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FANTASTIC FICTIONS: WALES AND WELSH MEN IN THE PLAYS OF ED THOMAS  

I,  as much as any other person, am searching for a path, for meaning. My job as fiction-maker is to make up fiction because good fictions tell good truths.

The fantastic can be seen as an art of estrangement, resisting closure, opening structures which categorise experience in the name of a ‘human reality.’
 


Two talking heads, talking bullshit in limbo
 

In 1994 Ed Thomas collaborated with the artist Iwan Bala to create a forty-five minute installation piece, Hiraeth/Strangers in Conversation, in which two disembodied heads, their eyes blanked out and their faces and hair encrusted with what looks like plaster, appear out of nowhere and start to speak. There is neither action nor a recognisable plot, just ‘two talking heads, talking bullshit in limbo.’ The talking heads are given the names of two characters, Gwenny and Tyrone, from two of Thomas’s earlier plays but they have no individual existence; their ‘conversation’ is interesting because of its piecemeal evocations of the earlier plays rather than because it reveals their ‘humanity.’ The audience is both distanced and intrigued by this strategy, seeking to trace and decode textual allusions rather than empathize with psychologically real individuals. The romance plot, that mechanism whereby the spectators are drawn to identify with the desiring characters, here appears farcical. When Tyrone attempts to seduce her - ‘haven’t you heard of a whirlwind romance?’ - Gwenny incredulously dismisses the proposition: ‘Romance? In these circumstances?’
   Locked into conventional gender expectations he then switches to stylised accusations that she doesn’t ‘understand’ him, while she reveals a background of madness and violation in response. Then, bizarrely, he recalls fishing a severed head that continued to talk out of the sea. There seems to be no connection between these characters and they are only able to come to an understanding when, talking about the food and drink each yearns for from earlier, freer times, they agree on the ‘heavenly’ status of a safe and domestic moment: ‘shortbread biscuits dunked in tea until they’re soft.’

Why do I start here, with this strange, generic hybrid of a piece, a fantastical sketch in which nothing happens? Thomas is hardly a traditional playwright but even for him this is an extraordinary departure from conventional theatre practice, one that violates every guideline for writing drama. Indeed, he has noted himself that he wouldn’t ‘be comfortable about performing it without [its] particular context’.
 Yet, despite such reservations about its status as a free-standing work, the sketch provides a useful starting point for a consideration of Thomas’s work as a whole. 

Firstly, it serves as an illustration of his innovative practice and, in particular, his dismissal of the naturalistic ‘well-made play’ which he defines as rooted in ‘certainty, built on argument, counter-argument and a message’.
 Hiraeth demonstrates his preference for an art that refuses such logical progression, one that opens up debate:
 ‘I want to be taken to a landscape of imagination where I am forced to question.
  The ‘landscape of imagination’ that is Hiraeth demonstrates wonderfully the ways that  character is created out of words inherited from the past, and how the construction of gender emerges in patterns of language and expectations rather than being intrinsic to an autonomous self. As a sketch, Hiraeth demonstrates Thomas’s practice with more clarity than the developed and plotted drama. Thomas explains that he writes by starting with a landscape of alienation and blocks of dream-like, disembodied language, only later distilling this material into character and plot.
 In Hiraeth the process of distillation appears deliberately suspended, the voices seemingly hanging, unfixed, in the air.

Rather than depend on conventional dramatic principles, Thomas here draws on his installation partner for alternative ways of shaping meaning. Bala’s artwork places memories and images from previous work on, over and against each other to generate new pieces, producing a palimpsest which develops and highlights his recurrent themes and preoccupations. Hiraeth secondly, therefore, proves valuable as a palimpsest that registers Thomas’s characteristic concerns. It testifies, in particular, to his fascination with storytelling, especially of forgotten or hidden stories, his interest in histories and myths of personal and cultural pasts and his perception of character as emerging out of - rather than separate from - a symbolic landscape defined by such multiple histories. Even the characteristic focus on the dysfunctional family surfaces in the transparent code of Gwenny’s story of rape and mutilation. The ‘stranger’ who did it drives past two orphaned foals standing by a dead horse while a father and daughter, Frank and Nancy Sinatra, sing ‘I love you’ on the car stereo.

Thirdly, and finally, the sketch reveals Thomas’s preoccupation with the imagination, seen as defamiliarising an audience’s ordinary world in its construction of strange new alternatives. Thomas’s theatre is political in that it aims always to elicit a response. His concern with marginalised voices, especially those of Wales, is closely connected to this insistence on the transformative effects of the imagination. Gwenny’s words resonate throughout the drama: ‘our only hope of survival is that someone out there will hear our stories and do something about it.’
  

As a coda it is significant that the governing myth of this bizarre exploratory moment is that of Orpheus. The two stories associated with this classical myth assert the ability of art to traverse the fixed boundaries of the given world. In the first, Orpheus used his poetry to gain admission to the underworld and, through his art, almost succeeds in summoning his beloved Eurydice back from the tomb. He fails, as he must do. She is forced to return to the grave when he confuses art for life and gazes at her directly. In the second tale of the singing head, his poetic voice transcends the reality principle denoted by his bodily death. It is a powerful myth for a writer who writes against the tide, in Thomas’s case, seeking to create new narratives for a modern Wales. In Hiraeth, as in the Orphic paradigm, the characters escape limbo through their voices, their survival made possible through the stories that they tell. Gwenny refuses to be a victim of her circumstances, telling Tyrone:’ At least you still have a voice. Some people I know can’t talk at all. They just sit in the corner in silence. And there’s nothing worse than silence when you’ve got something to say.’

Fantastical fictions: estranging and renewing Wales

My country aint in my head Carlyle! My country is real … I’ve been there … I’ve been on fishing expeditions with the finest men and women you could meet in your life, film and television executives…. I SAW FISH. I SAW FISH IN THE WATER. I FUCKING SAW FISH IN THE WATER (pp.48-49)

Although Hiraeth provides a good introduction to Thomas’s practice and general preoccupations, his specific interest in matters Welsh is more evident in the longer plays. While he is happy to define himself as ‘a Welsh writer… one who writes about his own square mile’,
 he avoids the constricting binaries of black and white, of Welsh and English oppositions.
 He is careful to qualify his definition by drawing on current debates and insisting on the necessity of seeing Wales as an 'imagined nation’
 that must be ceaselessly re-imagined in its complex actuality.
 In Song from a Forgotten City only television executives and marketing operators confuse the simplifications of outmoded stereotypes for real thing. This section’s epigraph, depicting the horrified reaction of Jackson, the media promoter in Song for a Forgotten City, to the suggestion that ‘the only country you’ve got is the country in your head’ demonstrates that Thomas plays dramatically with such confusion - but the drama as a whole also shows how such clichés infect and paralyse the imagination. Chasing low-grade thrillers and nostalgia coded as social realism, Jackson prefers stereotypes to a complex reality and won’t even consider commissioning what he calls ‘heavy art shit’: ‘I want bums on seats and eyes on stalks’ (p.45).  And, of course, the figure of Jackson speaks from within Carlyle, the writer’s, head. 

Selecting three pervasive stereotypes of the Welsh, Thomas highlights their temporal construction, pointing out that ‘in the Wales of the future the coal mines will have disappeared, our ability to compete internationally on the Rugby field may or may not exist, [and] the Eisteddfod may or may not exist.’
  The first and most powerful of these stereotypes is significantly associated not just with the Welsh Tourist Board but with the fledgling tradition of Welsh writing in English, affecting therefore not only the marketing of Wales but the imaginative choices of its writers. Jane Aaron usefully summarises the ‘traditional view of what Welsh fiction had to offer’ in the introduction to her collection of Welsh women’s short stories: 

During the 1920s and 1930s, the English-speaking voice of Wales became identified with  that of the worker in the coal mines and the iron and steel industries of south Wales. Welsh novelists and short story writers characteristically wrote of and for the human communities from which they sprung, expressing and identifying with the struggles of the working class during years of economic depression and industrial strife
 

Aaron goes on to point out that this tradition is strongly gendered: women were marginalised within the labour movement in ways that ‘made it difficult for them to imagine themselves as suitable spokespersons for their communities.’
 

Thomas is not alone among Welsh writers from post-industrial communities in seeking to explode stereotypes and re-imagine Wales from a perspective that focuses on the excluded - those who have lost a sense of their own agency through history - in ways that often emphasises elements of mythmaking and fantasy.
 During the 1980s the close-knit mining communities were devastated first by the disastrous 1983 strike and then by the massive pit closures that followed in its wake. The powerful working class movements of the past have fragmented and the social realist model of the industrial novel which spoke for them seems now as irrelevant to men writing in Wales as it once did to women. 

In 1988 House of America focused on a dysfunctional family to explore the suicidal fantasies of a community as much overwhelmed by another culture as by the cold winds of economics. Ten years later, in Gas Station Angel, fantasy is viewed more positively. Ace has made up fantastic stories since a child and explains why: ‘Life in storyland I could control, the on-going war against the sea and real life I couldn’t’ (p.299). Set against the reality principle embodied in male-dominated bureaucracies, it is significant that these stories derive from his mother:

MARY ANNIE:
Magical things can still happen in this cruel world see. You’ve just got to know where to look that’s all.

ACE: So I believed. In stories and mysteries and magic. Stories were good. Life had the sea and the council.

(p.301)

The stereotypes idealised by television, heritage and tourist boards - the working class hero, the Rugby star and the Eisteddfod winner - are almost entirely male.
 This is not unsurprising, given that authority is defined as masculine, that subordinated nations struggle to establish self-determination and to throw off the feminisation associated with such subordination. 
 As the industrial fiction demonstrates. the strong male stereotypes that express the ‘Land of … Fathers’ simplify and normalise, asserting dignify by denying the emasculating effect of poverty and exclusion. In rejecting such simplifications and seeking to address directly the fact of marginalisation, Thomas must accept that his new mythology requires new, more complex and more fluid visions of men.

Complicating men: from the New Wales Trilogy to Work, 1995-1997

It is the name-of-the-father that we must recognise as the support of the symbolic function, which, from the dawn of history has identified his person with the figure of the law.

The symbolic father is the (ideal) embodiment of paternal authority, the locus from which patriarchal law and language come.

I’m pretty obsessed in my plays with absent fathers. I can’t analyse that.

As the epigraphs suggest, the absent father seem to serve as an index of a more general powerlessness. Thomas’s obsession with absent fathers leads him to investigate the rivalry of fatherless sons; in psychological terms, of sons without access to the authority of the law. For Freud the family is both actually and symbolically the nurse and inhibitor of the individual voice; the paternal function is to introduce the wider public world to the child. More abstractly, for Lacan, following and developing Freud, the symbolic father (the name-of-the-father) provides access to the symbolic order of language and the law, that which is beyond the mother-child dyad. In wanting to develop their own stories or want others to hear those that already exist, Thomas’s characters seek access to this symbolic order. Cora Kaplan draws on psychoanalytic theory, in her meditation on the relation of  imaginative writing and gender, pointing out that ‘the desire to write imaginative poetry and prose was and is a demand for access to and parity within the law and myth-making groups of society’
 and is characteristic of those excluded from power. Psychoanalytic criticism thus provides valuable means of explaining Thomas’s fascination with the absent paternal figure. 

The ubiquity of absent fathers in Thomas’s pressurised families hence suggests a world that lacks both language and law. House of America is the archetypal example, setting two equally, if differently, damaged brothers in conflict with each other in their relation to the absent father and present mother. The internecine violence is more pronounced in the (earlier) stage version of the play where the younger, Boyo, murders his brother Sid, moving inwards with Sid’s suicide in the film. In Flowers on a Dead Red Sea two paranoid and competitive slaughtermen, Mock and Joe - who may be brothers - fear and struggle with an absent authority figure, Cragg. Mock crumples after hearing of his father’s death. Martin Bratton, the idealistic young man who died in the attempt to fly ‘east from the gantry’ in the play of that name indicates a lost possibility in a world dominated by random events. The pervasiveness of Thomas’s concern with difficult masculinity means that  Katie Gramich’s perceptive study of  the role allocated to the mother and to ‘the female in general’ within the claustrophobic drama, foregrounds the ‘apparently rigid world of patriarchal inheritance and parricide’ and comments that ‘the dramas are littered with dead, buried, or lost fathers, with questing sons, rival brothers’.
 Gramich is troubled by what she sees as a reliance on ‘clichéd notions of female identity: the succouring mother, the slut with a heart of gold, the dutiful but deranged daughter’,
  but suggests that through the postmodern play with stereotypes within his non-naturalistic drama, Thomas’s ‘habitual mockery of macho roles and behaviour’ serves to unsettle the status quo. 

Mockery is indeed one of the dominant notes of the ‘New Wales Trilogy’ (House of America, Flowers of the Dead Red Sea and East from the Gantry), a series of playtexts that explore alienation and cultural commodification. Flowers, the central play in the Trilogy, depicts a world of shame and death where, though one slaughterman (significantly called Mock) claims that ‘I WILL FIND A SOLUTION. I WILL WRESTLE FOR AN ANSWER,’ and tries to stem the ‘red sea’ of meaningless death by emphasising his craftsmanship and limiting his daily kills.
 The other man, Joe, glories in a savage nihilism: ‘I don’t care about accidents. I don’t care about craftsmanship, sheep, people or beasts. I care about fuck all. I JUST FEEL LIKE KILLING, THAT’S ALL’
. All around them rusting domestic detritus falls dangerously out of the sky - prams, microwaves, kettles. The bleak associations of men with killing and the killing with a masculine fear of what’s hidden in the dark are only slightly alleviated by the memory of a woman artist who might - or might not - have loved Mock: ‘she said art can save culture.’

Flowers of the Dead Red Sea unsettles rather than satisfies, closing with a reference back to a culture hidden within the text, detectable in the unconscious shame Mock expresses while asleep, in the loss of his father and in the constant allusions to drowning. It emerges briefly in the anguished words that explain why Mock does not know who he is:

Everything floats past my ears, past my lips, a million words passing, a whole language, a way of life, a people drowning, a mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, daughter, son, brother passing by.
  

The reference is to Tryweryn and the culture that the artist promises to save is that of Wales. It is a role that Thomas accepts in his desire to reinvent Welsh identity in a new kind of Welsh theatre.
  It also explains the play’s final scene which counterpoints what seems to be the victory of naked power and a savage consumerism, with two, implicitly linked images: one of art, pictured as a woman dancing on the red sea, and one of the tenacious human subject, Mock, hanging suspended like a carcass from a hook but asserting, with dignity, in this rapacious world, the ancient Welsh claim of survival against impossible odds: ‘I am still here’ (yma o hyd).

Such beliefs in the power of art and the dignity of the human subject sit uneasily with what Gramich sees as Thomas’s postmodern practice. She reads the intertextuality of his work as an expression of ‘the impossibility of tragedy in a postmodern age.  He can allude to tragedy, plagiarise it, play with it irrelevantly or longingly, but he can’t have it’.
 Gramich justifies this view by claiming that Thomas’s characters cannot achieve anagorisis or self realisation because they are not conceived as free choosing agents but created out of a compulsive intertextual play of prior - more a palimpsest than a classical tragedy. However it is possible to read the failure of Thomas’s characters to achieve anagorisis quite differently. One way might be to see it to another kind of tragedy, more akin to the Jacobean tragedy of the misfit struggling within nets of autocratic power, a tragic mode that glories in intertextual references and focuses on transgression and transgressive desire, frequently within families within which the authority principle is hopelessly corrupt.
 Another way might be to see Thomas’s writing as emerging out of a long history of silenced voices rather than out of a present of postmodern inauthenticity and loss: an approach that would explain both the emphasis on the active function of art and the humanity of the subject. Such a view would suggest that Thomas’s work be considered as more postcolonial than postmodern. Indeed Thomas’s work fits perfectly into the kinds of writings that David Punter calls the ‘postcolonial imaginings’ not only of previously colonised nations, but of a new world order he convincingly argues is dominated by American neo-colonialism.
 As a Gothic scholar Punter, like Gramich, is concerned with the ways that the Primal scene and the Oedipal crises that inform the literary texts he examines, but he also sees those texts locked into the distorting histories of repression which result in a ‘compulsive intertextuality.’ If there is one thing that literature tells us it is 

that there is no return, no ‘recourse’ beyond text; just as for the postcolonial there can be no return, no recuperation, only a painful and already damaged work with materials that history has left us, distorted though those materials must inevitably be.

For a Welsh writer such as Thomas, these damaged inheritances include the stereotypes by which both the fractured and painful condition of negation is contained and the complicity of the damaged subject attained. The anger and nihilism of that inheritance is addressed most forcefully in the stage version of House of America, the first play of the New Wales Trilogy, and thus the first in a deliberate attempt to represent the ongoing effects of the unspoken histories. As an investigation of the sense of impotence felt by the communities left behind in the impersonal march of the free market, Thomas’s fantasy seems not only to be a more ‘truthful representation’ of reality
 than social realism and certainly more relevant to the lived experience of the communities that his characters inhabit than nostalgic idealisations of a vanished community spirit. 

New configurations create new meanings however, and the ordering and juxtaposition of the three plays in this volume suggests that Thomas’s concerns are changing - perhaps indicating a more secure sense of a contemporary Welsh identity and challenging an earlier sense of outrage and cultural impotence. Placing Song from a Forgotten City first, links the ‘death of the [traditional] author’ to his mockery of the rugby supporter.  In Song both minor and major characters comment on the outdated stereotype of the rugby supporter who celebrates Welsh victory by rapturously singing in healthy all-male company. There is no hero in the playscript of House of America where the struggle between the brothers ends with an anguished Boyo strangling a confused and frightened Sid. The screen play is different for Boyo (now a disabled rugby player) tries to save his brother and Sid is transformed into a more decisive figure who kills himself with an extravagant heroism, wearing the talismanic watch he removes from his father’s corpse. This is no mockery but a more compassionate view of the relations between men. Finally, in Gas Station Angel, the mockery is no longer aimed at macho or Welsh stereotypes, but reserved for the tacky management of the refurbished local pub or the lecherous supermarket supervisor, Keith. The hero, Ace, is quite different from Thomas’s earlier protagonists, he does not struggle with his brothers, he has a good relationship with his father, he falls in love with an independent ‘babe.’ Gas Station Angel offers a possibility of regeneration in the coupling of Ace and Bron and their shared vision of a world that includes Europe and Africa. Reading these three plays together produces a more hopeful response, in part because of the more positive revision of the masculine subject, in part because Thomas has shifted away from the debilitating legacy of the past to the concerns of the present. The film version of House of America links the Open Cast with American neo-colonialism; Ace and Bron discover each other in their shared scorn for the commodification of the commercial world. When Bron asks ‘who ever said SHOPPING WAS BEAUTIFUL?’ Ace responds, mesmerised, with ‘not me’ (p331).

Making things visible: Song from a Forgotten City

Our voices must be heard Night Porter, we must play our part on the world stage. We’ve got to show that the way we live, love and die means something, that we are part of the world, not unique but similar, universal, like small countries all over the world. …

I’m a writer trying to escape the corridors of the invisible who has come to the Angel to sing. (pp.42-43)

When Thomas conjures up the world of film noir in Song he does so not only to summon up a shadowy underworld of the imagination but to critique too easy an acceptance of its tenets and to examine its fit on the Welsh situation. The play opens with the Night Porter and Bellboy finding Carlyle’s corpse, then the action runs backwards until we arrive at the murder -and discover it is suicide. Carlyle is the ‘writer’ of this drama but he struggles to exert control over his characters. In an extraordinary conversation he alarms the Night Porter by informing him that he is a ‘minor character’ in a narrative in which he has no significant role: ‘You ever seen a Welsh Night Porter of a downtown hotel play a hero before? (p.41). He elaborates:

the voice of the Welsh Night-Porter is invisible in the pan national world of fiction, he and many of his ilk will be consigned to the dustbin of the insignificant forever (p.42)

When the Night Porter objects that he is ‘not insignificant,’ Carlyle draws attention to the wider picture: ‘I know that and you know that but who else in the world cares Night Porter?’ (p.41).  

Thomas’s concern with the value of silenced voices, with the recognition here of ‘minor characters,’ runs throughout his work and has already been mentioned in relation to Hiraeth. It is a question of ‘caring.’ All the characters of Song are damaged by their pasts and the question of ‘who cares’ reverberates throughout. Significantly neither of the two women mentioned in the play, both of whom are associated with the conventional attributes of love and nurturance, actually appears. It’s equally significant therefore that both have been ‘cut-up’ in the belly. The mother of one of the minor characters is said to have died in a car crash holding onto her bleeding belly. Carlyle sees a world ‘full of dead and missing mothers.’ Even his romantic dreams are tarnished by this viewpoint: ‘every time you look at a full moon on a starry night there is a mother who is looking at the same moon and dying. (p.114)

In Song, Thomas makes Carlyle desperate to put his invisible damaged life - and the invisible lives of those like the Night Porter - ‘on the map’; but that means changing the map, redrawing the city, fantasising 

a place you never knew existed … a place where you aint treated like a piece of shit. A place where you’re not fuck all squared. A place that counts on the scale of things. Is noted for something good. Is not invisible. (p.58)

Thomas is not alone in his fascination with landscape and the desire to find a space of respect and dignity in his own place. Edward Said sees this desire to discover imaginative resources at home as a defining characteristic of anti-imperialism, of cultures previously perceived only as the economic resources of another power: 

if there is anything that distinguishes the imagination of anti-imperialism, it is the primacy of the geographical in it. … To the imagination of anti-imperialism, our space at home in the peripheries has been usurped and put to use by outsiders for their purpose.

But, because this imaginations can never return to a world prior to this exploitation - to do so would be to deny the historical reality of what has happened - Said is careful to point out that 

it is therefore necessary to seek out, to map, to invent, or to discover a third nature, which is not pristine and pre-historical … but one which derives historically and abductively from the deprivations of the present.

And this is where Song starts: simultaneously foregrounding the old stereotypes of the Welshman, their destruction and the quest for a new sense of self and place. 

The play opens in Cardiff with the Welsh Rugby team losing to the English, an event that seems to paralyse and silence every Welshman in the (real) city. The Night-Porter - that unlikely figure from  film noir - recalls the traumatic experience of hearing about the defeat from an ‘underground’ place: a place that simultaneously evokes the Gothic underworld and the Welsh miner. But this underground place is concretely and comically imagined as a toilet cubicle in the Hayes where the Night Porter is smoking a spliff, drinking lager, eating liquorice allsorts, and looking up through the frosted glass at the street above him. The bizarre moment opens out into the space of fantasy:

Silence for eighty minutes (PAUSE) Then shouts. Footsteps. Heavy footsteps. Language. Tears. The crowd leaves the ground. Sixty thousand capacity. I estimate at least ten thousand walked above me with the heavy tread of defeat. (p.14)

Pumping up the emotional pressure, Thomas parodies the stereotypes mercilessly. Bellboy relates the anguish of a disappointed fisherman: 

Who’d have said ten years ago. Or five. Or three. THE WHOLE WORLD IS BEATING US AT OUR OWN FUCKING GAME. Who’d have said. … I’m fucked in the head. I’m Welsh and I’m fucked in the head. We’re losing. (pp.16-17.)

The overwrought responses culminate in Carlyle’s story of an old barman who, faced with a silent, mourning crowd, tries to sustain the myth of the singing Welsh:

DO YOU WANT THEM TO THINK WE CAN’T SING ANYMORE?  Do you? ‘No’ they said. ‘So sing you fuckers, SING!’ ‘We don’t know what to sing’ they said. ‘You sing the old songs that’ what you sing’ he said. ‘How do they go’ they asked’ ‘Go? They go like they always gone. Nobody’s changed the tune have they? Have they? Same tunes. Same songs.’(p.19) 

The despairing barman slashes his wrists with a broken glass, the ambulance fails to arrive and he bleeds to death... Yet this is no tragedy, just a story, a fantasy, faintly ridiculous, that opens onto a series of other, nested stories. When the characters ask plaintively where ‘the golden years’ have gone, the rhetorical question is answered literally: ‘in the shops/on video’ (p.21). Lamenting that ‘I was part of a nation that was fucking good at something’ (p.24), the Night Porter demonstrates the symbolism of the event as part of a widespread desire to belong to ‘something good’. The rugby defeat is a recognition of the wider loss which had been hidden, but perhaps it can now be recognised for its inadequacy, can lead to new beginnings, as in Thomas’s own dazzling fictions spun around a fictional writer’s quest for a vibrant metropolis.

Carlyle is a new hero - of sorts - confused and incoherent though he is. He is ticked off, for example, by his own characters. At one point the Night Porter warns Carlyle that if he doesn’t behave he’ll throw him out of the hotel: ‘just because I’m a minor character doesn’t mean you can go shouting at me, pointing guns at me!’ (p.118).  He certainly doesn’t appear to understand the dialogue he has, apparently, written and the Night Porter has to explain commonplace idiomatic phrases to him. Carlyle still doesn’t seem to understand although he does get terribly, and probably drunkenly, excited at the explanation: 

slang means we’re connected? …Part of something?… Something good?… We’re connected then … connected by the way we speak?  We speak the same language as dentists … Next time I see a dentist man, I’m going to feel a connection … me and him are going to be connected (pp.29-30). 

Considering the complexity and characteristic knowing qualities of Thomas’s work, it cannot be a coincidence that the name Carlyle summons up the great Victorian sage, one of whose most famous books meditated on the nature of the hero and the heroic in history.
 This Carlyle however is confused by stories about his origin and his personal name - a Cumbrian city? an American car? - and couldn’t be further from that learned and sophisticated cultural critic. No hero in the old sense, he is drunk, drugged and lives through his fantasies, weaving the narrative within which we find him, staging the death of the omniscient Victorian narrator by shooting himself in the head. The narrative of Song thus seeks to decentre the stereotyped hero, allowing minor characters a voice and playing with the very idea of authorial control.

 Song is one of the more fantastical of Thomas’s texts and as Rosemary Jackson points out, ‘fantasy has [always] tried to erode the pillars of society by un-doing categorical structures’
 The structure that is ‘un-done’ in Song is that of the primary category of all, the Lacanian name-of-the-father. She points out then when Plato designed his ideal rational city in The Republic he was keen to expel

all transgressive energies, all of those energies which have been seen to be expressed through the fantastic: eroticism, violence, madness, laughter, nightmares, dreams, blasphemy, lamentation, uncertainty, female energy, excess. … The fantastic is thus made invisible in Plato’s Republic and the tradition of high rationalism which it fostered.

This list could provide a useful summary of the energies welcomed in Thomas’s imagined city, one that brings what rationalism renders invisible into view. Jojo’s transvestism and the confusion of identities involved in his sex with Carlyle (p.85) - when he wears Yvonne’s skirt then he turns into Yvonne - provide the most obvious example. This ideal city is one addicted to excess, to the erotic energies of drugs and sex in particular, energies that threaten the established order but the play closes by revealing that this excessive mode is not what is outside the symbolic order of society but repressed in the figure of the father at its very heart.

Carlyle describes his father being caught by the mother in full drag: ‘her clothes, her underwear, wig, make-up, the whole jamboree’ (p.121). In an earlier version of Song the father dies of shame and Thomas allocates the wife the function of reasserting her husband’s normative masculinity by undressing him, putting him to bed and telling the doctor that he died ‘on the job’. In this version things are very different:

She said he made a noise. Like an animal noise. Like a wounded animal. In a trap. She said his face looked as if it was melting. [PAUSE] she’d never seen a man look so ashamed.

It is a quite extraordinary passage: as the transgressive father becomes visible he drops the binoculars and hence loses the ability to see (the scopophilic masculine gaze deemed so important in film criticism, particularly of  film noir), simultaneously losing access to language and, even, the very solidity of his physical self. In every way he thus loses his position as the stabilising phallic centre of the symbolic order. This loss is no tragedy however but a release into pleasure. Refusing the role of policing gender norms - ‘what the fuck did he think she was going to do?’ - the mother responds erotically: ‘she undressed him and took him to bed.’ 

In line with the Gothic elements of film noir, the cosy familiar image of Wales and the solid, masculine stereotypes associated with it, have fallen apart to reveal an uncanny space of excess and desire. Here there is no safe place: the action flickers between a hotel and an unheated squat that the spaced-out Carlyle thinks is a hotel; Rosie’s home has been burgled and the women have been cut up. Without a city in reality, Thomas conjures one out of a mixture of noir elements pasted over a culture defined by silence and loss: ‘a whole tradition vanished in front of our eyes … singing, dancing, winning at rugby’ (p.119). Though Song seems to exist purely in the imagination of its drunk, drugged and decentred author, it sets out the desire for the good place, a place that is a metropolis but also a place of nurturance and respect, for a home where men don’t have to assume mastery -

Like friends. A whole feast of friends. A giant family … a sparkling room where we all go to laugh … celebrations and success punctuated by … by laughing (p.99)

- for a place where a new country might be born in the Angel Hotel.

Being something: House of America
All his life he knew he could have been something, but something happened when he was young that stopped the real man from ever showing himself. …

He saw his pappy die (p.223)

Where Song from a Forgotten City exists in a no-man’s world without proper families or homes, House of America gives us both - only to defamiliarise them, disqualifying them from being the desired sites of security and laughter. Each is as fragile as the house of cards that serves as a leitmotif throughout. For of all Thomas’s plays, House of America focuses the most on the absent father and in both playscript and screen play the home is envisioned as the site of Oedipal tensions that cannot be resolved in his absence. The three adult children of the dysfunctional Lewis family are locked in an incestuous embrace with their mad mother, unable to function in the world outside, excluded from any assumption of authority in their exclusion from the public space of work. Two of the children are fixated on a consuming fantasy of the missing father as a figure of plenitude, a drifter who has escaped the tedium of ordinary life in the mode of  Kerouac’s On the Road. This is a dangerous fantasy however: below the lawless glamour, the drifter does not challenge the status quo but merely inverts its terms, accepting a position of powerlessness. Jonathan Culler warns of ‘the power of the reality principle to transform its enemies to its mirror image,’
 a valid point in the light of Sid and Gwenny’s uncritical acceptance of the American Dream. Culler goes on to insist that ‘we assert fantasy’s responsibility to resist before we accept Yeats’s formula: “In dreams begin responsibilities”.’ 

In the stage play Sid, who instigates the appalling charade, knows from the start that Kerouac did not find freedom on the road but ‘went half-mad in 1967, and died in [his] mother’s arms’.
 In the screenplay however Thomas removes this passage, changing both the relations between the siblings and the dramatic tensions by making Sid see his father die. The addition of scenes set in the ruined house that forms the father’s tomb, where Sid sits alone, weaving fantasies that idealise his dead father and fighting off memories of his mother burning bloodstained clothing, creates a sense of unbearable isolation. Early scenes of familial intimacy are thus rendered as much of a charade as the fantasy of Jack and Joyce. Boyo’s attempt to rescue Sid at the end of the film thus grants the understanding Sid craved for throughout his life and finally, in death, allows him dignity - a message emphasised by the director’s pieta-like composition of the shot of Boyo cradling Sid’s corpse. 

This change makes Sid a far more empathetic character. The fantasy about his father in America is explicable psychologically as the only way he can cope with his obscene burden and the powerful elaborations of rootlessness and loss signify his subliminal rejection of a maternal space perceived as threatening. The change alters the meaning of the joint fantasy with Gwenny too; in seeking to protect his sister and desperate for connection he offers her the fantasy that has made him able to cope. But Thomas makes Gwenny more like her mother in her demand for love and for a family, for something to make sense of the world around her in which she is always left behind, left out. Her response to the situation is therefore to overvalue the father she cannot remember and associate him with the all-powerful location of America
 and to seek to create an American family in his image. 

Kerouac romanticised himself as the travelling hero of his fictions but Sid and Gwenny are stuck at home and can only live through the texts at second-hand. They use them as scripts to obliterate themselves and turn into other people,
 seeking to identify themselves with the figure that they have associated with their missing father. Gwenny reveals this process when she links the year of her parents’ wedding with Kerouac and Jonson‘s first meeting (pp.114-15). But this identification is more than a personal proclivity: Man’s words reveal it to be part of a cycle of generational repetition - ‘why does [Sid] have to wear your father’s clothes? … Reminds me of her [the floozy] she does. … Gwenny.’ (pp.188-89) - that is part of the wider, dysfunctional culture. Thomas sees the American Dream as an ‘exportable myth …of freedom and equality [which] is wrapped in crass commercialism.’
 This absent father thus offers no escape to the problems of a culture under siege but, promoting the desire for access to the symbolic order of another society and another law, signals instead a seductive cultural death. The abandoned house, the ‘House of America’ where Sid creates his fantasies, in line with this, is a house of death. That Sid identifies so strongly with the father he saw die demonstrates the impossibility of escape through this dream. If anything else is needed to show the way that Kerouac’s mythology serves as a ‘mirror image’ and inversion of the reality principle for a small Welsh community - and hence as negation of its power to resist the domination of the powerful American corporation - it is Sid gazing into the mirror at his own reflection and murmuring ‘R.I.P.’ (p.204).

There are at least four houses in House of America but none of them serves the central function of the house as sheltering space, as home.
 The first is the American ranch in Banwen which has its uncanny double in the imaginary ranch in America: both are reflected in the derelict house where the father is buried and, symbolically, in the house of cards that cannot be made to stand up with any stability unless through the pretence of Sid’s glue of lies. In this unstable world of doubles and inversions the desire for a stable and nurturing home is rendered impossible outside the law of the given world. Like the men, the women of the Lewis family are condemned to transgressive repetitions, first to commit crimes within the family (murder, incest) and then to go mad. The film concludes with them together in the imaginary home that is the House of America, a place now revealed also as the place of madness, accepting jointly that America, the place of death, is where the beloved live.

Although the idealisation of America can be traced back over the past twenty years or so - after all the Lewis house is called ‘the ranch’ -  it is the arrival of the open cast that triggers the catastrophe by making the two sons aware of their own impotence as social agents. The decision to make the open cast operators American makes the film of House of America more than a tragedy of deindustrialisation; through the depiction of an American domination of both culture and economics, it becomes one of neo-colonialism. Thomas links the two directly: ‘the Dream is still a global phenomenon and America is eminently successful at exporting crap all over the world - Mickey Mouse, Macdonald and KFC.’
 In offering local employment the Open Cast offers the slim possibility of access to the world that counts, the world where things happen (Boyo’s friend Cat gets a decent second-hand car and drives to Swansea for example!) but it employs so very few people that it creates an even greater sense of exclusion than before: ‘it’s all Mickey Mouse’ says Sid, ‘small time, fourth division, second class toys ‘ (p.141). The Michigan Mining Company marks the return of the coal industry to a mining community in a new, yet more rapacious form. As in Song there is an intense desire to make this place mean something, be the good place, but it’s here curdled by the self-disgust of those who feel left behind in the global stakes. Sid bitterly refuses to believe that anything good could come out of Wales: 

It don’t matter if Cale came from fucking Banwen, he’s living in New York now, and I bet you that’s where he’ll stay. Huh, can you imagine Lou Reed walking around Banwen? Alright Lou? How’s it going wus, like on the wild side? Not cool enough for him, no way, probably never even heard of Wales. (p.134)

House of America thus bears out Said’s contention that postcolonial writing seeks to establish the homeland as a complex space defined through memory and imagination, with its own histories and stories. Such possibilities are lost with the ecological devastation cause by the coming of the open cast, a form of mining that tears the land apart, reducing it to a place without history, without landmarks, without stories: a pure resource, an uninhabitable place. Michigan Mining employs labourers, not miners, atomised servants of the corporate machine not comrades working together. Open cast mining thus serves as a perfect metaphor for the pitiless workings of the global market which, according to Punter, seeks to: 

abolish difference altogether; against the force of the apparently unalterable facts of geography and history, the two great putative salvations of our national and regional differences, free trade needs a world in which all is essentially the same, a terrain from which bodies have been conveniently removed.

But bodies have a habit of asserting themselves and two in particular haunt House of America. The corpse of the father, signifying abandonment, treachery and the lost possibilities of the past, is buried in the ruined house while the drugged, too-fertile body of the daughter, signifies the monstrous future of the decaying community through its incestuous pregnancy. This place with lies instead of history has become what Punter calls ‘a hysterically empty space’,
 where the body takes the place of speech and is condemned to sterile repetitions, where madness takes over.

House of America brilliantly explores the way that globalisation works as destructively on the cultural imagination as on the economic sphere. The free trade economy must encourage dissatisfaction if it is to expand its markets, must build on the ceaseless stimulation of desire for the unattainable. Robert Young adapts Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of ‘the desiring machine’ for his analysis of how such a distorted economy of desire is drawn to the forbidden, an attraction that leads to the ‘unlimited and ungovernable fertility of “unnatural unions”.’
 The sexual union of Sid and Gwenny in the maternal bed is an unholy example, its transgression amplified in a room historically and metaphorically splashed with the father’s blood. 

Where Sid and Gwenny identify with their absent father, Boyo, as his name suggests, is rooted in the family and identifies with their mother. Indeed Sid mocks him as a ‘Mammy’s boy’ (p.195). Yet, although hostile to the father he believes has abandoned them, he is as frustrated as his brother and desperately wants a traditionally pursuit to prove his masculinity. In the stage play Thomas makes him translate Brando’s famous ‘I could have been somebody’ into lost work possibilities,  rejecting Sid’s dreams: ‘I could have been a boxer, or a farmer, or a miner, or I don’t know. Something real, something to get your teeth into, not lies, lies, actors, films’.
 The screen play associates him more closely with Wales and a home-grown escape: ‘I could have played rugby for Banwen, for Cardiff, the World, the fucking lot, not sit in and watch bastard films, lies, fucking cloud cuckoo buckoo!’(p.147).

The brothers respond differently when their social impotence is confirmed by the savage beating they receive in the fight with the Americans. Sid drives off into fantasy but Boyo continues to try to operate in the social world. He becomes increasingly isolated as his family slides into madness and then his local pub, the only place of friendship and security left, is spoiled for him by the invasion of the Michigan men. In her meticulous study of the way that torture unpicks the entwined construction of self and world, Elaine Scarry shows how frequently it works by inverting the basic securities that enable both elements to come into being. Her analysis demonstrates the power of Thomas’s writing is for it describes exactly what happens to Boyo when his place of protection becomes a place of pain and he is ridiculed and isolated:

The domestic act of protecting becomes an act of hurting and in hurting, the object becomes what it is not, an expression of individual contraction … when it is the very essence of these objects to express the most expansive potential of the human being, his ability to project himself out of his private, isolating needs into a concrete, objectified, and therefore shareable world.
 

Self-hating and hysterical, Boyo attempts to destroy that which has turned from an expansive ‘shareable world’ to ‘an expression of individual contraction,’ revealing its contamination by smashing up the toilets and thus ensuring his own expulsion from the pub’s residual security.

In the microcosm of Wales that is the Lewis household the lost father is connected to the wider loss of social possibilities of regeneration. Anna-Marie Taylor’s comment that in  ‘Edward Thomas’s crazed Lewis family cooped up in their House of America [we see] south Wales gone mad in its post-industrial decline’
 summarises perfectly the relation of the dysfunctional family to the wider cultural trauma. Many aspects of that ‘crazed family’ reappear in the families of Gas Station Angel: the rivalrous brothers and a lonely sister, the mad mother who kills a man, a house sliding into ruin and the possibility that a murdered corpse will be revealed when it finally collapses and, in this case, falls into the sea. The differences are profound. Gas Station Angel is not a tragedy like House of America but a romance, a form that stresses continuity. Rather than focusing on an inevitable cultural dislocation dramatised through unresolved Oedipal crisis it seeks an expansive multi-lingual world that recognises the failures of the past and moves on. After all, as the father and son of the Ace family agree: ‘who we can ever be except / the sons and daughters of our fathers and mothers’ (p.335). 

Imagining a future: Gas Station Angel

This town is no different to loads of other towns around the place, around the world if it comes to that, and this family’s just the same too, give or take a few things. I mean we may be on the extreme side of things but the principle’s the same. Secrets and lies. A fucked up past. Maybe if we faced up to the past then maybe we wouldn’t find the world so confusing  (p.274)

In Gas Station Angel the savage concentration with which Thomas focuses on the single, twisted family as both site and expression of destruction has vanished and he gives us two families instead, families secretly linked by a hidden violence but which move towards a more positive association by the close. This play is far more interested in cultural survival than in the endgame of cultural trauma and its form - the romance - looks forward rather than back. And although this is not a play marked by absent fathers it is deeply interested in the kind of man that may be produced in a future dominated by a homogenising free market. By focusing on two families instead of one the father figure no longer functions as an archetype - and along with this shift both fathers are present in their particularity. The effect of this deconstruction of the father figure breaks the gravitational pull of a strong centre, and releases minor male voices otherwise repressed into the margins of the plot. There are three of them (all played by the same actor in the 1998 performance): Mr Entertainment, Keith the trolley-boy and Dyfrig, the farmer’s boy. The first two are parodies of the master and slave mentalities generated by the enterprise culture. They speak a language of power which fixes the world around them into neat categories for exploitative purposes. Mr Entertainment is the voice of the entrepreneur who seeks to undermine any local distinctiveness in the promotion of a homogenised ‘leisure industry:’ ‘Miserable git, who the fuck wants people like that in the place. Pub was dying ‘til I got hold of it’ (p.274); Keith is one of the victims of such thinking, brainwashed by advertising clichés: ‘You can tell the kind of person someone is by the chocolate they eat’ (p.332). Thomas is coruscating about both. The figure of Dyfrig however, whose voice I will discuss in more detail later, is given a passionate interior monologue, breaking out of the loutish stereotype imposed by a powerful outside on an inarticulate farm boy, a stereotype that is constructed in order to dismiss both him and his world as peripheral to the interests and values of its appraising eye. Dyfrig’s voice is a powerful critique of the price paid for a supermarket future but he cannot speak from within its discourse. He turns instead to fantasy to express his desire as that excluded from a rational centre. Knowing he is accounted ugly, he cries out ‘let me get pregnant by the spunk of a fairy I say. From the underground. The otherworld. Then you might think me beautiful.’ (p.290). Dyfrig’s impassioned voice demonstrates why, in the end, Thomas turns to magical realism in Gas Station Angel. 

House of America draws on a range of what Thomas calls ‘global myths:’
 the American Dream of freedom and the individual and the appropriation and analysis of Greek tragedy by Freudian psychoanalysis as a way of understanding individual identity, closely following these two narratives of society and self comes the inevitable movement of individual protagonists towards catastrophe characteristic of both classical and Jacobean tragedy. All three stress the alienation of the isolated individual in a socio-symbolic order dominated by a punitive law, with an authoritative core translatable into Lacan’s name-of-the-father. The global status of these narratives thus reflects the central values of the dominant order - even as their familiarity ensured a wide audience for Thomas’s first play. Yet this very accessibility poses problems for the dramatist who refuses the values they express, or who wishes to revalue the voices that they marginalise (the inarticulate, the ugly, the rural: Dyfrig). Thomas claims that House of America not only demonstrates that, ‘you can’t buy the American Dream of a shelf and call it Welsh,’ but also that ‘you’ve got to make up your own heroes, your own contemporary mythology.’
 This is what Thomas tries to do in Gas Station Angel where he turns from the American cult and culture of the individual to alternative models in the angels and fairies of old Welsh stories and European folklore, ‘the myths and stories that sustain us at home.’
  

The play starts with a stark memory: ‘I saw a woman’ (p.258) This tantalising statement is made in the simple past of the archetypal fairytale and settles the audience to listen to a story. In its brevity - no place, no time, no description, just boy meets girl - the statement suggests the romance plot and stimulates curiosity about its development. Thomas himself notes this as a new departure, commenting, almost with surprise, that: ‘I am, after seven years as a fiction maker, writing good heterosexual sex.’
 The change is framed by a relationship of mutual interest and understanding between a son, Hywel Ace,  and his father, given the revealing name of Manny or Man. Like the audience Manny listens to his son’s story and voices our questions: ‘Where?’ he asks, then, encouragingly, ‘And…?’ (p.258). The closeness of the relationship between father and son is reflected in the way that Ace puts similar questions to Bron. ‘Where?’ he says, and ‘When?’ The problems of the Ace family are clearly not those of the absent father but are to do with the past and how it connects with the present.

In Gas Station Angel the past is the stimulus to the act of writing, related to memory from the start. Ace can remember when he first saw Bron because he wrote it down: ‘August the ninth. …I keep a diary. I go out at night. I write down what I see’ (p.259). But, as with any history, there are hidden narratives which he is not supposed to record. We discover much later that Ace’s love narrative displaces one of violence: the day when Ace and Bron see each other for the first time is the day after Bron’s brother Bri was killed by Ace’s mother, Mary Annie and the family has decidedly jointly to cover it up. Ace’s desire to keep watch is part of that repressed sense of responsibility. He likes to think of himself as ‘the night-watchman of this town’ (p.259) though he admits that there are some things that he doesn’t see: ‘I like to think I see everything, but I obviously don’t.’  Ace is dominated by his memories and unable to stay in the present: ‘So many secrets...’ (p.347) 

In Gas Station Angel the voices flicker in conversation, jumping around in time and across space: Ace speaks now to his father in their house about Bron, now to Bron by the sea; and Bron speaks now to Ace and now to her brother Marshall with whom she saw - and is now discussing - Ace for the first time. Rather than focusing on the individual trajectory of a single voice at the expense of the others Thomas creates a polyphonic texture that quickly builds a community of voices.
 And even though the characters are only talking, the layers of intercut memories produce a sense of activity and movement, memories that bubble up and enact themselves before our eyes rather than speaking from any fixed place or present. 

The play’s elliptical dialogue moves back and forth in time like the meanderings of the unconscious mind itself, sliding between past and present, an impression marked all the more by its unfixed rural setting. This is the archetypal space of dreams, found in the pastoral world of the Shakespearean comedy or late romance, a space in which the politics that cause tragedy can be resolved. The events of Gas Station Angel take place on the uncertain boundary between land and sea, in an overground threatened by underground forces, caught between life and death. As Gramich points out ‘most of [Thomas’s] characters are precariously poised in besieged “last places”, on the edge, on the frontier’.
 But, because the playworld is in constant flux, there is the possibility of change. When the younger James brother, Marshall, drowns as a child, he is brought back to life, ‘like,’ his father says, ‘fucking Jesus’ (p.291). We expect heroic death when, at the end of part one, we see Manny about to be overwhelmed by the sea, standing erect within the battered house, repeating the ancient Welsh phrase that signifies defiant survival: ‘we’ll still be here (BEAT)  I’ll still be here. (BEAT)  I WILL STILL BE HERE!!!’  (p.311). In part two, however, he turns up with his wife, Mary Annie, discussing mopping up carpets, rebuilding the house and starting again (pp.340-341). As here, much of the play undermines the idealisation of the unmoved hero, undercutting the major narratives that promote that figure. Rebuilding their home Mary Annie and Manny decide that ‘we’ll buy what we need’/’ ‘and need what we buy’ (p.341). What they need is a place to have - and make - love: a bed.

Like his father, Manny, Ace is no doomed hero who will die fighting impossible odds  but a lover, a man who will form something out of the rubble of the past: ‘I sat in the car that night looking out from the back of beyond to the shores of North Africa, I felt in my bones that things were going to change’ (p.347). This transposition of Hollywood cliché into a Europe seen from Wales, decentres the received map, just as rewriting the hero does and both refuse the deterministic histories of commercial exploitation and the obsessive geometries of the given world order. With this change comes his release from the isolation of the alienated individual: ‘I aint the only fucked up bastard out there. Everybody’s got fucked up bits. … it ain’t just me. I know it aint just me.’

 Ace turns, like his mother, to the old stories of the underworld as a way of expressing what the modern life does not allow. Describing his meeting with Bron he describes something fresh coming into his world, something that he can believe in:

She was beautiful. An apparition. An angel. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I always wanted to believe in the underworld but I could never find the key, the door in the rock that would lead me to it. But there it was in front of me all along. It was just that I couldn’t see it before. Maybe that night would be the night the underworld comes out into the real world and invites it to dance.(p.307)

Though being Thomas, Ace is given the get-out of ‘or maybe I was just stoned.’ 

What Ace rejects is represented by Keith. Every thought that Keith, the trolley-boy, has about the world has been processed through the market. He assesses Bron as an ‘exotic fuck’ (p.334) but even his fantasies of fucking her are rooted in an ideology of domination, framed by the soft-porn format of top-shelf magazines. He has neither the imagination nor the language to think of anything different and his thinking would be the same wherever he lived. Bron draws attention to the way that Keith’s underlying passivity replicates the values of the market when she imagines him as ‘fat and old. Unfuckable. With the TV on. … Holding a lottery ticket in your hand and your fingers crossed’ (p.335). 

That Thomas focuses on relationships as a means of ideological critique implies that Keith represents more than the commodification of desire by the market but also the denial of its complications: families, home, love. Bron stresses its utter sterility: nothing to say or do, just two lonely fat old people watching TV. ‘Keith’ therefore figures more than a deadening future. Like the market whose language he speaks, he has no respect for anything outside of himself. The link is made by Manny in the final scene of part one when he stands shouting at the sea in the classic fairy tale manner: 

what made you angry? Not me. Not us. I always respected you. Me and you were like that once. Then you had tantrums. Wiff was right when she said the sea’s gone mad, but why take it out on us? (p.310)

He insists that the reason that the sea is rising up against the land - and there is always a reason in fairy tales - is because of the exploitative values of the market. Manny's defence is that he never knowingly polluted the sea but only followed instructions: ‘fertilized the land, that’s all I did. They told me to do it. There’s some chemicals to make the grass grow greener, never said it was full of shit.’ Fantasy is here is a better teller of truth than the discourse that reproduces its own values in the name of fact. The survival of Wales images the survival of the world, both predicated upon respect for difference, for the stories of the margins.

The story of the James brothers is a different example of the price paid for a such lack of respect. Briefly, Bri’s action in saving Marshall’s life is not recognised by his father who ignores him and favours his brother. Desperate to win his father’s love Bri buys a car. It doesn’t work and he not only loses his licence but hacks Dyfrig’s lambs to death. Later in the play he gazes into a mirror only to see his father’s face reflected back and thinking of the slaughtered lambs, mutters that he did it ‘for you’ (p.348). What he remembers is his father accusing him of lies. He defines himself through negation: ‘I’m not a sad fucking bastard. I’m not a suicide. I’m not a beam swinger. I’m not a piece of shit’ (p.296). He disappears. Too late, his mother, Mati explains what he needed: ‘talking chokes, talking fanbelts, talking father and son talk in private, behind tinted glass, away from the eyes of the town’ (p.314).

This bald summary makes Bri’s story seem a near- replica of Sid’s but, unlike that of Sid, it is never allowed to become tragic. Thomas evokes the love-affair of the doomed hero with his absent/distant father in order to displace it firmly from the centre and allow other narratives, other voices that space. The voices of Mr Entertainment, Keith and Dyfrig are far more striking because they speak the present.  Bri’s story, as told by others, and by Bri himself, in the past tense, has lost its immediacy. It is only being recalled in memory as a backdrop to the events that happen before our eyes. Slipping back and forth through time and space, the magical realist narrative depicts him on stage throughout the play interacting unseen with the living characters, and Bri becomes a character who just happens to be dead.

Bri’s desire to drive away from home into is part of his desire to be ‘a man’ in the old sense and that too is left behind in the play. After all he does return. Noting that images of the journey pervade much postcolonial writing, Punter points out that 

the journey itself is illusory, the notion that there are further places to go, the myth of the freedom of the transient who feels he has choices as to how to proceed along the road. 

Because it is a  trope closely connected with the impotent dreams of the man who wishes to have choices, freedom, respect, but who cannot change what or where he is, it is a trope that lends itself to the tragic mode. In House of America it is clearly associated with the lost father’s escape from home. Sid and Gwenny loll drunkenly in the bathroom singing Kerouac’s song to the road. And, of course, Sid initiates it 

SID: Home in Missoula, home in Truckee…

GWENNY: Home in Oplousas ain’t no home for me.

SID: Home in old Medora…

GWENNY: Home in Wounded Knee

SID: Home in … what is it?

GWENNY: Ogallalla…

BOTH: Home I’ll never be … (p.194)

Gas Station Angel is more honest about what this rejection of home really means. Like Sid, Bri dreams of losing himself in travel but, as his mother points out, he bought the tinted glass blue Marina 1800 TC because he wanted his father and his family: ‘He wanted to win you back and when he’d won you back he wanted to win his brother Marshall back’ (p.314). 

By giving his car to his sister, Bron, Thomas  revises the trope. Bron takes Ace on a very different kind of journey, one that stresses pleasure in the trip itself, seeking to see differently from the place that is home rather than leave it behind. And Bron - not Ace - draws Thomas’s twin concerns with imagination and Welsh identity together when she claims that ‘to be Welsh at the end of the twentieth century you got to have imagination’ (p.331).  

Thomas gives one of the most powerful voices in the drama to Bron. As Gramich has rightly pointed out the depiction of women in the earlier work is characterised by cliché.  But, unlike these women - absent in Flowers and Song, suffering in Hiraeth,  grieving a lost beloved in East from the Gantry and insane in House of America - Bron is questioning and imaginative, interested in language and ideas. She is given the strongest refutation of utilitarian thinking: ‘I like things I don’t understand. Only things I don’t understand interest me. Why celebrate what you already know Ace?’ (p.330).  She walks out of her job in the supermarket in protest at its lack of stimulus. Her response to Keith’s unsophisticated overture reveals a clearer sense of what the marketing and commodification of sex implies: an appropriation and denial of the real living body in a mechanistic fantasy of repetitive fucking. She imagines herself physically ageing:

I’d listen to my body decay. I wouldn’t be able to move my arms or legs or head. I would only be able to feel my head. It would be heavy, full of all the things I dreamt about and never did. I’d feel ashamed. My face would feel skinned. And then I’d scream. I’d scream and scream until I couldn’t scream anymore …. Knowing that I’d missed the plot, the dream, the crack, the mystery. I would never wake up - and open my eyes - and see something I don’t understand, a mystery I’ve never imagined (p.329)

Thomas gives Bron the voice of possibility. Like Gwenny she comes from a dysfunctional family but, unlike Gwenny, who is still a confused child, Bron knows what she wants and she refuses to be the victim of her past. She instigates change at every level of the plot, initiating the conversation with Ace (‘I’ve seen you before’), offering ‘out of the blue’ to take him for a drive in her car because she too has had ‘a shitty time’ (p.270). When they talk in the mountain he can recall a little Welsh from his childhood but she still speaks it. Welsh is seen as the least utilitarian of languages and hence the most closely associated with the imagination. A brilliantly conceived -and very stoned - discussion about the language and its characteristic ‘gaps’ conveys the sense of two people reach over the ‘gaps’ between them in an attempt to connect beyond language (p.329).  This understanding not the mechanised fucking generated by Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘desiring machine’ is what allows the complex body to resurface, the self to be happy with where and what it is. It is because of this ability to connect that Ace is able to walk away from the debilitating effects of his past. Despite his father’s panicking commands -

We don’t talk about that story anymore Ace. That story is locked up in the strongbox of our minds. … That story is our secret Ace, It’s family. It’s a family secret. … WILL YOU SHUT UP ABOUT OUR FUCKING STORY! … For Christ’s sake Ace, it’s a family secret (pp.348-53)

he tells her. But as with Gas Station Angel as a whole, Ace refuses the language of authority and turns to his mother’s tales of the underground to convey the story of Bri’s death: ‘every now and then [the fairies] come up from the other world and into this world. … I’ve danced with them but sometimes we do bad things’ (p.351).  Bron responds in  the same register: ‘no Brian James …. Because he’s a fallen Angel, a bad Fairy.’ This recourse to fantasy may appear whimsical but I think that Thomas here attempts to find a language of the emotions that has not been - as in psychoanalysis itself - appropriated by the voices of the powerful. He looks for this language in the native stories of the land itself, reimagined as a space of fantasy, its history turned into the underground mazes of its folk tales.
 It is unsurprising therefore that he should turn to what has traditionally been defined as the terrain of the ‘feminine’ (the imagination, the unconscious, the body, human relationships) because excluded from the rational centre associated with authority in order to reject a tragic model of masculinity and find a new way of imagining Wales. Ace’s ability to trust Bron may come from his close relationship with his father but it is her imagination that enables him to see the possibility of change. This is the crucial difference between Thomas’s fantasistical hero and the destructive old myths of absent fathers and the lonely, tragic self-determination of the James brothers.

I close by looking more closely at the extraordinary speech given to a very minor character.  Dyfrig, the farmer boy speaks to the audience:

I am beautiful. I am fucking beautiful. (PAUSE) You might not be able to see it … but I am. It’s written all over my face. But nobody can see it, only Ace. When I step out onto the street people say there he goes. What an ugly bastard. His past is only acne and boils. Fuck how he must have worried as a boy. Poor boy, pity poor boy, farmer boy. Unkissable boy … but who am I now? A boy? A farmer’s boy? A man? A half man? Beast? Angel? Demon? Member of the underworld? How will I shed rocks to become a man in the 21st century? … Uh? … Uh? … These are the things I think about when you all pass me on the street; when my lambs are slaughtered. (p.289)

This is the voice of the excluded. And what he rejects so passionately is the stereotype of the loutish farmworker. Dyfrig is sensitive and anguished  in his desire for recognition and attention. He recognises that only Ace, an artist and dreamer like so many of Thomas’s new heroes, cares enough to see below the simple surface. Dyfrig’s voice is the answer to that of Mr Entertainment, a plea for the development of a different kind of masculine vision within Wales. Thomas’s strategic allocation of attention to such peripheral voices attracted the censure of The Independent critic Dominic Cavendish who did not seem to understand it. Already uncomfortable about the play’s ‘whimsy,’ he complained that ‘the play’s main problem is that, for all their dreams of flight, Ace and Bron never stand out from the rest of the crazy talking town.’
  Yet, the point is surely not that they are the special ones, the only ones who want extraordinary things, but that, in a random world where houses fall into the sea and drowned boys are brought back to life, their voices are part of a woven texture of stories that challenge the idea of the ‘chosen one.’ In this play Ace and Bron happen to be ‘lucky’ in their ability to see - and dream - further than the rest. 
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