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 In this presentation I will be exploring two stories from Caradoc Evans ‘My People’, namely ‘Be this her Memorial’ and ‘Lamentations’ alongside two of Gwyn Thomas’s novellas from ‘The Dark Philosophers’ which are ‘Oscar’ and ‘Simeon’ popularly termed as ‘Welsh Gothic’[footnoteRef:1]in genre by Jane Aaron. I will be focussing on the significance of the landscape in each of the stories, the character and nature of the malevolent men each author details, and the maltreatment of the women which are recurring themes in both books. I will then conclude with opinion from the floor. However, to gain an understanding of the topics mentioned , firstly we must look at the authors behind the books – Caradoc Evans and Gwyn Thomas. [1:  Jane Aaron, Welsh Gothic, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2013).] 

Caradoc Evans and Gwyn Thomas
[bookmark: _Hlk29997626]The two authors wrote their books, ‘My People’ and ‘The Dark Philosophers’ in two very different periods of history. Evans’s ‘My People’ was published in 1916 during the first world war and Thomas’s ‘The Dark Philosophers’ was published the year after the second world war finished, in 1946. However, both periods of history were dark times in Wales and their writing seems to reflect this. There is nothing humorous about Caradoc Evans ‘My People’ and Jane Aaron in ‘Welsh Gothic’ quotes Caradoc Evans himself, writing in  the Western Mail, ‘I write because I believe that the cesspools of West Wales should be stirred up because I want to see my people freed from religious tyranny, because I love my country so much I would exhibit her sores that they may be healed.[footnoteRef:2]’ Both ‘Be this her Memorial’ and ‘Lamentations’ are dark tales with no happy endings. Evans positioned himself squarely against religion and the Welsh chapel; his book yelling from the rooftops that the Welsh people were being tyrannically ruled by zealot preachers. Thus, Welsh people thought his writing was an abomination to Wales.   [2:  Aaron, p. 92.] 

Curiously Mario Vargas Llosa in the Neil Gunn lecture in Edinburgh in 1986, whilst speaking of the origins of the Latin American novel, and the banning of the novel by the Spanish Inquisition said,  ‘A world without novels but a world into which fiction had spread contaminating practically everything: history, religion, poetry, science, art and people’s daily habits (---) was ‘the revenge of the novel’[footnoteRef:3]. In the article in The Times, M. Wynn-Thomas  goes on to say, ‘This can be applied to Caradoc Evans ‘My People’. The ‘revenge of the novel’ was also the revenge of the novelist upon the hypocritical, chapel-dominated society which he (Evans) devoutly believed had humiliated his family.’[footnoteRef:4] Thus Evans has been vilified by many of the Welsh as a traitor to his country, who naively held preachers in utmost respect, and thought their word was law. [3:  M. Wynn-Thomas, ‘Latin American fiction and reality’, The Times Literary Supplement, 30 January 1987, pp.110-111.]  [4:  Wynn-Thomas, pp.110-111.] 

Gwyn Thomas who studied at the University of Wales and Jesus College Oxford published his first book which was ‘The Dark Philosophers’ at a time when the Second World War had only just finished. Writing in the literary magazine ‘Lapham’s Quarterly’ Jess Bergman  takes the viewpoint that ‘The Dark Philosophers, of which “Oscar” is a part, was  ‘the first book Thomas ever published, but it already contained what would become the hallmarks of his distinctive voice: sprawling sentences, gallows humour, and an undercurrent of righteous political anger’.[footnoteRef:5] Dark humour is the one thing that separates these works. In the foreword to ‘The Dark Philosophers’, Elaine Morgan states ‘ The extraordinary thing about Gwyn Thomas is that he found anything to laugh about (…) (despite his upbringing) ‘in one of the grimmest and most depressed areas’ (---) ‘ would lead to his one day being hailed by a chorus of critics as one of the funniest men in the Western world.[footnoteRef:6]’  [5:  Jess Bergman, ‘Gwyn Thomas, Novelist of the Welsh Working Class.’ Lapham’s Quarterly, https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/gwyn-thomas-novelist-welsh-working-class [Accessed 12 January 2020.]]  [6:  Gwyn Thomas, The Dark Philosophers, Foreword by Elaine Morgan, Library of Wales edn, (Carmarthen: Parthian, 2006), p. ix.] 

Both authors were more than familiar with the landscape of the Welsh mountains, and both incorporated these landscapes into their works. But the mountains were not merely geographical bystanders. The mountains had special significance which we will now explore.
Melanoid Mountains - The Significance of Landscape
Melanoid. Darkish. Jet, slate coal, ebony, charcoal, raven. The landscape of the mountains are major themes in ‘My People’ and ‘The Dark Philosophers.’ They are familiar geography to the key characters in the stories, and each character either lives at the bottom or top of one, trudges up and down them, works on them and inevitably will die on them. Raymond Williams states, ‘The immediate landscape, the physical presence of industrial development, in the era of steam and coal, is almost invariably dark, smoke-ridden, huddled.’ [footnoteRef:7]We see these ‘huddled’ communities quite starkly in both books. In ‘Be this her Memorial’ Nanni  ‘lived in the mud-walled straw thatched cottage on the steep road which goes up from the Garden of Eden and ends at the tramping way that takes you into Cardigan town…’[footnoteRef:8] The words ‘tramping’ and ‘trudging’ occur often in the text,  ‘She then hammered hobnails into the soles of her boots, so as to render them more durable for tramping to such capels as Bryn-Bevan happened to be preaching in.[footnoteRef:9] Also, ‘in the morning he saw Nanni trudging to a distant capel..[footnoteRef:10] The poor seem to ‘tramp’ and ‘trudge’ while the preacher’s and rich men have to come down from their position at the top of mountains. ‘Bern-Davydd descended from the top of the moor’[footnoteRef:11] in ‘Lamentations’, while Oscar only ever comes down from it to get drunk at the pub at the bottom, and we are told, ‘The house of Simeon stood nearer the mountain top than any other in the valley[footnoteRef:12]. Where you live on the mountain signifies your social class or signifies your wealth or lack of it. The steepness of the mountain landscape shapes the hierarchy of the mountain community. But whilst we see in ‘Oscar’ that the ‘elements’ or ‘voters’ live in The Terraces that snake around the mountain’s foothills, there are some characters who traverse between the bottom and top of the mountain. Lewis is employed by Oscar as a lackey, someone to ensure he’s picked up and put on his horse from the pub and taken back to the mountain top. It’s the only job available to Lewis and he reluctantly puts up with it, as there seems to be absolute despair that for him, and people like him, there is no way out of this mountain to a better life. In ‘Simeon’ Ben accepts a job with Simeon, naively believing it’s better than his meagre part time grocery job stating, ‘There was a lot of fierce competition in the line of being worst-off where we lived.[footnoteRef:13]. Thus, the mountain environment cannot just be seen in terms of a dark and bleak landscape, although of course most of the time it was, but as a structure to inform community inhabitants just where their social standing was in this world; whether peasant, working class or middle class. To understand how environment shaped the community, we must firstly look at the leading male characters from the stories. [7:  Raymond Williams, Who speaks for Wales? : Nation, Culture, Identity ed.by Daniel Williams (Llandybie : University of Wales Press, 2003), p . 104.]  [8:  Caradoc Evans, My People, Reproduction edn, (London: Forgotten Books, 2018), p . 162.]  [9:  Evans, p. 168.]  [10:  Evans, p. 169.]  [11:  Evans, p. 249.]  [12:  Thomas, p.243.]  [13:  Thomas, p . 251.] 

Malevolent Men
The stories seem awash with some of the most loathsome, vile, evil, perverted and iniquitous men you are ever likely to meet in Welsh or indeed English literature! But among these creatures are also men and boys that are likeable, if not a little lost, owing to nothing but their misfortune of being born poor. In ‘Be this her Memorial’ Nanni is literally ruled by the local chapel and her misguided respect for the preacher, Josiah Bryn-Bevan. Also the officer for poor relief, Abel Shones, who ‘allowed her (---) three shillings and ninepence a week (and) never forgot to remind the crooked, wrinkled, toothless old woman how much she owed to him and God.[footnoteRef:14] Even after Nanni has spent every last penny on the Bible to give to Bryn-Bevan, to the detriment of being able to feed and clothe herself, Caradoc Evans tells of how much this ‘sacrifice’ meant to the preacher, ‘Here was a book to be treasured and he could think of no one who would treasure it better than Sadrach Danyrefail…’[footnoteRef:15] The line is more than a hint of sarcasm from Evans about how much this gift actually meant to Bryn-Bevan. Could Nanni’s total devotion to the preacher and chapel be explained by David Adamson who states, ‘ An Alliance between a landed class and a rural peasantry can be sustained by an appeal to their common sense of nationhood.’[footnoteRef:16] In this case it is religion, which is the common identity of the local community. Even when Nanni has been devoured by rats the arrogant Bryn-Bevan who was in the vicinity meeting Sadrach called to Nanni, ‘Why for you do not reply to me? Am I not your shepherd?’[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Evans, p . 162.]  [15:  Evans, p. 170.]  [16:  David L. Adamson, Class, Ideology and the Nation,  (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991), p . 35.]  [17:  Evans, p.171.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk29998130]In ‘Lamentations’ we are introduced to the odious Evan Rhiw who blames his wife for his lack of good fortune after bedding his own daughter, Matilda. He tells the preacher he is full of repentance and this is accepted. His daughter is then driven to madness., Evan treats her like a horse and puts a rope around her and literally drives her to the madhouse which is twenty-four miles away. After this his fortunes increase. Jane Aaron says, ‘According to his (Evan’s) chapel minister the Reverend Davydd Bern-Davydd God has judged that ‘The Man has a clean heart and an adder in his house’. The adder being the unfortunate Matilda, declared to have seduced her father whose alleged ‘clean heart’ was demonstrated by his abundant contribution to church funds.’[footnoteRef:18] In ‘Lamentations’ we have not only the main male character Evan Rhiew as a protagonist of evil, but also the back up of the preacher and chapel. Aaron goes on to say, ‘In “My People” there is no escape from the chapel (---) Zion’s leaders proclaim themselves the messengers of a sadistic and avaricious God and feed on the superstitious worship of its impoverished congregation, bullying it into submission with the threat of hellfire.’[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Aaron, p.93 .]  [19:  Aaron, p . 92.] 

‘Oscar’ is repeatedly called a hog from the beginning of the self-titled novella. It is inevitable from the off, that readers find Oscar repugnant. Lewis says, ‘Everybody in the valley knew Oscar was a very dirty element.’[footnoteRef:20] Oscar is also repeatedly referred to as a ‘ram’ and Lewis tells us ‘The elements who went to chapel thought he was on a par with the god Pan, who was half goat.’[footnoteRef:21] The reader is also confronted with Oscar’s physical repulsiveness ‘His huge fat body poured over the sides of the chair on which he sat.’[footnoteRef:22] Oscar ‘owns’ the voters and elements on the mountain. Lewis simply says ‘ I always thought it queer that a man could point to a thing like a mountain and say ‘That’s mine’ just as you would with a shirt or a pot. But that is what Oscar could do with this mountain.’[footnoteRef:23] In general although the people want to do away with Oscar, their malaise and simply putting up with their lot in life lets Oscar carry on with his terrible ways. ‘The whole community according to Oscar’s servant Lewis (---) is bitterly conscious of its subordination and dehumanization’[footnoteRef:24] says Jane Aaron. When Oscar decides to aim a gun at Danny, (just for the fun of it, as he is generally fed up with his life and wants to know what killing someone would be like) and when Danny dies from the shock of the gunshot, you would expect the community or Hannah his wife to go queuing up to kill Oscar and ensure he has a slow death. In the end Lewis is dependent on Oscar for work and Jane Aaron says ‘ Finally Oscar is destroyed, not in the end by any act of violence but simply by the withdrawal of labour, a one-man strike’[footnoteRef:25] as Lewis allows Oscar to roam across the mountain and ultimately to fall to his death, unaided. Raymond Williams sums up Lewis’s desperate situation, ‘ The movement towards the industrial novel is then (---)a movement towards describing what it is like to live in hell and slowly (---) what it is like to get used to it, to grow up in it, to see it as home.’[footnoteRef:26] But is Lewis happy now? Apparently not. ‘It feels like death to rid his world of Oscar, so much has servicing Oscar become his identity. [footnoteRef:27]’says Aaron. So, Lewis is left bereft, lost and uncertain of the future after Oscar’s death, which was the one thing he and the community had always wanted.  [20:  Thomas, p. 4.]  [21:  Thomas, p . 6.]  [22:  Thomas, p. 15.]  [23:  Thomas, p . 5.]  [24:  Aaron, p. 104.]  [25:  Aaron, p. 105]  [26:  Williams, p . 96.]  [27:  Aaron, p. 106 .] 

‘Simeon’ is a pervert and paedophile. Simeon again lives on the top of the mountain in isolation to the rest of the community, alongside two of his daughters and the children of his incestuous relationships with them. He has created his own isolated community in the house, away from the rest of humanity and adopted his own perverted moral codes. The children born from the incestuous relationships with his daughters were ‘like Simeon to look at, terribly like Simeon, and although they were kids their faces looked old (---) like Simeon’[footnoteRef:28] says Ben the narrator of the tale. Jane Aaron describes Simeon’s need for complete dominance of his family as ‘ So hungry for complete ownership is Simeon that he has drained the blood, even of his own kith and kin, making them his dark shadow.’[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Thomas, p . 269.]  [29:  Aaron, p . 106.] 

 What separates Gwyn Thomas’s work, from Caradoc Evans, as previously said, is its dark humour. The passage in ‘Simeon’ where Colenso, Emrys  and Ben are together out walking is light relief from the tale itself. They talk of the fact that ‘Simeon’s not right’[footnoteRef:30] and then say he’s a witch, because Colenso’s father said he was and he heard it from the preacher, then they talk of the fact that goats are alright. The goat theme runs throughout the tale. Simeon we are told has four goats and he calls these goats ‘his spirits of contemplation.’[footnoteRef:31] But then the dark humour follows of ‘he had trained them well.’[footnoteRef:32] The reader is left to guess for what purpose. The episode of grooming Ben when Simeon gets into bed with him, is masked somewhat by Ben’s naivety over what is actually happening to him. Simeon tells him ‘ Lonely Ben. That’s what I am boy. I’m lonely and I’m trapped. There’s no way I can turn.’[footnoteRef:33] This is sinister as Simeon is trying to get Ben to feel sorry for him. Simeon also meets his end by accident, rather than a character deliberately killing him, as he falls on a knife held by his daughter Eleanor.  The women in all the stories are more or less subservient and submissive. But they have their own voices as we shall now explore. [30:  Thomas, p . 252.]  [31:  Thomas, p. 243.]  [32:  Thomas, p.243.]  [33:  Thomas, p. 266.] 

Maltreated Maids
Nanni in ‘Be this Her Memorial’ and Matilda and Evan Rhiew’s wife in ‘Lamentations’ are subservient to the men and religion surrounding their lives. Nanni is ‘owned’ by the community, ‘ Her labour was wanted in the fields. It was the property of the community, the community which paid her three shillings and ninepence a week.’[footnoteRef:34] Jane Aaron believes that religion is a very important factor as to why the characters in ‘My People’ accept their lot in life. ‘Most of them (---) in ‘My People’ are struggling to survive, their material deprivations rendered more devastating by their universal belief that poverty is God’s punishment upon them for their sins or those of their families.’[footnoteRef:35] Nanni’s whole life involves sacrificing her own health and any kind of comfort to give to the preacher at the chapel, and what’s more, none in the community ever get together to find out how Nanni is. They just whisper in corners about the state of her, ‘Old Nanni is getting as dirty as an old sow.’[footnoteRef:36]. The structure of society, from the preacher, to the people in the community, to Nanni herself, cause her eventual death through sheer neglect. David Adamson quotes Louis Althusser’s theory ‘ “Structural causality” determines the structure of the others (base and superstructure) (---). Each level constitutes the existence of the others.’[footnoteRef:37] Thus, Nanni only existed to serve those above her in the hierarchy. [34:  Evans, p. 168.]  [35:  Aaron, p .94.]  [36:  Evans, pp. 168-169.]  [37:  Adamson, p.59.] 

In ‘Lamentations’ Matilda is violated by her father, Evan Rhiew, but this is turned against her as Evan’s ‘ freewill offerings to my (Bern-Davydd’s) Temple are generous.’[footnoteRef:38] Caradoc Evans uses this donation as sarcasm about the Welsh chapel very well, as obviously this means the preacher is turning a blind eye to incest. Matilda suffers mentally from the attack and instead of being offered comfort by the local community is ostracised and then Evan treats her like a horse and drives her, ‘in the manner in which a colt is driven to the madhouse of the three shires (---) twenty four miles (away).[footnoteRef:39] Matilda is just a commodity and a reminder Evan Rhiew doesn’t wish to have around him. [38:  Evans, p.258.]  [39:  Evans, p.260.] 

In ‘Oscar’ whether it’s the local barmaids or Hannah, or Simeon’s daughters in his novella, these women are exploited purely for the lust of the men involved who again ‘own’ these women in their own heads. But even in their exploitation and suffering, these women have had a voice down the years. Jonathan Dollimore says ‘ According to Marx, men and women make their own history but not in conditions of their own choosing.’[footnoteRef:40] Cultural materialism theory would suggest that the period of history and its cultural norms at that given time, gave the women in the tales a voice, but not in a condition of their choosing. The two sisters, Elsa and Bess, who remained at home with Simeon, combine in a unified sisterhood to ensure the third daughter, their sister Eleanor, does not suffer the same fate as them. Bess implores Ben, ‘ Make her (Eleanor) your friend. Be with her all the time. Whatever else you do, keep her away from my father as if he were a plague.’[footnoteRef:41] It is Gwyn Thomas who provides hope for the daughter’s of Simeon at the end, if they can break free of their former reliance on Simeon, whereas in ‘My People’ Caradoc Evans serves up death and madness as the ending for Nanni and Matilda. I will refer to Evans’s tale endings shortly. [40:  Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural Materialism, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), p . 3.]  [41:   Thomas, pp. 286-287.] 
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Your Opinion

At this stage in a presentation the presenter usually asks, ‘Are there any questions?’ and is met by blank expressions and silence from the floor. Instead I would like your thoughts on the following aspects of my presentation to initiate discussion:

· Is Landscape an important element in the writing of Welsh Literature today?
· Do you think Caradoc Evans ‘gloomy endings’ detract or add to his stories in ‘My People’?
· Gwyn Thomas lightens his stories with dark humour. Was he right to do so or is the subject matter, i.e. – incest, in ‘Simeon’ too serious an issue to inject humour into it?


Thank you for listening to my presentation. I hope you gained something from it.









Class Handout of Useful Quotations and Passages from Books.

‘Melanoid Mountains, Malevolent Men and Maltreated Maids’
Bernadette Horton HPEN5012


Please refer to PowerPoint slides


Slide 2 -  ‘I write because I believe that the cesspools of West Wales should be stirred up because I want to see my people freed from religious tyranny, because I love my country so much, I would exhibit her sores that they may be healed’ 
Caradoc Evans quoted by Jane Aaron in Welsh Gothic.

The ‘revenge of the novel’ was also the revenge of the novelist upon the hypocritical, chapel-dominated society which he (Evans) devoutly believed had humiliated his family.’
M.Wynn-Thomas in The Times

Slide 3 – ‘The immediate landscape, the physical presence of industrial development, in the era of steam and coal, is almost invariably dark, smoke-ridden, huddled.’
Raymond Williams

‘There was a lot of fierce competition in the line of being worst-off where we lived.’
Ben in ‘Simeon’

Slide 4- ‘An Alliance between a landed class and a rural peasantry can be sustained by an appeal to their common sense of nationhood’.
David L. Adamson

‘In “My People” there is no escape from the chapel (---) Zion’s leaders proclaim themselves the messengers of a sadistic and avaricious God and feed on the superstitious worship of its impoverished congregation, bullying it into submission with the threat of hellfire.’ Jane Aaron.

‘The movement towards the industrial novel is then (---)a movement towards describing what it is like to live in hell and slowly (---) what it is like to get used to it, to grow up in it, to see it as home.’
Raymond Williams

Slide 5. - ‘ Her labour was wanted in the fields. It was the property of the community, the community which paid her three shillings and ninepence a week.’  Evans, describing Nanni in ‘Be this her Memorial.’

‘According to Marx, men and women make their own history but not in conditions of their own choosing.’ Jonathan Dollimore.
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Adamson, David, L. Class, Ideology and the Nation,  (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991). Adamson provided information of a shared nationhood and a possible explanation for why the peasantry simply put up with their lot in life and that is a shared religion with the ruling class. In his chapter ‘The Marxist Tradition’ he also talks about the ‘imagery of nation’[footnoteRef:42] which explains a lot about the peasantry in ‘My People.’ [42:  David L. Adamson, Class, Ideology and the Nation,  (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1991), p . 35] 
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Thomas, Gwyn, The Dark Philosophers, Foreword by Elaine Morgan, Library of Wales edn, (Carmarthen: Parthian, 2006). Obviously, the main primary text was used to source passages throughout the presentation.
 Williams, Raymond,  Who speaks for Wales? : Nation, Culture, Identity ed.by Daniel Williams (Llandybie : University of Wales Press, 2003). Williams highlights the effects of the Welsh industrial landscape and also of the industrial novel in the chapter of this book  on the ‘Welsh Industrial Novel.’ Other than Williams, there is very little written on the Welsh Industrial landscape.
Wynn-Thomas, M.  ‘Latin American fiction and reality’, The Times Literary Supplement, 30 January 1987. This interesting article lighted upon the phrase ‘revenge of the novel’ but was actually verbally presented concerning the origins of the Latin American novel. Upon hearing this lecture, Wynn-Thomas applied this concept to ‘My People’ and of Caradoc Evans which gave an interesting added dimension on Evans’s intentions on writing the book.
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