s accommodation of an English couple. Gender distortions appear in the primary plot - dealing with the Welsh/ English relationship - and are counterbalanced (and rendered comic) by the conventional gender roles of the secondary plot.


Although Daniel Evans is a powerful and virile trickster he is emasculated by his dependency on two women, one Welsh and the other English. Daniel’s ancient mother will not allow him to marry and he is evicted from his beloved home by an officious ‘New Woman’ who has been teaching farming at a ladies agricultural college. The ‘mannish’ Miss Maud Webster both is, and is not, an invader. As the heir, she has a legal right to inherit and work the land but, because she has no sense of the place as a place of habitation and only sees it as a means of making money, she does not belong there. Daniel’s success in evicting her is accompanied by the death of his mother. His manhood affirmed he marries the young woman who will ensure his family’s continuity. But he remains under the thumb of a woman (now his wife) and the text closes as it opened - with community feuds over grazing.


Vaughan’s narrative makes plain the ideological pressures on this kind of community in which the family was all important. As Ciaran McCullough points out in his discussion of the representation of the rural population in Irish literature, it was intended ‘to stabilise a society which was in reality full of tensions, including land disputes between neighbours and family disputes over inheritance.’ 
 In this context girls grow up to be exactly like their mothers, powerful, capable women whose only role is within the home and whose sexual desirability is exploited to obtain husbands. Mary Anne seduces Daniel then tricks him into marriage by pretending to be pregnant. The individualised English, in contrast, demonstrate three possibilities: the asexual Miss Webster, the daughterly Monica and the manipulating Fay Sinclair. Only Monica seeks, in the traditionally approved ‘feminine’ way, to nurture. The other two are self-obsessed, one unaware of her effect on others, the other desperately seeking an adoring audience, both expressing the individualistic urban anomie mentioned by Walters.


The gender politics of colonisation - the emasculation of the colonised men, the reduction of possibilities for the colonised women and the loss of femininity in the colonising women
 - reveal the pressures of the text of ‘Englishness’ on a non-English British writer such as Vaughan. These are equally visible in her treatment of the romance plot. Monica and Dr Langdon are the ideal English couple: loving parental figures tolerantly accepting the eccentricities of the Welsh peasantry. Their marriage and their familial relationship with the locals contrast with the emphasis on the law favoured by the foppish (and hence effeminate) English Squire, Mr Langdon, and the thrusting (and hence ‘mannish’) English invader, Miss Webster, neither of whom will - or could be - accepted by the Welsh; neither of whom will marry. Each must be ejected in order for the society to continue: the Squire is to be succeeded by the doctor and Miss Webster is forced to leave. The conclusion thus depicts a productive future with benevolent English ‘rulers’ characterised by conventional gender relations and their ‘subjects’: a community of amusingly vital men firmly under the thumb of their women.
(ii) The Soldier and the Gentleman: fanaticism and the tomb

National consciousness which is not nationalism, is the only thing that will give us an international dimension.

The outcome of The Invader is comic because the marriages, both taking place within Wales, look forward to social continuity, suggestive of rapprochement between English and Welsh. Four years later the comedy had disappeared and The Soldier and the Gentlewoman is a near tragic exploration of cross-cultural misunderstandings and frustrated desire,. This time the sexes and ages are transposed: the inheritor of the old house, Dick, is a weak, war-damaged young Englishman, and the evicted Gwenllian is an intense Welsh woman almost old enough to be his mother. Unable to expel him - as a woman she cannot inherit the entailed estate - she keeps her house by seducing and marrying him. But the mismatch of age and culture makes for a disastrous relationship and leads her, eventually, to engineer Dick’s death. 


In The Invader the Welsh marry the Welsh and the English, the English, the two levels of the plot running parallel with each other; in The Soldier and the Gentlewoman however, Welshwomen marry Englishmen and the miscegenation blights the future of the Einon family The daughters of the house have two options, each framed by the text of ‘Englishness.’ Reflecting a nationalist consciousness hostile to change, they may be sucked ‘inward’ into duty and responsibility for family continuity: this is the choice of the elder daughter, Gwenllian. Or they may be pulled ‘outward’ towards the freedom of England, giving up community, traditions and property, reflecting a national consciousness open to innovation: the choice of the younger, Frances. 


These choices reveal Vaughan’s fascination with the construction of gender through power relations. A woman used to controlling the family estate becomes more like a man in her use of power, while a man with no experience of authority is emasculated. The interchange between Frances and Dick says it all: 

‘You’re not a born parent. You’ve always funked power and responsibility, haven’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he answered, less humiliated than relieved to be telling the truth at last.

‘Then leave it all to Gwenllian who revels in it.’

The doomed marriage is invaded by the shadows of tabbooed, semi-incestuous emotions. Gwenllian replays Dick’s suffocating mother - and frees him to hate her. Losing potency as a lover Dick not only becomes a child but replays the coarsened and drunken father whose degenerate image Gwenllian reveres and by whom she was neglected and ignored. 
 All her ambivalent feelings towards him have been invested into saving the debt-ridden estate, Plas Einon. As Frances points out, ‘all Gwen’s fanaticism has dragged her inward and inward into the property; she’s given up everything for that.’ 
 Frances has married an English socialist and rejects property altogether:

I’ve flung away everything else - even things beautiful in themselves - things I do love and prize, though Gwen thinks I don’t see the value of them - for fear they’d become more precious than human affections - growth - change of ideas.


The Latin epitaph Gwenllian places on Dick’s memorial demonstrates her ambivalence towards both father and fatherland - and the reductive emptiness of official phrase-making. ‘DULCE ET DECORUM EST PRO PATRIA MORI’ traditionally commemorates the death of British soldiers for the land of their fathers. But the patriotic text can be subverted from within, for here it commemorates a different war for a different fatherland. The ease with which the phrase can be re-assigned illustrates both the textuality and the deadly attraction of what Bhabha calls:

the traditional authority of those national objects of knowledge  - Tradition, People, the Reason of State, High Culture, for instance - whose pedagogical value often relies on their representation as holistic concepts located within an evolutionary narrative of historical continuity.
  


Gwenllian cleaves to the feudalism of the political right, Frances to a socialist and feminist internationalism. ‘More alike than many sisters, alike in appearance, alike in [their] streak of fanaticism,’
 both respond to a Welsh tradition which has silenced women. But, despite her rebellion, Frances remains drawn to a mystified patriarchal past: 

How lovely… was the shrine to all the traditions against which she had rebelled. Had not Gwenllian, perhaps, been wise to stay in the quiet valley of her birth, accepting as sufficient the eternal beauty of her ancestors’ way of life?
 

Yet her dream of ‘eternal beauty’ is an illusion. In a shaft of light she reads the bloody subtext of Gwenllian’s epitaph: murder in the name of the fatherland. ‘National consciousness’ is not to be confused with nationalist fervour in this way.  

 
The Wales nostalgically associated with a passing feudal order in The Invader, is now schizophrenic, torn between its past traditions and an English present. And, although the narrative distances itself from a fanatical nationalism sliding inexorably towards fascism it reveals its pitiless attraction. The reprise of the opening moment in The Invader’s conclusion implies qualified optimism, but The Soldier and the Gentlewoman ends ominously where it begins: on a burial mound looking down on what Frances calls ‘beautiful devouring Plas Einon’.
 

(iii) Iron and Gold (1942): an American Dream

It is as if the nationalised subject … shatters that unity of the self needed and granted by the civil Imaginary. A new passivity comes into being - one of whose favoured sites is the dream. …
From the concealments of counter-revolution we have recovered a history of a nationalism which is antagonistic to oppression.

Simon During argues that the eighteenth century not only saw the emergence of a discourse of ‘Englishness’ but a new cultural space which he calls the ‘Civil Imaginary’ concerning ‘the production of narratives, moral cruxes, a linguistic decorum, and character types which cover the social field of the post-1688 world.’ 
  These elements however presuppose an Enlightenment self: a form of subjectivity unavailable to the fragmented self writing from the margins of gender or nation - or both. Vaughan’s struggle to integrate conflicting worlds and the impact of that struggle on the construction of gender illustrates the difficulty of attaining that coherent writing subject while the ghoulish victory of the fanatic in The Soldier and the Gentlewoman illustrates its appalling cost. Vaughan’s decision to found Iron and Gold, on a Welsh folk legend is particularly interesting. It marks her attempt to escape the constrictions of the powerful national paradigm for a communal cultural memory. In espousing the dream, or fantasy, as a site of narrative, Vaughan follows the strategy During traces in other writers excluded from the integrated ‘Civil Imaginary’.
 


The fact that Iron and Gold was written in America during World War II changes the perspective. Instead of contrasting Wales and England, Vaughan looks to Wales alone, examining the relation of imagination (once qualified as ‘Welsh’; now as the element of gold) and materialism (once qualified as ‘English;’ now the element of iron), setting a vital but marginalised fairy world of femininity, fertility, art, music and poetry against the deadening male-dominated materialism of the country folk. The triumph of materialism undermines the ability of the poet-hero, Owain, to sustain his relationship with Glythin, his fairy bride and muse, marking the victory of his degenerate brothers. Struck with iron three times in anger, Glythin returns to her fluid realm. Owain dies seeking her.


Vaughan rejects the literary model of Shakespearean comedy and tragedy that shaped her earlier novels,
 setting the telling of the tale in an industrial present, one in which the values that expelled the fairy from the rural past have triumphed. Aaron convincingly interprets the text as psychological parable, embedding its tale of the breakdown of love and trust in a study of the distorting gender roles produced by a patriarchal system. Noting that the frame narrative introduces a further layer into the tale that leads outwards from the familial distortions of gender to the alienating structures of industrial society, she detects a ‘healing space’ in art and reveals Vaughan’s debt to the Arnoldian cultural ideal. 


But if, as Aaron suggests, ‘iron in this text represents the dominance of man over natural life,’
 then its cold instrumentalism applies equally to industrial tools and the weapons of war. Iron and Gold provides a parable of the war with Nazi Germany. Earlier concerns with the relations of gender, nationality and power, focused by Vaughan’s position as a Welsh woman writing from the margins of ‘English literature,’ erupt into the centre of a Europe torn by conflicting narratives of national honour, truth, loyalty, tradition. 


Iron and Gold testifies to Vaughan’s imaginative reclamation of her own country and to the value of her role in so doing. It explores the genealogy of fascism through a mythical policing of the feminine, its dream-like narrative confronting the racist apotheosis of the European nation-state. Interpreted as a text written from the doubly marginalised perspective of the feminine and the internal colony, Iron and Gold, like the second sight that demonstrates Frances’s national consciousness, exemplifies ‘a nationalism which is antagonistic to oppression’.

Contemporary conclusions: returning to Europe

To wish class or nation away, to seek to live sheer irreducible difference now in the manner of some contemporary post-structuralist theory, is to play straight into the hands of the oppressor.
 

As a modern fairy tale Iron and Gold is far from rejecting nationalism per se. Instead, it foregrounds the complex and gendered interweavings of nation state and national consciousness. Not all early twentieth-century  Welsh women writers addressed the issue of their national identity in this way of course. The modernist short stories of Dorothy Edwards’s 1927 collection, Rhapsody, provide a fascinating example of an alternative interaction of nationality, textuality and gender. Although Edwards was a passionate socialist, feminist and Welsh nationalist,
 her writing registers none of these concerns. Choosing to ventriloquize the voices of Englishmen she distances her narrative voice through gender and nationality, depicting listless people who watch and test each other from within frozen propertied bubbles. The pitiless stories have a curious similarity to the unfixed, insufficiently closed worlds of another dislocated woman writer: Katherine Mansfield. Edwards committed suicide in 1934 and her work is now out of print.


Contemporary English-language texts by Welsh women continue to reveal a sensitivity to the relations of gender, place and identity. Romance writers such as Iris Gower and Catrin Collier still, as their pen-names reveal, exploit Welsh stereotypes
 but more adventurous writers translate their sensitivity into new areas. I conclude this study by touching on three texts: Catherine Fisher’s collection of poems, Altered States (1999),
 Trezza Azzopardi’s The Hiding Place(2000)
 and Stevie Davies’s The Element of Water (2000 ).
 Each of these texts unearths lost histories and, in the process each of them returns us to theory.


Cultural hybridity seems to fuel the fascination with dissolving, intermingling states Fisher explores throughout her collection.
 This is most clearly expressed in its closing series of ‘Estuary Poems,’ fourteen sonnets that use the wavering muddy Newport coastline as a metaphor for the entwined relations of her Irish and Welsh ancestors. The cultural encounter is not - as in The Soldier and the Gentlewoman - a narrative of obliteration. Mulling over how ‘a people drown a people, gradually’ (VI) she detects uneradicable residues that familiarise her with a world of differences: ‘Going abroad /is never strange because of this’ (XI).


In contrast Azzopardi reveals the hidden gendered nets of violence and exploitation that linked Cardiff’s Tiger Bay to the international crooks glamorised in the celebrity magazine True Crime. The men of The Hiding Place, even the minor male characters, are overwhelmingly immigrants from European underworlds, but every victimised female character comes from Wales. The story is told by Dolores Gauci, youngest of five sisters fostered out when their mother went mad, who returns to Cardiff for her mother’s funeral. Memories slowly surface, mainly in flashback, as she uncovers her own repressed past in the rabbit warren of the docks. Her sisters were driven by fear: ‘We can’t let anyone in, Mister’ says Fran, ‘We’re cursed, we are. We got a hex.’
 The real curse is Frankie, the Maltese father who betrays all of them, gambling away house, friends, wife, daughters, creating Frankensteinian monsters as his daughters internalise their abuse. This hybrid generation is scarred,  physically, mentally, or both, by its paternal inheritance from Dol, the baby daughter with the fire-shrivelled left hand, scapegoated as ‘Il demone… Sinistra… La Diavola’
 to the crazed filthy lost sister Fran, ‘crabbing along the road… pushing a trolley full of bags.’ 
  As Punter points out, ‘the whole history of monstrosity cannot be separated from the histories of disability and pain’.
 


All these texts bear out Franco Moretti’s contention that ‘geography is not a container but a condition,'
 a condition that results in what Punter describes as ‘the endless formation of monsters’ rooted in a refusal to acknowledge shame, inequality, injustice.’
 The monsters of The Hiding Place are of this kind. The Element of Water however looks to the creation of the monster as victimisers, and reveals an equal complicity: ‘we are them and they are us.’
 These monsters are generated by the same ideology of purity that demonises the hybrid and both texts confront us with our complicity in their creation.


Most of The Element of Water is set on the shores of  Lake Plon, whose dark waters conceal second world war detritus. The site was the Nazi Northern command in the closing days of the war and the narrative slides between then and a point thirteen years later when the British military academy that has displaced it is about to be closed. Davies emphasises the monstrous continuity of victimisation. The school pupils ‘expressed their devotion to British civilisation by turning on the most vulnerable, harrying those who could least stand up for themselves.’
 An unattractive English schoolgirl, labelled Jewish by her peers, is hounded to her death by their bullying. Yet the children merely repeat what they have been taught: ‘a language to anathematise the “lower races” [learnt] in Singapore.’
 The narrative is unusual amongst these texts in presenting Wales as a safe, comforting backwater - ‘impossibly beautiful and there to go home to’
 – rather than a deviant margin, one chosen by Davies to counterpoint the supremacist ideology shared by Nazi Germany and British Empire alike.


Like all the other texts in this essay, The Element of Water reveals the way that gender is hidden and implicated in the construction of nation and stranger. Davies’s text sprawls confidently into Europe, revaluing Wales by refusing the valorisation of purity and homogeneity implicit in both the nation-state and its product: the novel. It returns us, finally, to the value of writing from the margins in exposing the interrelation of aesthetics with the hidden intertexts created by European ideas of the self, nation, gender and language.
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