CSEN 5007: The Welsh Writing Wales


Week 3: Writing the valleys 
CAPITALISM & THE QUESTION OF WASTE

Marx with laughs..... (James Hilton)
The Dark Philosophers (1946)

The ladders of escape were there, the career marked ‘Exit’ was available. But all the doors for Gwyn were revolving ones.

- Dai Smith, ‘A Critical Reception’ 
‘Gwyn Thomas ... was that interesting paradox, an Oxford-educated audodidact, one who had to teach himself everything that really mattered about his place and people. ‘ 

- M.Wynn Thomas, Corresponding Cultures, p.54

______________________

Week 3: ‘OSCAR’
Black humour and individualised voice. 

Voice - first and last stories which are written in 1st p pl but he dropped that (as Elaine Morgan points out in her introduction to the Library of Wales edition, for ‘we’ 

Particular vocabulary - element or voter or maiden all declare he is speaking from a particular wordstore.  Marks out distinctive territory of us and them. a sense of poverty - only a limited no of options, a limited set of views. 

Short punchy sentences resting on his performance as both teacher and dramatist. Humour as linguistic manoevering.
Black humour is aggressive - the defence of the sensitive man in a hostile world without nurture. Barbara Prys-Williams discusses Gwyn Thomas in relation to Freudian interpretation of humour :

In Freud’s analysis, humour gives pleasure by permitting a gratification of a forbidden desire. ‘Humor is not resigned,’ he observed of its energy, ‘it is rebellious.’ ... For Freud, derogation – assault by joke – is socially acceptable hostility. When expressed through humor, the penalties for // aggression are diminished. Consequently, humor that is of hostile design often releases inner tension. (quoted Barbara Prys-Williams, p.94)

Also radically opposed to capitalist exploitation of things (here ‘elements’ or ‘voters’)- humour makes something out of nothing. Especially out of waste. Marks a refusal to accept being assigned to the scrap heap. Note the frequency with which the term ‘useful’ is used.
Focus on enforced idleness as an exercise of power – re the opening pages of the novella – and the only recourse is linguistic – repeated assertions that Oscar is a hog. The dammed up creative energy bursts out in a strange parody of the capitalist economy – creating grotesques in order not to be reduced to the tragic, in order to be able to bear the human story.  Lewis refuses to be reduced to the stories of others. His father says he’ll never amount to anything: 

A nice man, my father, but given to saying dark, moody things ... I did not agree with him. An element does not have to be like his old man. An element does not have to be like the element he works for. He grows up the way the world lets him, and if he does not want to be like any element whatever, he can always pass over and be like nobody. I wanted to show people that I could be clean and good like those elements that go to chapels and boast a lot about being good and clean, without, very often, being so, except when they are actually inside the chapels where a voter is very limited in his choice of what he would like to do. (p.10)

Aesthetic experimentation thus part of assertion of identity. Voices for a community that do not replicate the status quo:
The Anglo Welsh see themselves proudly as participants in what has been sonorously called ‘the majority Welsh experience of the past century’: namely the making and unmaking of an industrial society. They accordingly construct a great tradition of industrial writers, beginning with the celebrated generation of the 1930s – the colourful showman Jack Jones, the militant Marxist Lewis Jones, the quietly impassioned Gwyn Jones, and the valleys’ very own folk poet, Idris Davies: with Richard Llewellyn’s novel How Green Was My Valley providing a useful example of how not to do it – unless, that is, you want to end up in Hollywood. Then after the war there is the inventively garrulous Gwyn Thomas ... with his distinctive brand of quick-witted fiction.  (Corresponding Cultures) 

Oscar has no linguistic resources. He doesn’t need them – for him language is just the exercise of power. Because of this all his human relations are commodified. He ‘owns’ the elements on his mountain. He is a beast – usually a ‘hog’ sometimes a ‘goat’. 

Behind the Harp to the north was the broad mountain that Oscar owned. It was his. 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 do with a shirt or a woman or a pot. But that is what Oscar could do with this mountain.

He got it from his father. I never knew his father and I never knew where he got the mountain from. Stole it as like or not, from sheep or from some people who were dafter than sheep. And on top of this mountain a colliery company had built its tip, its dump, the stuff that had to be got out from underground to let the elements that work there get at the coal. Oscar owned that tip as well. he owned the mountain and the huge cake of black refuse that the pit //people had tossed on it. So Oscar owned a lot of dirt. (pp.6-7)

The ‘element’s or ‘voters’ form a block. When they are individualised it is through a kind of grotesquerie – twisted by circumstances. Complex multi-layered language associated with rebellion (eg the linguistically reduced No Doubt):
In the Terraces many an element has been fined or put in jail for what is called free speech, so it is useful to keep your talk limited to such phrases as nobody can put two meanings on or put you in jail for, such a phrase as ‘No doubt’, for examples, which is quite harmless to governments and kings and bishops and so on. (p.41)

Refusal of both union activity – ‘“Your father was a very fierce man, too,” said Wilson, “I remember him. He was a great one for strikes.”’ (p.19) - and the chapels which are accused (as in Caradoc Evans) of total hypocrisy, quarrelsome and never addressing the real needs of the poor:
we came to a corner where two large chapels//faced each other from opposite sides of the street. They were ugly, flat-faced buildings and even in all that dark they seemed to be scowling each other. They had that mean, grey look and the windows were thin peeping slits. One was Baptist and what the other was i never did know. It must have been something different or they would but have been so near. Or would they?  (pp.20-21) 
She was the sort of element who has been steadily preached against ever since preaching started, which was a // long time ago, but the preaching does not seem to have done much in the way of cooling elements like Macnaffy.  (pp.14-15)

Drinking and sex are appetitive – parts of the system over which Oscar presides. 
I always kept away from Clarisse, although i knew she would never have kept ahead of me if I started chasing. I did not want to give the local voters any idea that i was as mad as Oscar was, and if I fooled around with Clarisse I knew I would be mad. I was always like a kettle on the boil with nobody to take it off whenever that Clarisse came within a yard of me. So I kept away from her and lived a life that was cleaner than my linen. (p.9)

Role of creativity through music:

We stared in silence for a while at the fireless grate. Then we hummed together. Singing, for people who live in the Terraces, is good. It puts the brain to sleep at times when it is neither wise nor useful to have the brain awake. When they sing the edges of things are not as sharp as they are usually. (p.37)

In the end Danny dies because he feels and is in some ways ‘normal’ in all this waste. His problem is his heart.

‘But that Oscar’s a hog. You’ve said that yourself, God knows how many times. Your old man would have kicked you over the roof for taking money off such a crap. Somebody’d be doing the world a kindness to put him out of the way. But you help keep him in the way.’ (p.33)

Lewis has to survive but he hates his life and himself. He is complicit in sustaining the system even though he isn’t actively supporting it. Everyone reduces him to ‘Oscar’s boy’. Old friends snub him, his mother doesn’t talk to him, but in the end he is the one who eventually does ‘the world a kindness to put him [Oscar] out of the way’. Rejected by them he revenges them all by tipping Oscar into the quarry that gapes on the side of his mountain. The pit out of which waste came in order to waste the lives of the elements or voters. The gaping space of nothingness introduced by the system where killing someone because you can is the ultimate thrill for the jaded palette. Lewis doesn’t want to waste himself but he does – no one can know what he has done. Danny dies picking over waste. Oscar is a waste:
From the quarry no sound came. I stood up and the air that circled on the mountain, all the air in the world, maybe, seemed fresher, cleaner, blowing to better purpose. ... it was a waste, all the blood and bone and sight and sense that had been Oscar. A waste that it had been the way it had been. That notion coming from God knows where cooled me with its odd note of pity and I felt less giddy. (p.99)

Gwyn Thomas’s ‘dark philosophy’ explored question of existence and complicity: 
the strange tormented area that separated me from Oscar and Danny, the shrinking ditch between the stirring and the resting.’ (p.101)
______________ 
‘Oscar’: discussion topics

Consider 

· the significance of black humour;
· the role of the grotesque/surreal;

· the relation of aesthetic form and social/economic context;

· relation of law/religion/landowners and ‘voters’;

· depiction of space and time;

· question of identity. 
