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A review of Pigeon, written by Alys Conran

Topic: Rugged beauty and Self-protection
Sometimes the only thing that is left for us to do is to build walls to protect ourselves.  Alys Conran’s debut novel Pigeon shows how, for its central character, childhood traumas affect him throughout his life – and all he can do is build walls to protect himself. Throughout the novel, Welsh writer Conran uses a variety of writing styles and techniques to enhance the reader's experience 
The story of the eponymous Pigeon takes place in a slate-mining town in North Wales that is surrounded by rugged beauty. Conran crucially uses her story to create a dramatic, picturesque Wales through the book. In the narrative, the author uses frequent personification, similes and metaphors such as "Stubborn against the grey of the hill”, “mountains like fists", "rain gathers like a riot" which describe the setting in a way that enables the reader to visualize it in quite visceral terms.
The central character of the novel is Pigeon himself – which is also the name of a bird, of course. According to Conran, the pigeon is the bird that receives the least attention of all birds. Throughout the novel, the character Pigeon is met with the same treatment. He gets next to no attention from his abused and struggling ‘mam’ (Conran carefully using the standard Welsh form for ‘mother’) and is sent to live in a shed. Furthermore, the bird pigeon is called a homing bird which means that no matter how far it travels, it will always return home. 
Conran must be commended for how acts of love and commitment are exemplified throughout the novel. However, the act of love that stood out was that of Pigeon for his friend Iola. Pigeon, knowing he did not commit the act of killing his stepdad, refused to say it was his friend Iola who did it – and thus suffered the consequences himself. ‘Go home Iola, act like this is nothing to do with you’ was Pigeon’s response to Iola after she committed the act that he took the blame for. Although this type of self-sacrificing love is difficult to model – perhaps especially in today’s world where the basic act of self-survival becomes a brutal necessity – Conran reassures the reader there is still hope.
Language in the book is a medium to foster a people’s identity -– though, it can also be a barrier to full communication. Though the book was written in English there is evidence of the Welsh language present throughout the narrative. ‘Aw ni mewn’ / ‘Ar noson dywyll’ are statements made by Pigeon in Welsh – demonstrating the centrality of the language to his identity. Indeed, this shows the cultural power of language in the sense that it crucially functions as a social glue that unites a people. However, when Pigeon returns home after spending time in England, he has apparently lost his willingness to communicate in Welsh. Thus, Iola feels as though there is no longer any connection between Pigeon and herself after this point: ‘He won’t talk’ / ‘Just not properly. Not in Welsh’/ ‘Empty names in fake English’. These are all Iola’s responses to Pigeon speaking English, which makes crystal clear to the reader how disconnected she is from him after his linguistic character changes. The author emphasizes this sense of language as social glue when Pigeon responds to Iola in Welsh after he learns English: ‘“Welai chdi eto rywbrd ta?” I say then in Welsh, to pretend we’re still friends.’

However, the book isn’t just about language and identity. In a world where domestic abuse is worryingly prevalent, Pigeon demonstrates how domestic abuse affects not only the person who is experiencing the abuse but also those who witness it.  As a reader, I was also affected emotionally reading about the domestic abuse Conran depicts for it brought home very starkly the fact that no one should ever have to be experiencing abuse in any way, shape, or form. The book thus shows such suffering in brutal terms: ‘He came home crushing through the door angry and drunk and he goes for her’/ ‘Pigeon mam is screaming and begging him so that it tears you apart’. Such descriptions, frankly, tore me apart too – showing acts of cruelty that no one should ever have to experience. Of course, such incidents also affected Pigeon himself, as witness to all the abuse. Thus, Pigeon himself becomes violent, in order to protect and save his mam: ‘And Pigeon does it, he smacks him full in the stomach.’ This may look as though the author is promoting violence, but it is far more a demonstration of a person’s right to protect and save their mother in the face of cruel abuse.

I thoroughly recommend this book as a moving and insightful look at neglected lives. But could it have been improved? Although the author was well versed throughout the novel with the use of her descriptive ability to create visual imagery within the reader’s mind of the different settings, for example, I believe that some photographs of these settings would have left an even more lasting impression on the reader’s mind. Furthermore, rather than simply numbering the chapter, Conran could usefully have named them, thus allowing the reader to have a greater sense of the progression of the book’s plot. Ultimately, though, I would class Pigeon as a great novel – beautifully written, capturing both scenic beauty and troubled character in a language that was precise and easy to understand. Therefore, I would suggest to bookworms to add this fascinating young novelist to their repertoire. 














Review of ‘The Book of Idiots’ written by Christopher Meredith
Topic: Just before death strikes.
Following a diagnosis of an illness that could be fatal, leading a healthier life would be the most sensible action to take. Nevertheless, in the novel The Book of Idiots, one of the central characters (Wil Daniel) demonstrates precisely why the book has its title by continuing to consume alcohol and cigarettes, even though he has cancer. The book narrates how Wil tries to reconnect with his country’s history as well as his own past before he dies. The novel also shows how death, as a part of life, happens so casually – something that is always a challenge to understand. As early as chapter two of the novel, Meredith highlights the uncertainty of death.  The narrator, Dean, explains how he witnessed an accident on his way home one day – a lorry apparently coming from nowhere and taking the lives of the occupants of both the car and the lorry itself. As the narrator puts it, bewildered: “The lorry was suddenly there in the middle lane”. Meredith’s novel seems to suggest that, just like the lorry, death can come from nowhere. 

Throughout the novel, Meredith’s skill of using radical discontinuity as a writing style cannot go unnoticed. In the opening chapter, the narrator looks back fondly at his childhood days when he would participate in the game of 'best man’s fall'. The next chapter describes the accident with the lorry, whilst chapter three narrates the time he spends in the afternoon with a man called Jeff at the swimming pool. It is genuinely hard to see the connections between the chapters, with the discontinuity between them being strikingly apparent. This type of writing may seem confusing for readers, as it was for me at first, but as you progress deeper into the book you begin to realize that the writer is assembling the bits of the novel like a jigsaw puzzle - and it is up to the reader to put all the pieces together.
Another quality that’s strikingly apparent is how often the technique of bathos is used by the author. Meredith had an impressive knack for drawing the reader into the story, creating a suspenseful atmosphere of anticipation regarding the eventual outcome only to present an anticlimax.  For instance, I was intrigued by the hike Dean and Wil take to see the ‘Revenge Stone’: Meredith builds up the anticipation about reaching this historic location - only for the reader to be hit with the very downbeat comment by Wil that it “Looks like the Parks people have been tidying up again”/.  This conclusion to my expectation was a bit of a letdown since I had been looking forward to reading about the stone. Some individuals may not find this approach interesting, but I think this kind of writing makes the book enjoyable to read – indeed, oftentimes actively amusing - and draws the reader in.
It must however be stated that even though Meredith is very versed in the use of these techniques I believe his deployment of description was underpowered. As a reader, I like to visually capture the different settings throughout a novel and unfortunately, I was unable to do so while reading this novel. For example, Meredith approaches location with explanations such as “We went on in the mountains” and “We live in mountains”. These lines mentioned in the book without any descriptive words did not create a visual picture in the mind of this reader.  The writer could have opted to use certain descriptive words to provide readers with a frame of reference and to set the tone for them to form their own images. However, the only descriptive language used is the colorful language employed by the author throughout the novel which was explicit in nature – the dialogue certainly pulls no punches in this respect.

Despite this minor blunder, The Book of Idiots emphasizes how the heritage and traditions of Wales are gradually vanishing. Meredith highlights this in chapter eight when Dean and Wil go on the hike to the revenge stone which is important in terms of Welsh history. However, it does not get much attention: as Wil says, “Cept nobody’s fucking heard of it”. Wil’s tone – that use of explicit language in particular – suggests clearly that he is very upset at the fact that something of such historical importance is not being talked about. Wil also expresses his disappointment in how the place is being kept: as he observes, “I wandered the sheepshitten crater of the fort’. Meredith is making it clear that not only is the subject of history being neglected, but also that the corresponding historical sites are not being maintained. Wil's determination to uncover the past of Wales reflects the author's enthusiasm for the history of his homeland.

In contemporary society, your level of masculinity depends on how well you can suppress your fears and weaknesses, and Meredith brings this to the forefront in this novel. This is evident, for example, when Dean and Wil go on a parachute jump and both are riddled with fear – but both pretend they were not. This is to protect their masculinity. Wil’s refusal to tell his wife or friends what he is going through also highlights how men have difficulty communicating their weaknesses to their nearest and dearest: “He turned up for a pint on the weekend and never mentioned it”; You should have told Karen”. These are Dean’s responses when he realizes that something wrong with his friend. As men, we must be reminded that it is ok to have fears and weaknesses and it does not make us less of a man to show them.
In my estimation, then, even though one of the main topics that drive the novel is death, Meredith's utilization of various literary devices and approaches combined with his skillful manipulation of humor make The Book of Idiots one that merits a very wide readership. Death might not be funny; but Meredith’s novel tackles it with considerable humour.










Review of the film Beyond the Blackboard written by Camille Thomasson

Topic: Above and Beyond
If going beyond the call of duty is anything to live by then the film Beyond the Blackboard is the epitome of such an attitude. This Hallmark ‘Hall of Fame’ film, which is based on the book “Nobody Don’t have Nobody”, was written by Camille Thomasson and directed by Jeff Bleckner. The film shows how a young and enthusiastic teacher, Stacy Bess, is going beyond her call of duty at a “stop-gap measure” shelter school to positively impact her students’ life – also leaving a remarkable impression on the minds of educators and viewers alike. Teaching is a profession that is not only done within the classroom, but it also sometimes requires going “beyond the blackboard”. Thus, the title of the film symbolically emphasizes the idea that the purpose of the teacher, Miss Stacy, is to support and care for her students unconditionally by going beyond mere professional commitments.

The excellent move by Thomasson to use literary devices such as symbolism and flashback is able to convey a deeper meaning of the film to the viewers. Symbolism was evident in the title of the film which hints to the audience that someone would do something beyond the call of duty. Also, at the beginning of the film, there are flashbacks of Miss Stacy telling her audience “I always wanted to be a teacher” and “school was a safe place where I had a glimpse of whom I wanted to be”. These lines indicated to the audience that Stacy may become a teacher. Although these literary devices are just hints to the audience, they are strategically placed at the beginning of the film to confirm Miss Stacy’s purpose, which would later be revealed. An excellent creative move by Thomasson.
Sometimes, even though a person may be enthusiastic about what they do, there are times when they need someone to motivate them. Miss Stacy is very enthusiastic about her job but has to face so many difficulties that there are times she wanted to quit. However, her husband Mr. Bess was always there to give her that extra push: “You have 6 months”, he says at one point; and at another “Are you going to kick some ass?”. These are Mr. Bess’s responses to his wife after she came home not motivated to return to work.  Also, Mr. Bess is always ready to support his wife and never discouraged her from fulfilling her purpose. Additionally, Mr. Bess agreeing to teach the children baseball during their summer break further exemplified the love and supportiveness he has for his wife. Indeed, the support that Miss Bess received from the occupants of the shelter must not go unnoticed for I believe this played a vital role in motivating her to continue fulfilling her purpose. 
The setting depicts one of poverty – after all, it is a shelter for homeless people. Thomasson highlights how poverty can adversely impact children and their learning. Sam, a student in Miss Bess’s class, is unable to take a test because his stomach was hurting from having nothing to eat. Also, his mother took him and his sister out of the class because they had chores at home to do. This was a very emotional scene for me because I was taken aback by my own experience with poverty. Furthermore, children are innocent and should not have to face these difficult situations that prevent them from being present at school.

To further highlight the name of the film, Thomasson strategically allows Miss Bess to encounter Dr. Ross who is the school district representative. Miss Bess tries to source school supplies and materials from Dr. Ross for the school so she can effectively carry out her duty, but Dr. Ross would often caution her that the “kids are on their way to Juve”. He would also remind her that the school has no name, implying that it does not require any special attention. However, although Miss. Bess is visibly upset after each encounter because of the lack of support, it did not deter her from wanting to positively impact her students. Therefore, she again went “beyond the blackboard” by sacrificing her weekends to ensure that her once deplorable and neglected classroom is transformed into one that is conducive to learning. Miss Bess even spends her own money to get supplies for the classroom so she can effectively teach her students.  This scene still leaves me deeply affected as both a viewer and a teacher myself: how can one sacrifice their time and money that should be used for their kids for children who are not theirs? This is moving and sets a profound example to educators in general.

Although the film was very inspirational, I believe the writer is being ambitious when he allowed Miss Bess to tame Danny after her first encounter with him. Danny is the opposite of a perfect student: he used to jeer Miss Stacy, bully the younger students, and was also smoking. To allow Miss Bess to have Danny make such changes to his behavior after one encounter is sending a wrong message to new and upcoming educators. With these types of behavioral problems, I believe it is impossible for any teacher, regardless of how good they are, to change a child with such behavioral problems after one encounter. Thomasson needed to take his head out of the sand on this particular issue – which felt disappointingly unrealistic.

This mis-step to one side, the film ‘Beyond the Blackboard” is a must-watch, especially for present and future educators. It presents the idea that our interactions with the people we meet and the experiences we encounter are paths to our purpose. The film also acts as a very personal reminder to me, as an educator, that sometimes we must go beyond the call of duty in order to make a difference in the lives of the students that are placed in our care.
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