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Essay:
 An exploration of how Christopher Meredith in Shifts, and Tristan Hughes in The Tower, use landscape, history and geography to structure and frame the narrative of their respective novels.

‘Shifts is the novel of the declining steel industry. Moreover, the year of its setting – 1977 –  confirms its ostensibly undramatic events as a kind of full stop, the last dregs of the industrial South Wales that had existed for at least a century and a half, about to turn into something else.’[footnoteRef:1] states Dylan Moore.  [1:  Dylan Moore, Wales Arts Review, https://www.walesartsreview.org/greatest-welsh-novel-3-shifts-by-christopher-meredith/ [Accessed 29/01/20].] 

Shifts is written long after the Welsh gothic genre of books like Caradoc Evans ‘My People’ and Gwyn Thomas’s ‘The Dark Philosopher’s’ published in 1916 and 1946 respectively, but in its way it still uses those familiar themes of dark landscapes to frame its narrative, ‘Clouds were clamped across the valley and the ridges of the mountains were obscured.’[footnoteRef:2]  The Tower uses the island of Ynys Mon (Anglesey) in North Wales as its dramatic focal point, but in a completely different way. Tristan Hughes explores people looking out – living on an island but looking towards the wider outside world. Hughes says, ‘ Islands represent a paradoxical mix of isolation, detachment and connection; the sea that cuts you off also links you more promiscuously with the wider world.’[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Christopher Meredith, Shifts, (Bridgend, Wales: The Cromwell Press, 1988), p . 35.]  [3:  Anthony Brockway, Interview with Tristan Hughes 2006, http://babylonwales.blogspot.com/2010/04/interview-with-tristan-hughes-2006.html [Accessed 29/01/20].] 

In this essay I will be comparing and contrasting how Meredith and Hughes use landscape, history and geography to frame the backdrop and thread together a narrative through their novels. I will look for similarities in approach and also contrasts. This will involve exploring key themes of the de-industrialisation in Wales and how landscape is used as a mood for each book, the looking back at history to inform the present in Shifts,  how the theme of The Migrant Returns in both Shifts and The Tower is used and how Psychogeography is utilised to effect by Tristan Hughes. 
The genres of both books are completely different.  As stated previously, Shifts comes after the dark Welsh Gothic genre where coal mining and deep-rooted religious communities are key themes in those books. Shifts represents the breakdown of community. The steelworks at the heart of the town set in South Wales, probably around  Tredegar and Ebbw Vale which was once home to one of ‘ the largest steelworks in Europe’[footnoteRef:4] providing most of the local employment, is shutting down.  With the slow demise of the steelworks we see the parallel of the slow collapse of community and a growth of individualism. It’s an industrial novel as the book is linked directly to ‘shifts’ at the steelworks. The actual title ‘Shifts’ is a clever play on the  scheduled work shifts at the steelworks, the changing shifts in time from industrial to customer service type jobs, and the shifts  the characters have to make to understand their changing roles in this future brave new world. The central characters in the book, Jack, Keith, Judith and O as a collective, show the reader the breakdown of the steelworks and how each individual reacts to this and their surroundings.  [4:  This I learnt through class seminar discussion.] 

The genre of The Tower has been described as American Gothic. Allan Lloyd-Smith describes this genre as ‘ the frontier experience, with its inherent solitude and potential for violence’[footnoteRef:5]. Hughes himself describes his genre as ‘Southern Gothic’ –  [5:  Allan Lloyd-Smith, American Gothic Fiction; An Introduction, http://americainclass.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Smith_American_Gothic.pdf [Accessed 29/01/20].] 

Southern gothic grew out of a perception of how the past doesn't just inform the present, it deforms it, and that's an insight I'm slightly obsessed by. The gothic is a kind of border genre (if that makes sense); a fictional space where things get mixed and muddled, where they merge and overlap - the past and the present, the natural and the supernatural, the real and the fictional - and that's extremely appealing to me as a writer. I'm also interested in haunting, in the invisible presences and absences that linger around the edges of our lives, and the gothic is a good vehicle for exploring that.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Brockway, Interview with Tristan Hughes 2006.] 

We see how Hughes uses his character’s interweaving with the ‘deformed’ past from his first story of the hanging miller in The Tower. By commencing with a death that happens in the tower which is the central focal point of the book, the gothic is established as disturbing and the reader is set up to wonder what is yet to come.
In The Tower, we see not just a difference in genre with Shifts, but that this book is written as seven short stories to form a whole, which are all interlinked by the central theme of a tower which stands as a backdrop, but also serves in  the foreground of each individual story. Shifts is one story revolving around the steelworks, landscape and characters in it. Shifts sees a whole community breaking down as heavy industry comes to an end whilst The Tower pieces together 7 different pieces (stories) to make one whole story come together. 
Landscape is important in Welsh Literature and is used extensively by author’s writing about Wales. Meredith’s landscapes in Shifts are a later, more modern form of the Caradoc Evans and Gwyn Thomas like, dark and bleak landscapes. Nonetheless, they are very similar in the fact that hopelessness as well as the dark valleys and mountains feature strongly in descriptive language used.  When Jack is led on a tour of the steelworks he is led to ‘more derelict looking chunks of machinery’[footnoteRef:7] and ‘…the window was glassless and sheeted over with rusted steel.’[footnoteRef:8]which gives the sense of decay and neglect, a slow winding down to the day in the future when the steelworks will close forever. Later when Jack  is standing at the top of the mountain valley surveying his home town he sees ‘ A tumble of grey slated oblongs where the shopping streets followed the hill  (---) Gaps of demolition and the ageing new estates (---) At the southern end a tip, startling black in the hard light, in the process of being reclaimed.’[footnoteRef:9] Jack’s view in 1977 is very similar to how Raymond Williams talks about the Welsh Industrial novel ‘ The immediate landscape, the physical presence of industrial development, in the era of steam and coal is almost invariably dark, smoke-ridden, huddled.’[footnoteRef:10] Williams use of the word ‘huddled’ gives an impression of an insular people, unable to break out of their invisible valley boundary, with a sense of hopelessness which pervades every aspect of their lives. This is exactly what the characters in Shifts go through, apart from Jack who has known life outside of his hometown but has returned to it. Jack is The Migrant who returns and I will focus on that theme shortly. [7:  Meredith, p. 23.]  [8:  Meredith, p. 29.]  [9:  Meredith, p. 69.]  [10:  Raymond Williams, Who speaks for Wales? : Nation, Culture, Identity , ed . by Daniel Williams ( Cardiff : University of Wales Press, 2003), p . 104.] 

The Tower set on Ynys Mon is, in contrast, all about space and a subverted landscape. However, some of the ideas about space are also seen in Shifts, if somewhat fleetingly by Jack as he is the character that has experienced life outside of the valley. ‘…this was journey’s end, sort of. His eyes shifted from the sky to the frozen grass at his feet to the western horizon. A sense of space.’[footnoteRef:11] Later Jack feels ‘ A sense of space. Journey’s end. The two sounded at odds yet he felt them both.’[footnoteRef:12] It’s as if returning to the valley he is standing at the mountain top with a sense of space that he will give up when life in the valley encompasses him fully. In The Tower from the first page, readers are met with the view of open space ‘ The view from my nain’s window starts with two fields in front of her farmhouse. The farmhouse is on a slight hill and both fields roll downwards(---) to a small lane that trickles along beside a little stream; together they go hand in hand until finally they meander out of sight towards the nearby sea’[footnoteRef:13] The binocular’s Nain uses to look out at the landscape, give the sense of an insider living on a small island, looking out, as does the use of the binocular’s throughout the book. ‘Ynys’ in Welsh translates as ‘island’ and ‘Mon’ is an old Welsh word for ‘bridge’ which of course connects the island to the Welsh mainland. [11:  Meredith, p . 69.]  [12:  Meredith, p . 70.]  [13:  Tristan Hughes, The Tower, (Cardigan : Parthian, 2003), pp . 3-4.] 

Tristan Hughes says of his writing ‘local tales and legends, genealogies, ghost stories, a whole body of oral history (and fiction too, I suspect) relating to the place, and this helped me perceive the landscapes around me as layered, historically textured - profoundly 'storied', so to speak.’[footnoteRef:14] For Hughes landscape is about more than environment; it’s about history and geography entwined which in turn, help to tell the narrative of the stories. [14:  Brockway, Interview with Tristan Hughes 2006.] 

There are other Welsh writers in different genres who use the theme of someone on the inside looking out, in their work. The Welsh playwright Dic Edwards says, ‘ People who live in ports look out to sea. Look out to the world. And though I’ve left Cardiff behind, I carry the sense of it with me. The sense of it being a home of evictees and also a departure point for the world.’[footnoteRef:15] You get that same sense in The Tower of those on the island looking out, and those coming in as outsiders, or incomers as they are locally known as. Readers of Welsh literature can see that from Caradoc Evans book My People, published in 1916 to Tristan Hughes’s The Tower in 2003, the Welsh landscape plays a huge part in the backdrop and indeed the foreground for Welsh writers in establishing mood, space, geography, history and story in the narrative. [15:  Dic Edwards, ‘Theatre for the Evicted’, State of Play : 4 Playwrights in Wales, ed. by Hazel Walford Davies  ( Ceredigion : Gomer Press, 1998), p . 4.] 

History is a key theme in Shifts, whilst Geography is a key theme in The Tower. However, there are some parts of story that include both in each book. Shifts is deeply political on the role of culture. Keith is looking for meaning in history by looking back at the early industry in the valley. He is trying to come to grips with the past in order to understand the present but he is struggling to place himself in time and space. Jack, on the other hand, is escaping his recent past in England but is reticent about returning home to Wales. Andrew Robinson writes on Walter Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History, ‘The truth of the past is visible only as a tentative image which threatens to slip away. This image, presumably, is apparent in the continuity between past and present struggles.’[footnoteRef:16] This is exemplified with Keith ‘ Keith took off his glasses so the picture blurred slightly and tried to focus his mind back through time. Turn of the century was easy enough. Before that he had to replace the left hand terrace. Houses there? Perhaps nothing. (---) He focussed back further, mentally removing a piece of land he thought was an old tip.’[footnoteRef:17]Keith has confusions over the traces of the past. He feels a loss of inheritance; the shape of the land, human habitations, but also religion, books, politics. He cannot relate them to the present time, but he tries to piece them together by looking at different styles of architecture and place names. Diane Wallace says,     [16:  Andrew Robinson, Walter Benjamin : Messianism and Revolution – Theses on History, https://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/walter-benjamin-messianism-revolution-theses-history/ [Accessed 31/01/20]]  [17:  Meredith, p . 16.] 

        He (Keith) is trying to imagine what the place would have looked like in 1800 just before the first furnaces were built by Samuel Moonlow. (---) As an Englishman,  Moonlow symbolizes the industrial colonization of Wales. (---) Keith’s quest is blocked by the fact that he doesn’t understand the language in which much of the history of the place is recorded.’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Diana Wallace, Christopher Meredith, (Cardiff : University of Wales Press, 2018), p . 60.] 

Keith does not speak Welsh and he cannot write and structure his speech when he gets an invitation to talk at the local history society. Jack cannot speak. He starts sentences and ends them abruptly in the middle. Keith tries to piece together the things he will write about, but it doesn’t come together for him until he stumbles upon an old voting card in a derelict house. Kirsti Bohata says, ‘ Keith’s dislocation from his surroundings and his past is dramatically brought home (---) by his discovery in an old derelict house of a potentially fascinating historical artefact.’ [footnoteRef:19]The card held the names of the  political candidates trades but not their political parties: Moonlow’s employees. ‘The notes Keith held were in a language that was his own, but that he could not understand.’[footnoteRef:20] Meredith then adds Keith’s thoughts as  ‘This could be something like contact’[footnoteRef:21].  For Keith this is an awakening and an opening to the past he wants to make sense of. Diane Wallace interprets this as ‘ He (Keith) now has a language in which to interpret these shifts.’[footnoteRef:22] This is due to Keith showing Professor Prys-Thomas at the local history society, the voting card with the subheadings on of  ‘ Dinistr y Demyl the Destruction of the Temple; Dinistr Jerusalem – the Destruction of Jerusalem and here Diwedd y Byd – the End of the World.’[footnoteRef:23] This then kick starts Keith to begin to learn Welsh. Bohata comments,  [19:  Kirsti Bohata, ‘Christopher Meredith’ Nations, Relations : Writing Across the British Isles, ed. by Tony Brown & Russell Stevens, (Cardiff : New Welsh Review 2003).]  [20:  Meredith, p . 127.]  [21:  Meredith, p . 127.]  [22:  Wallace, p . 61 .]  [23:  Meredith, p . 155 .] 

Significantly, Keith’s inability to understand Welsh detracts nothing from his nationality. Although he cannot speak it the language is still “his own”, and, perhaps as Meredith suggests (---) a Welsh speaking reader might come to understand the difficulties of a non-Welsh speaking Welsh person in relating to an environment that is at once familiar and removed.’ [footnoteRef:24] [24:  Bohata, Christopher Meredith.] 

Keith is alienated to the past because he cannot speak the language of his own country, and thus he struggles to identify with the past and make sense of it in the present. After he decides to learn Welsh, Meredith makes the comment, ‘ He has discovered a new sense of direction and by improving his grasp of the past, he will take a firmer grip on the present.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Meredith, p . 230.] 

In The Tower, Geography is a framework of the seven short story narratives. But there is also in both Shifts and The Tower, the theme of The Migrant Returns. The character of Jack in Shifts, and the author Tristan Hughes himself in The Tower are the migrant’s returning. In Shifts Jack is returning to his Welsh valley as an escape from his girlfriend who he leaves behind in England. Jack’s reaction to returning is exemplified in Raymond Williams work, The Migrant Returns. Williams talks of ‘a participant who is also an observer’[footnoteRef:26] when describing Thomas Hardy’s work in his novel Border Country. Williams himself  grew up in an anglicised border town near Abergavenny. The sense of not being fully Welsh and ‘looking in’ is seen with Jack who  has experienced life out of the valley. On his return he does not feel part of the valley community, but as an observer to life there.  [26:  Williams, p . xix .] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Tristan Hughes however was born in Canada and moved to Ynys Mon. He says, ‘ it tends to give you a slight feeling of detachment - a sense that being from two different places means you don't entirely belong to either of them, that you're always looking at them from the outside and the inside at the same time. A lot of my writing seems to shift between insider and outsider points of view.’[footnoteRef:27] We can see this influence in The Tower as the island is full of the past and past remembrance, like the binoculars that thread through the stories all stemming from  their first use in the Burma war ‘ They have seen a great deal these binocular’s- armies, wars, continents, half of a whole century; more than I could ever imagine.’[footnoteRef:28] Hughes uses the binoculars looking out at the geography of the land as a central theme running through the seven short stories. [27:  Brockway, Interview with Tristan Hughes, 2006.]  [28:  Hughes, p . 3.] 

Hughes has said that he uses landscapes that are ‘storied’ and ‘historically textured.’[footnoteRef:29] Guy Debord speaks about psychogeography, ‘the study of the precise laws and specific effects of the geographical environment, consciously organized or not, on the emotions and behavior of individuals’.[footnoteRef:30] As Ynys Mon is an island, its geography, it can be argued, has a profound effect on the characters in the stories. In Ley Lines Gemma is sitting in the caravan in December while the rain hammers down outside.  We are told ‘ This perpetual dripping and sloshing , unalleviated by other sounds, made her think of Chinese water torture, of how men were supposed to have been driven to madness by drops falling on their foreheads.’[footnoteRef:31] After reading Skinners book, The Celtic Wheel of Life and the nature of the universe, she reads about the character Mr Copaut who ‘was very interested in forgotten things’[footnoteRef:32] and says ‘ Most people think there is no magic left in the world but I sense it every day, and have written this book to help others reconnect to it.’[footnoteRef:33] But then ‘Looking out of the window, Gemma felt a little sceptical about the world’s resources of magic.’[footnoteRef:34] She turns to the landscape and geography she can see whilst looking out and thinks ‘(---) it was simply too cold and wet to imagine any magic wanting to alight in this landscape…’[footnoteRef:35] Gemma is a girl who has ended up ‘living in a leaky caravan in North Wales’[footnoteRef:36] We learn of her emotion and sense of place living in the enclosed caravan in an island environment but she wants to escape ‘No one, Gemma thought, was more desirous of other realms of existence than her.’[footnoteRef:37] But the island and its sea boundaries keep her there.  [29:  Brockway, Interview with Tristan Hughes, 2006.]  [30:  Guy Debord, Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography, https://mappingweirdstuff.wordpress.com/2009/06/14/mapping-weird-stuff-psychogeography/ [Accessed 01/02/20].]  [31:  Hughes, p . 39.]  [32:  Hughes, p . 41.]  [33:   Hughes, p . 41.]  [34:  Hughes, p . 41 .]  [35:  Hughes, p . 41 .]  [36:  Hughes, p . 40 .]  [37:  Hughes, p . 42 .] 

The Ley Lines are invisible energy lines that Skinner is mapping. But whilst we see the geography in this, there is also history. ‘Skinner believes that some places had more good/ natural powers than others, and that some people’s, during certain epochs, had been more connected to it than others.[footnoteRef:38] Here we see Skinner looking back at the past in order to make sense of the present, much the same way Keith does in Shifts. [38:  Hughes, p . 34 .] 

In conclusion, on the surface it would appear that there could be very little connection between an industrial novel set in a South Wales valley in 1977 and a more modern set of seven interlinked short stories set on Ynys Mon in North Wales in 2003. Yet both authors are skilful in using themes such as landscape, history and geography to run as linking background threads throughout the novels, which gives each book a distinctive narrative of its own, but with overlapping themes. Welsh Literature is all the more enriched by both Christopher Meredith and Tristan Hughes and their close attention to these strong interlinking narratives.
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