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Chris Meredith, Shifts
Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses On the Concept of History’

http://www.efn.org/~dredmond/Theses_on_History.PDF
We only have access to the past through its traces – its documents, the testimony of its witnesses and other archival materials. In other words we only have representations of the past from which to construct our narratives or explanations. On a very real sense postmodernism reveals a desire to understand present culture as the product of previous representations. The representation of history becomes the history of representations.
Hutcheon, Linda. “Historiographic Metafiction: ‘The Pastime of Past Time’”, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction. New York: Routledge1988.
‘Culture is ordinary’ (Raymond Williams)
WHY WRITE LIKE THIS? 

VOICE: Consider the centrality of questions of language – for us as readers?  For the novel in relation to the canon of valued works?  (What voices speak back in understanding?) What languages are lost?

SPACE & PLACE:  How do we understand the landscape (consider Williams and Hutchinson - above)

READ PASSAGES
1. THE PROBLEM OF THE PAST

‘local history’ (automatically not ‘real’ history) 
amateur not professional, no previous representations, 
What is left of the past? 
SPACE: Traces - the land itself as a product of multiple human interventions. 

TIME: Interrelations of past, present and future

2. THE VOICES OF THE PRESENT: O, Jack, Jude, Keith

O = immature body, notices nothing, stuck in time and space

Jack = notices everything but none of it has meaning, mockery and ridicule; moves across space

Jude = marking time also stuck in time and space but links to nature 

Keith = confusions over the traces of the past. 

The loss of inheritances: language(s), the shape of the land, human habitations, religion, unions, politics, books but what do they write about? How do they relate to the here and now? 

3. Consider homes and babies
4. PAST GEOGRAPHIES

Going to Hereford; the Mappa Mundi  (consider Raymond Williams again)

MIGRANT’S RETURN

(cf Daniel Williams on Raymond Williams)

The return of Jack 

Starting point for Shifts -– question of perception, looking in . Half in and half out (compare to the young boy firmly inside the Valley in How Green – different kind of relationship with the reader)

What does he find?

Expectations of Welsh valley/industrial story- our expectations – what are his?

Opens and closes with clocking off – nihilism generated by industrial time with the life drained out of it (the black Viva) 

CULTURE IS ORDINARY –Raymond Williams

Discussion of the problem of exile – but not just for those who’ve gone – also for those who’ve stayed. Their world is not the same 

This is the impact of a postmodern world of dislocation and micro narratives where the possibility of making sense of the past is gone (no access to the languages (not just Welsh) of the past no access to the symbolic world of the Father – and the position gives perhaps a clearer view of the past in its inadequacies too (Jack’s father’s support for imperial power despite himself

How Green (in Ian Bell’s words) 

a book where  ‘you always know exactly where you stand’ (p4) 

The mood is one of loss, of regret, ‘of so much that was good that has gone.’… the intense nostaligia the book sustains is a yearning for a world we are asked to believe actually existed (ibid) 

‘It is clear in the book that virtually all change is to be seen as a kind of deterioration…’ (p.5)

‘ The story that runs through the whole book is of a community breaking down’ (p.6)

the book goes further than ‘a dramatisation of basic Christian ideas about sin and self-control. …The Happy Valley has been polluted by foreigners’ (ibid)

Move to discussion of Shifts 

– attitude to change – to the community - to the past - to the foreign Who are the weirdos? (‘O’ or Wayne then there’s Kelvin who sounds as if he’s from Belfast but was only there 4 years.) And Jack himself -  his accent has changed. 

Time and space. (Raymond Williams’s  journey through the spaces of Wales is also one of time) Different histories and different perceptions (Mappa Mundi; With Gordan to Khartomb) Diff times – industrial and seasonal

As boundaries and communities change - what is it to live without a myth?

