CSEN 5007: WELSH LITERATURE IN ENGLISH
WEEK 9: WRITING/REWRITING PLACE 

Tristan Hughes, The Tower, Parthian, 2003

The Tower is a beautifully written, thoughtful collection of seven short stories. They dramatise different, overlapping visions of a ‘small patch of land’ seen through the interlinked refracting prisms of different gazes, held together by their reference to the central motif of a ruined windmill they all call the Tower. The assured opening paragraph establishes the significance of this focus. The speaker describes his grandmother peering out of her window through a scuffed and ancient pair of binoculars whose battered surfaces record her husband’s history in Burma and, through these scratches, testify to public and political histories, of ‘armies, wars, continents, half a whole century’. But Hughes is more interested in the detail, in how things appear set against each other, both stories and images, than in overt politics. From this perspective, what the grandmother peers at is a microcosm of the wider world: 

… today the world crowding within their lenses is not so vast and populous: no more than a small patch of ground, a hill, the tower that sits upon it, and the piece of sky that hangs above them. 

As the cover suggests there are many spectral towers in this collection. The most vivid, lyrical image is that of the first story, the wonderfully named, ‘God’s Breath,’ where it appears as a vision of a working windmill: 

painted the brightest of white, which, on sunny days, shone with an almost luminescent quality, as though all the surrounding light were drawn towards it and condensed into its shimmering surfaces; set against the pale blue of a spring sky it flickered and dazzled like some inland lighthouse…. its four great wings an airy constellation spread out across the heavens. 

But the mill falls into disrepair and the rest of the stories demonstrate the loss of purpose that accompanies the loss of this celestial vision. The new owner of the tower, a scouser given the soubriquet of Derrick Dallas wants to turn it into a drinking den. Nain dismisses him as one of those ‘Sais moneybags who like to play at being lord of the bloody manor; that’s what they want to be: the lords of all they survey.’ When we reach Derrick’s story however we find he is not in charge of anything and that it as painful and moving as the others, especially in its powerful, shocking conclusion. 

Each of these stories deals with a yearning for an attainable vision. In the wonderfully acerbic ‘Ley Lines’, two hippies live in misery in a rusty caravan on a sodden field. Having lost faith her increasingly paranoid boyfriend, Skinner, Gemma wonders hopelessly how she got there. The central story, ‘The Importance of Elsewhere,’ both evokes the experience of taking hallucinogenic mushrooms and the desperation that drives the central protagonist to want to be elsewhere. In ‘Persistence’ the central figure is Jack Cucu, a farmer whom we’ve encountered in several of the other stories as a peripheral figure, now suddenly characterised by an unexpected, deep grief a persistent mourning for a lost love. And in ‘Of Rocks and Stones’ the central figure is a vicar who has always lived where he was born and who sporadically writes letters that he never sends to his estranged brother, teaching geography in America. This story’s delicate, sensitive conclusion simultaneously explores the pain of self-discovery and impossible movement. 

The young man of the last story (‘Ynys’) feels stranded and lost in London. His comment early on in the story illuminates each of the stories – full of homesickness for a space that isn’t even there: 

I laughed and told her where I came from you were homesick even when you were at home. 

DISCUSSION

Genre and text:
· Short Stories, (Gordimer’s flash of fireflies) popular fiction (eschewing direct pursuit of questions of identity);

· Questions of the nature of home and away

· Plot rather than detailed analysis of the character

· How relevant is the following comment? 

Short stories amount for the most part to parlor tricks, party favors with built in snappers, gadgets for inducing recognition and reversals: a small pump serves to build up the pressure, a tiny trigger releases it, there follows a puff and a flash as freedom and necessity combine; finally a celluloid doll drops from the muzzle and descends by parachute to the floor. These things happen, but they happen to no-one in particular. 

Howard Nemerov, ‘Composition and Fate in the Short Novel,’ quoted in 

Ian Reid, The Short Story, (London: Routledge, 1977), p.2.
· Difference made by having link between the two

PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY Mapping land from the self
In front of me, on the desk where I write, I’ve assembled a bunch of instruments useful in measuring the environment, instruments that I’ve found around the house. In front of me, on the desk where I write, I’ve assembled a tape measure, a yardstick, a stopwatch, a watch, a goniometer and an arm protractor, a clinometer, a map measure, a compass, a wall thermometer, a pocket thermometer, a percentage protractor, a level, a plumb, a light meter, a camera, a pocket scale, a postage scale, a barometer, a measuring cup, a set of measuring spoons, a pedometer, a stud finder, and a passel of questionnaires. Some of them, like the pedometer, no longer work, but still I hold on to them. Others, like a couple of the questionnaires, never worked at all, but even these I am loathe to throw away. All of them have told me, or promised to tell me, something about my world, and since the world is something I’m eager to know about, I’m not eager to part with these instruments, functioning, flawed, or broken down. It’s 84º F where I sit at 11:30:36 in the morning. It’s nine minutes and forty-seven seconds since I typed the first word in this paragraph.

There’s another instrument in this room and I am it. I would have said it was stuffy where I sit and that half an hour had passed since I started writing, although my stop watch now says it’s been eleven minutes and thirty-eight seconds at, according to my other watch, 11:34 on the nose. I won’t argue with my instruments. They’re measuring different things than I. My thermometer knows nothing of the humidity oppressing me; my watches, recording the pressure of their drive springs, know nothing of the pressure of trying to say something with words.

Who should say which is superior instrumentation? Not I, certainly. My watches and I, we’re holding up the world against different standards, but both of these are interesting and valuable and important.

Wood “Lynch Debord.“

