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A Letter Addressed to the Future: What is a Critic?



by Gary Raymond

n the final episode of Julian Barnes’ 1989 book, The

History of the World in 10 ½ Chapters, titled ‘The

Dream’, the protagonist finds himself in a Heaven, his

every desire catered for by a dedicated celestial personal

assistant. Perhaps predictably, the protagonist spends

some time working his way through the fantasies his time

on earth would not or could not accommodate. He sleeps

with women, those whom he had known and those further

beyond his reach. He takes the opportunity to meet his

heroes, and then to encounter history’s giants. After what

must be aeons in this timeless domain, he turns to his

assistant and declares that he is bored; he has done

everything he could ever have wanted to do, and much

more besides. He has climbed every mountain and sailed

every sea. What’s next? His assistant takes him to a

heavenly cleric to answer this question. His options are

two: he can either cease to exist (he isn’t so sure of this

pathway) or he can read every book ever written. The

people who read books, he is told, are the ones who tend

to last the longest in Heaven. The protagonist asks what

happens after that? Well, says the cleric, once you have

spent the ages reading every book ever written, then you

get to spend even longer discussing those books with the

others who have lasted that long. You can take forever

arguing about books, he is told.

It is perhaps worth thinking of this parable whenever the

question that sits atop this essay makes it into a conversation. The consumers of literature inherit the Kingdom of

Heaven, or at least inhabit its pubs and coffee dens.

If art, if writing literature, is talking to yourself, then

criticism is a conversation with whomever you like; your

best friend, your greatest enemy, the girl you never got or

the girl you’re grateful to have ended up with. I’ve never

met a writer I’ve liked whose top-of-the-list conversation

topic is their own work. We swirl around books, around

plays and paintings, in them and out of them, as writers.

And we never write anything that impresses us more than

something somebody else has written. We always want to

write the story that another person has nabbed and nailed.

Every writer fell in love with art before they wrote their first

sentence, before they decided it was literature for them.

The great critics of art and culture are almost always

practitioners first and foremost, and all the best practitioners are consumers of the art of others before they are

drawn to the blank page themselves. In short, we are all

readers, be it of books or images or soundscapes, and it is

never satisfying to keep these experiences to ourselves. If

we read to know we are not alone, as CS Lewis famously



said, then we write for similar reasons, and we write criticism because it is the next step on from discursiveness; it

is the purest form of debate, crystallised passion.

Critics are not journalists, (although they are often

mistaken for journalists by artists, the public, and, often, by

actual journalists). Critics are not outsiders, they are not

those who cannot; they are the artists, the thinkers, who

trawl through the embers while the firestarters are asleep.

Criticism is a conversation, and the places where criticism

is published are the dark oaky pubs, the bohemian coffee

houses, the late night wine-singed debates around the

dinner tables; they are the places that host the best conversations you have ever had, ever wanted to have, or one

day hope to.

‘Criticism’, that label we give the speech of the engaged

artisan committed to paper, is simply an extension of the

purest connection that we, as humans, have with our

creative processes. When Jean Genet was locked in his

French prison he began to collect small pieces of brown

scrap paper, on which he wrote, in pencil, the whole of Our

Lady of the Flowers, one of the greatest novels of the

twentieth century. He did so because of the need to do so,

the need to be part of the eternal conversation. When a

prison guard found the writings he burned them. Genet

started again, and recreated the novel, knowing it would

never be read, never be published, and would no doubt be

burned again. (It was published in 1951 and duly banned).

What is the need to have this conversation with the page?

Is it obsessional? Is it insanity? Or is it the thing that keeps

us sane? The eternal conversation, whatever, is the thing.

Critics have had a hand in changing things just as the

artists have. Susan Sontag is as important to photography

for her 1977 book On Photography as any of the great

photo journalists who preceded it. John Berger’s Ways of

Seeing changed not only the way people look at paintings,

but altered the way art is taught in universities. Kenneth

Tynan and Harold Hobson, rival theatre critics

at The Observer and Sunday Times respectively, found an

unlikely union of outlook when they marked the profound

genius of Waiting for Godot for a confused and disgruntled

public when Beckett’s masterpiece came to London in

1955. The reviews changed theatre, they made the world

realise that Beckett was a major figure, and Beckett, as we

all know, changed everything.

Tynan, who rarely wrote about his craft as a critic, did

once write a response to the publication of a collection of

essays by American critic Theodore L Shaw (author of

such companionable titles as War on Critics and The
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Hypocrisy of Criticism). Tynan, arguably the finest theatre its current health. It is refilling its veins with some potent

stuff. There is a rumble, the type most commonly associatcritic of the twentieth century, wrote,

ed with the coming of a storm; the filing cabinet rattling

What counts is not their [critics’] opinion, but the art moments before the earthquake. The arts in Wales are

with which it is expressed. They differ from the about to enter an unprecedented era of creative excelnovelist only in that they take as their subject- lence, a seismic movement that will provide a significant

matter life rehearsed, instead of life unrehearsed. platform that is visible way beyond the borders Wales has

The subtlest and best-informed of men will still be held on to so dearly for so long. It cannot happen without

a bad critic if his style is bad. It is irrelevant whether criticism and criticism of the highest calibre. It cannot

his opinion is ‘right or ‘wrong’: I learn more from happen without passion, intellectualism, elitism. It will not

George Bernard Shaw when he is wrong than I do happen with star ratings (a fishing line designed specifically to catch the smallest fish), advertorials or soft porn in the

from Clement Strong when he is right.

margins. Great criticism is as important as the art that

inspires it and the Critic is the writer who cannot give up the

And here is the weight behind the blade:conversation.

Wales is a country filled with talent; with serious-minded

The true critic cares little for the here and now. The

last thing he bothers about is the man who will practitioners of the arts. And the country is too small for us

read him first. His real rendezvous is with posterity. all to crawl over one another doffing our caps as we pass

on Escher’s stairwell. May we have permission from whoHis review is a letter addressed to the future.

ever is in charge to respectfully move on from Dylan

In Iron in the Soul, a novel in which the main character is Thomas? May we take the opportunity to perhaps introan artist and critic, Sartre wrote that the business of a critic duce this great country to the outside world as a place not

is ‘to know what other men have thought.’ This may seem filled with sombre preachers and drunken cherubs? We

obvious, but it is true on many levels. ‘An art critic,’ he have the talent. But it can only be achieved with that critical

writes, ‘is not paid to spend his time worrying about the culture as a part of it. We need to fire the canons, we need

imperfect colour-sense of wild grass.’ I suppose there are to shed these puerile ideas of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and anmany other imperfections to consider. Any art can only be nounce to the world that Welsh art – its literature, its

truly valued if it is evaluated. I was asked on a radio show theatre, its painting and sculpting and circuses and music

recently, ‘Isn’t everybody a critic?’ Well of course every- and cinema – it is a conversation you’ll want to join in with.

Spinoza said that man’s duty, when surveying the world,

body’s a critic. But not everybody is a Critic.

So what is a Critic? A Critic is insatiable. A Critic is the ‘was neither to laugh nor to weep, but to understand.’ Now

most generous of egoists. A Critic is elitist but welcoming is the time to nail that above the doorway.

A Critic is an investor into a culture. As artists we invest

with it. A Critic takes things seriously, sometimes too-seriously, but also has a broad sense of humour, always in the culture of Wales, not latch onto it; we are working to

cocked. A Critic is just as ready to raise their arms as they build it, to brighten it, and to make other nations envious

are their nose. A Critic is often yearning for that moment of of us. We are part of the global community now. Wales

profundity. The Critic, after all, is doing this in the hope of may have had a difficult time in recognising this, having

enlightenment, in the hope of becoming a better person. spent so long splitting its energies between introspection

The same reason why anybody else experiences art. and hating the English. If I may use a personal example

When New York art critic Clement Greenberg said, ‘Art to make a point: I have never felt particularly Welsh. It is

criticism is about the most ungrateful form of elevated my blood, part of my ancestry, but culturally it has never

writing I know of,’ he was not being self-effacing, but was been under my skin. Blame it a little on being born and

displaying all of the above traits. A Critic can be ungrateful, brought up in Newport, the town treated as the child neiabrasive, vindictive, snappy, cold, isolated, bloated, flag- ther parent wanted in the divorce. Blame it on whatever

waving, attention-seeking, cruel, perverse, rabble-rousing you like. But in the last two years I have not only begun to

and many other ugly things; but to be unengaged is No feel Welsh, but it is the first time I have ever recognised

Man’s Land. To be ill-informed, under-informed, lazy, is the myself as having any identity outside of my personality.

wilderness with no end. To play at being a Critic does The emblematic reason for this is my editorship of Wales

nobody any good, least of all the player. So well-crafted Arts Review. It is culture that makes a country and Wales

wrongness is worthy, whereas piffle is a waste of every- Arts Review has introduced me to mine. It has helped me

realise that Welsh art is art just like anywhere else: hubody’s time.

In Wales at the moment, we are at the verge of some- man, stained with the colours of the culture it sprouts out

thing. The arts are awakening. And history shows us that from. I now realise that Wales is a part of the world I travthese things do not happen without a vibrant critical culture elled when young and continue to explore now less

being a part of it. What cannot be part of the conversation young. Wales is not sombre preachers and drunken cheris the trend for regurgitated press releases, fan bits, and (a ubs, and Tolstoy and Tennessee Williams and Beckett

new word for me) ‘advertorials’ – commercial promotions and Alban Berg are as much ours as they are anyone

structured and coloured to masquerade as the words of a else’s. Wales is a remarkable country; embattled always,

genuinely impressed journalist. We are, of course, in an but beautiful always too. At its heart are music and poetry

era of squeezed middles and pushed down tops, but these and socialism – the most important things the human

are mere excuses when sterner stuff is needed. A Critic creature has ever mined from the cosmos. The eternal

conversation is the thing, and you are mistaken if you

does not exist to help ticket sales.

Does Wales have a strong history of cultural criticism? I don’t think Wales deserves a part in it.

don’t know; I’m not a historian of such things. But I do know



The Very Best of the Wales Arts Review: Volume 1



4



The Birth of a Nation: DW Griffith’s Distortion of History and its Legacy

by Phil Morris

here is very little to recommend Peter Bogdanovich’s muddled comedy-drama Nickelodeon (1976)

except for a late scene in which Leo Harrigan, a

silent-era film-maker played by Ryan O’Neal, attends the

premiere of The Clansman – to be retitled weeks later

as The Birth of a Nation – directed by D.W. Griffith. We see

the audience of 1915 sat open-mouthed in awe of the

cinematic spectacle, breaking into rounds of rapturous applause at Griffith’s bravura set-pieces. Gunfire from the

wings of the Clunes auditorium provide sound effects for

panoramic battle scenes. The screening is interrupted at

one point by an actor costumed in Ku Klux Klan regalia

riding a horse at full gallop over a treadmill, to the giddy

delight of the audience in thrall to the narrative’s epic

sweep. The film ends, and almost everyone rises to noisily

acclaim what they have just seen. Harrigan, however, remains seated, silent and immobile. The experience has

pulverised him. He is not depressed by the racist politics

of The Birth of a Nation, but by a realisation that he will

never make a film that is as powerfully dramatic – or, even

if he could, that Griffith had got there first as the originator

of a new cinematic form. That image of a crushed, stonefaced Harrigan attests to the historical significance of Griffith’s masterpiece, which helped to found Hollywood and

change cinema forever.

Charlie Chaplin once described D.W. Griffith as ‘the

teacher of us all’, and while his reputation as the ‘father of

film’ is not entirely deserved – as it would be to overlook the

innovations of Georges Melies, Thomas Ince and Allan

Dwan to name but a few rival directors – but it can be

justifiably asserted that Griffith was the first director to

deploy the techniques of the close-up, montage and crosscut editing to such emotive effect at the service of a featurelength narrative. In a History of Narrative Film (2004) film,

historian David A. Cook states:

In the brief span of six years, between directing his

first one-reeler in 1908 and The Birth of a Nation in

1914, Griffith established the narrative language of

cinema as we know it today,

Like

Cervantes’

Don

Quixote

or

Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, The Birth of a Nation is a

paradigm shift in a nascent art form that is so influential it

comes to define the form itself, foreshadowing its possibilities and outlining its potential scope. Griffith’s film is also,

irredeemably, a contemptible piece of racist propaganda.



From as early as the writings of Russian formalists Sergei

Eisenstein and Lev Kuleshov in the nineteen-twenties, it

has been a trope of film criticism to regard Griffith’s mastery

of technique and formalist innovations as qualities that can

be regarded as distinct from the content of his films. In

America this attitude also had its proponents, as Griffith’s

manipulation in The Birth of a Nation of the racist fears of

his audience, particularly their anxieties regarding miscegenation, became increasingly problematic for film historians

and theorists as the history of the twentieth-century unfolded. As Scott Simon observes in his The Films of D.W.

Griffith (1993):

His sentimentalisms have also been enough to turn

many devotees into thoroughgoing formalists savouring his growing mastery in rhythmic editing and

compositional style.

Yet such attempts to assess Griffith’s filmmaking technique, as something to be considered as separate from his

ideology, were to misunderstand his work profoundly. Griffith’s innovations, deployed throughout The Birth of a Nation, were the means by which his racist message could be

more deeply embedded within the darker recesses of the

American collective unconscious. His cinematic technique

was developed to serve his ideology and not simply as an

aesthetic approach to be taken unquestioningly on its own

terms. The uncomfortable truth, which must be acknowledged at the outset of any discussion of The Birth of a

Nation, is that no artist, especially not one as crucial to his

medium as Griffith, can be thought of as having created an

aesthetic that functions independently of their political and

cultural values. Both aspects of an artist’s work develop in

symbiosis.

The Birth of a Nation mirrors the dichotomy at the heart of

Wagner’s Ring Cycle, in that it combines aesthetic beauty

with ugly politics. Like Wagner, Griffith was a nationalist

whose ideals were rooted in bogus notions of racial purity

and an agrarian, pre-industrial past steeped in a chivalric

innocence. Both men were artistic innovators who were

ahead of their time, yet in their work they were also looking

to recover a past that never existed. For Griffith, the growing

industrial and technological power of the twentieth-century

was not attributable to its ingenuity and vast natural resources, but to the innate qualities of its ‘folk’ – a people

always in danger of losing its soul to progress and modernity.

*
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David Wark Llewelyn Griffith, as his full name suggests,

was of Welsh descent. He was born in 1875 and raised on

a farm in Kentucky. His father, Jacob ‘Roaring Jake’ Griffith,

had been a Lieutenant-Colonel in the Confederate army,

both wounded and decorated during the Civil War. David

Griffith received little formal education, but, as a boy, he

was told stories of the war and the antebellum south by his

father, and devoured the popular literature of his day. We

can attribute Griffith’s racism to the prevailing attitudes of

the ‘Jim Crow’ south, as embodied by his father, and his

populist story-telling instincts to his childhood reading; but

are any traces of his ‘Welsh’ connections discernible in his

work? No reference is made to the European ancestry of

the white characters in The Birth of a Nation. It is ostensibly

a story about American identities. Yet there are parallels

that can be drawn between cultural attitudes regarding the

past that are to be found, to

this day, in the American

south and Wales.

Southerners and the

Welsh have similarly maintained deeply ambivalent

relationships with the nation

states within which they

have

been

historically

subsumed. For both Wales

and the Deep South the

claim of nationhood has

been a cultural construct –

though in no sense invalid

for being so – that has been

a point of resistance

against

harsh

political

realities. Both peoples were

burdened throughout the

last century with a pained

sense of having lost their

birth-right

to

selfdetermination, and often

seemed to revel in the selfpity of the ‘lost cause’ – one

that was always doomed to

fail but which nevertheless

was prosecuted with a glorious, even poetic, dash and

spirit. There is something in

Griffith’s evocation of a bucolic, agrarian antebellum

south, in his depiction of a

glorious-in-defeat Confederacy, and in his celebration of the rebel spirit of

southerners

reasserted

during Reconstruction; that

speaks not only of a ‘southern’ view of American history, but

also of how the Welsh regard their past. Of course, the

majority of southerners, and Welsh, no longer cling to such

backward-looking notions of their national identities, yet

there are many, in both cultures, who remain steadfast in

their sense of a historical betrayal of a former ‘folk innocence’ stampeded by industrialisation, colonialism and the

centralising of power within the nation state. That is not to

say that there were no injustices perpetrated on the south,

or Wales, at different points in their histories; rather that a

nurtured sense of past injustices is not a sound basis for

national or cultural self-identification.



Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation is based on two Thomas

Dixon novels, The Leopard’s Spots (1902) and The

Clansman (1905). The film was first shown as The

Clansman in Los Angeles on February 8th 1915, but by the

time the film received its east-coast premiere at the Liberty

Theatre, New York, on March 3rd it had been retitled by

Griffith himself, reportedly at Dixon’s suggestion. The film

comprises two halves. The first part deals with the outbreak

of the Civil War and concludes with the surrender of Robert

E. Lee at Appomatox Courthouse. The second part concerns the period of Reconstruction, particularly the temporary post-war acquisition of political power by former slaves

and its ramifications. The film’s narrative is refracted, almost entirely, through the experiences of two families who

are related to each other – the Stonemans from the north

and the Camerons from the south. The outbreak of civil war

in part one disrupts a happy

family get-together and

scuppers the chance of romance between cousins

Ben Cameron and Elsie

Stoneman (played by the

incomparable Lilian Gish).

In the second half the cousins are reunited in marriage

as the family, and the nation, finally reunites and

heals.

The obvious message of

both Dixon’s book and Griffith’s film adaptation is that

the root causes of the civil

war lie not with the iniquities

of the slave trade, nor with

northern plans to centralise

power within the federal

government, but with the

political machinations of abolitionists and the mere

presence of black slaves in

America. One of the chief

villains of the film is ‘radical

leader’ Congressman Austin Stoneman, who is clearly based on the former

House of Representatives

leader Thaddeus Stevens.

In Griffith’s film, the sole

motivation

for

Stoneman/Stevens in aiding the anti-slavery cause is

his sexual desire for his ambitious and manipulative

‘mulatto’ house maid – a

slur on the real-life Lydia Hamilton Smith. Throughout Griffith’s film the calumny of the ‘lustful negro’ is reified and

reimagined. In one devastating scene, the Cameron’s

youngest daughter ‘Little Sister’ is pursued through a pine

wood by Gus, a black soldier of the occupying federal army.

He intends to rape her but rather than submit to him, the girl

commits suicide by throwing herself from a cliff top. The

would-be rapist Gus is later lynched for this crime by the Ku

Klux Klan.

The climax of the film comes with another attempted rape,

this time of Elsie by a black Lieutenant-Governor, personally appointed by Stoneman/Stevens. Griffith frequently and

disturbingly elides black sexuality with black political power
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so that the enfranchisement of former slaves is presented

as an inevitable precursor to miscegenation. The sexual

mores and political aspirations of whites, with the single

exception of Stoneman/Stevens, are presented in the film

as ‘pure’ as the white of a Klansman’s robe. One of the final,

terrible images of the film shows black voters being terrified

from entering temporary election booths by mounted and

hooded Ku Klux Klan. It is one of the most potent depictions

of fascism to be found anywhere in cinema.

Which returns us to the question of whether we can, or

should, separate Griffith’s formidable cinematic technique

from the racist ideology of The Birth of a Nation. A close

analysis of the film’s text reveals that the former is always

in service of the latter. In our age of computer generated

collapsing stars and fire-breathing dragons it is easy to forget

that the greatest special effect

the cinema possesses is the

close-up – the director’s ultimate

tool of control through which he

can intensely focus the gaze of

the audience on a single visual

detail. Griffith pioneered the

close-up because he fully understood the power of semiotics before the term was invented. The

close-up enabled him to weave

within his films a lexicography of

symbols, each conjuring a range

of conscious and unconscious

associations that produce the binary extremes of fear and innocence, despair and hope,

cynicism and idealism that are

the stock-in-trade oversimplifications of the ideologue.

Griffith’s use of cross-cut editing brought a thrilling dynamism

to cinema. In early filmmaking

the camera remained rather static, simply recording whatever

was going on in front of its lens, very often in single takes.

The cross-cut edit, as pioneered by Griffith, moved the

action along, built suspense and stirred excitement. As film

critic James Agee observed at the time:



among others. Perhaps a tip of the hat from one mastermanipulator to another?

Contemporary reaction to The Birth of a Nation in America

was divided, to say the least. The NAACP tried to get it

banned because of its inflammatory stereotyping. When

riots broke out in Boston, Philadelphia and other major U.S.

cities following screenings of the film, the cities of Chicago,

Denver, Kansas City, Minneapolis, Pittsburgh and St. Louis

all refused to allow the film to open. Despite, or perhaps

because of the controversy, the film was a huge commercial

success. Its box office records would only be eclipsed by

another civil war epic, with its own questionable racial

politics, Gone with the Wind (1939). While some critics,

such as Agee, saluted Griffith’s technical achievements and

creative ambition, there were

others who rejected its crude

racism. Frances Hackett, writing

in the New Republic, argued that

Thomas Dixon had merely ‘displaced his own malignity onto the

Negro’.

A

New

York

Globe editorial thundered that

the film was an insult to the legacy of George Washington.

The most controversial review

of the film, however, came from

President Woodrow Wilson who,

following a White House screening of the film, reportedly described the film as ‘like writing

history with lightning. And my

only regret is that it is all so terribly true.’ The line is possibly

apocryphal, and a Presidential

aide quickly dashed off a letter to

the NAACP denying Wilson’s remarks. Yet although we cannot

be certain as to whether the

president offered such a sympathetic judgement on The Birth of

a Nation, one of the film’s intertitles features a quote from Wilson’s A History of the American People, in which he wrote that during reconstruction, ‘In

the villages [of the south] the negroes were the officeholders, men who knew nothing of the uses of authority, except

its insolences.’



To watch [Griffith’s] work is like being witness to the

*

beginning of melody, or the first conscious use of

the lever or the wheel; the emergence, coordinaThe lessons of The Birth of a Nation are sharply relevant

tion, and first eloquence of language; the birth of an

art: and to realize that this is all the work of one man. to our current moment. Our culture is one that is becoming

defined by technological advances that offer us the thrills of

Yet Griffith’s cross-cut editing does not operate simply as spectacle whilst masking the ideological underpinnings of

a means of pacing the film, or providing it with pulsating cultural product in a haze of unthinking wonderment. In the

rhythm – it also enables him to manipulate the sympathies West we face a range of complex political and social quesof his audience, perhaps against their better judgement. tions posed by the effects of globalisation, capitalist exploiTake, for instance, the penultimate scene of the film in tation and mass-migration that are being defined as

which the Stoneman-Cameron family is besieged inside a questions of race by lazy media organisations unable to

log-cabin by a crazed gang of black federal soldiers intent respond with nuance and insight in a climate of 24-hour

on murdering them. This siege, complete with swooning rolling news coverage that cannot settle in fear of losing

women fearing rape, is cross cut with a cavalry charge of viewers. Griffith’s work is a warning to us all of the dangers

Ku Klux Klan members racing to rescue them. These Klan of using innovative technical media as the messenger of the

members are presented more like the Teutonic knights of comfy old canards of a reassuringly innocent, though entiremedieval legend than the paramilitary racist thugs history ly mythical, past. The crucial question the film poses for us

knows them to be. Griffith’s cinematic innovations also now is this – Are we so different from that audience of 1915,

included commissioning a full-length score to accompany do we applaud the notional progress of technological adhis silent masterpiece – featuring the music of Wagner vance at the expense of forgetting our own histories?
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The Poet and the Public Intellectual

by Dylan Moore

riting matters. But also, it matters in Wales, and matters

now. Being that our country is

in the very early stages of nation building, I do not think there can ever be a

more important time for writers to be

vocal in shaping public discourse in

creative and positive ways.

However, in order to allow us to see

ourselves and our teacup storms with

a wide-angle lens let us begin far away

from Wales. Pankaj Mishra’s new book

From the Ruins of Empire traces ‘The

Revolt Against the West and the Remaking of Asia’ not by repeating the

deeds of the continent’s major players

of the mid twentieth century – Gandhi

and Mao – but through the writings of

the intellectuals who prefigured them.

Liang Qichao, a Chinese man who

visited America in the hope that it

would provide inspiration for his homeland to break with Confucianism, ended up concluding that inequality and

political corruption was no blueprint for

a future society. Tellingly, he references Rousseau.

‘No longer will I tell a tale of pretty

dreams,’ he wrote, ‘the Chinese people

for now must accept authoritarian rule;

they cannot enjoy freedom.’ It was a

chilling prophecy of the Mao Zedong

era. No wonder: Liang was an influence on Mao. But more encouragingly

for those of us who value freedom,

Liang did not see authoritarianism as

the long-term goal. In a few decades,

Liang maintained, the Chinese people

should be given ‘Rousseau to read.’

And Jean-Jacques Rousseau is, in

Western terms, the key name here.

What I would like to maintain is that

the intellectual, the thinker – she or he

that I would call the Writer (deliberate

capitalisation) – not only plays an important role in society, but is an agent



of and catalyst for social change. Let

us begin by following through the example of Rousseau. If we agree that

the French Revolution – along with the

contemporaneous Industrial Revolution in England – ushered in European

modernity, we must agree that thinkers

were its precursors. The masses may

have stormed the Bastille, but they did

so with new ideas in their heads. Before and since, in Europe and across

the world, revolution – and other, more

gradual, social change – is fuelled by a

heady cocktail of social conditions and

ideology.

First come ideas, then words, then

deeds. Always in that order. Where

action precedes thought, we stand on

the edge of chaos and oblivion. And

so: before the mob, Rousseau. Before

the American revolution, Paine. Long

before Lenin, Marx. Long before the

suffragettes, Wollstonecraft; before

Gandhi and Dr King, Thoreau. The late

twentieth century’s civil rights liberation

struggles were not only the result of a

softening of societal attitudes, but the

actualisation of decades, centuries,

millennia of theory.

In Wales, we must – whatever we

might think of the man or his views –

acknowledge the importance of Saunders Lewis. Like ‘public intellectuals’ in

other parts of the world, Lewis doubled

as writer and political activist. His twin

legacy is the struggle to keep the

Welsh language alive and the very

concept of Wales as a political entity.

Both have been normalised. In his

1962 radio lecture ‘Tynged yr Iaith’ –

The Fate of the Language, Lewis maintained that ‘Restoring the Welsh language in Wales is nothing less than a

revolution. It is only through revolutionary means that we can succeed.’ The

writer’s incendiary remarks were the



catalyst for the formation of Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg, and the start of a

period of direct-action agitation to enhance the status of the Welsh language. Lewis was nominated for the

1970 Nobel Prize for Literature not,

perhaps, for the quality of his writing

but for the impact of his thought.

And the Nobel Prize, often recognised as the ultimate accolade a Writer

can receive, is particularly relevant to

my own argument. In the words of

Alfred Nobel’s will, the Prize should be

awarded ‘in the field of literature’ for

‘the most outstanding work in an ideal

direction.’ The Swedish Academy seek

to reward lasting literary merit but also

idealisk, a particular brand of idealism

that ‘champions human rights on a

grand scale’. The Prize rewards writing, but above and beyond writing, it

rewards the Writer as symbol.

Most societies give rise to small

groups of thinkers who become precursors to change. Sometimes the flow of

history leaves these groups as marginal figures, condemned to the shadows.

The Welsh Outlook is a case in point.

You may well not have heard of it. The

magazine was formed in the home of

David Davies, grandson of ‘Llandinam’

the industrialist and brother of Gwen

and Margaret, whose collection of 260

paintings graces the National Museum

of Wales. With a readership of just a

couple of thousand, the magazine’s

centrality to the development of Welsh

nationalism – taking it away from narrow religious and linguistic identity politics to engage with internationalism

and modernity – is, when viewed in the

international context to which it aspired, a footnote to a bigger picture

somewhere else. Even the dates of its

publication – the magazine ran from

1914 to 1933 – are redolent of far more
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pressing issues in Wales and a grander narrative elsewhere.

But at other times, history comes

calling. The Writer – engaged in quiet,

committed intellectual activity – must

be ready to stand and be counted, not

just in print but in life. I am thinking here

of Orwell joining the International Brigades, Albert Camus’ role as editor of

Combat, the French Resistance paper.

More recently, I am thinking about the

fatwa issued against Salman Rushdie

and Orhan Pamuk’s denunciation of

Turkey’s genocide-denial. I am also

thinking of writers who through their

works have undoubtedly affected the

way we think about the world. Sigmund

Freud. Edward Said. Frantz Fanon.

If Wales does not have, at present,

equivalents to these kinds of writers –

political, prophetic, wide-ranging –

maybe it is because, for the moment,

history is happening elsewhere. Owen

Sheers’ Resistance, considered in this

light, is an odd first novel; it imagines a

context, because a Nazi occupation of

the Olchon valley allows us to consider

our own types of community under

such pressure. It is, the novel argues,

under such pressure that we find out

who we really are. Patrick McGuinness’ The Last Hundred Days, set in

Romania, has a similar thrust. Whether

the displacement happens through

time or space, much contemporary

Welsh writing gives the impression that

relevant backdrops for the big sociopolitical and moral questions lie elsewhere.

*

It is no accident that the preeminent

writers of any given era are often inextricably linked with the history of the

period. In the 1980s, as the world’s

geopolitical plates rubbed up against

each other along the Iron Curtain, it

was no surprise that many of the decade’s most ‘important’ writers were

from Central and Eastern Europe. Indeed, two of those to whom I would

draw particular attention were born just

seven years and a hundred miles apart

in what was then Czechoslovakia.

Vaclav Havel, who died late 2011,

was the embodiment of the public intellectual. A playwright, poet and essayist, Havel was also a dissident who

became a political prisoner and then,

when freedom came, was elected

President. The ultimate Writer-statesman, Havel was widely accepted at

home and abroad as possessing an

uncommon moral authority to rule, in

addition to his popular triumph at the

ballot box. At the time of his death he



was Chair of the Human Rights Foundation, yet another indication of the

deep connection between the Writer’s

concern with the human condition and

the activist’s concern with the human’s

conditions.

And it was Havel’s compatriot Milan

Kundera, in The Art of the Novel (1986)

who made a distinction between a Writer (my capitalisation) and a novelist.

Kundera: ‘The writer has original ideas

and a unique voice. He can employ

any form (including that of the novel)

and because everything he writes

bears the mark of his thoughts, carried

by his voice, it is part of his work.’ Into

this category, Kundera – who has long

been exiled to France – places Rousseau, Goethe, Chateaubriand, Gide,

Camus, Malraux. On the other hand,

‘[t]he novelist does not attach so much

importance to his ideas. He is an explorer, busy feeling his way to unveil an

unknown aspect of existence. He is not

fascinated not by his voice, but by a

form he is after, seeking to make it his

own, and it is only the forms that can

meet the demands of his dreams that

become part of his works.’ Examples

he gives here include Fielding, Sterne,

Flaubert, Proust, Faulkner and Celine.

Aside from the point Kundera makes

explicitly, I think there is also something of importance in the fact he uses

the singular ‘work’ in relation to the

Writer and the plural ‘works’ when discussing novelists. To take the given

authors, Tom Jones, Tristram Shandy,

Madame Bovary, A la recherché du

temps perdu, The Sound and the Fury

and Journey to the End of the Night are

each singular works of art, self-contained infinities. By contrast, the bestknown works of the Writers mentioned

are part of a wider schema. The Outsider, for example, is best read – is

intended to be read – alongside The

Myth of Sisyphus. Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality is

inseparable from On the Social Contract. In short, it might be said that the

novelist is concerned with the Work,

the Writer with the Body of Work that

expresses an Idea.

I believe Kundera’s is a vital distinction, and very useful to an understanding of the Writer’s position here in

Wales. It may help us to understand

what we have had to celebrate in the

past and what we have traditionally

lacked. Better still, it can point a direction for the future.

I have already discussed Saunders

Lewis, who very clearly fits Kundera’s

criteria for a Writer. His work is clearly

underpinned by a voice and a set of

ideas. Bertrand Russell and Raymond



Williams also clearly fit the profile of

forward thinking, outward looking

Welshmen whose primary emphasis is

on the propagation and furtherance of

ideas. Like Lewis, Russell went to prison because of his commitment to ideals – he was a conscientious objector

in World War I; also like Lewis, he was

nominated for the Nobel Prize for Literature. Unlike Lewis, he won.

The 1950 prize was awarded to Russell ‘in recognition of his varied and

significant writings in which he champions humanitarian ideals and freedom

of thought’. Note again the emphasis

on varied ‘writings’ rather than a specific monolithic work of art, and again the

emphasis on the Writer as champion of

humanity and freedom.

But the vast majority of front-rank

Welsh writers have been from the other side of Kundera’s divide. They have

been novelists. Or, even more often,

poets. In a previous essay, I made

mention of Dylan Thomas’ writing

shed. This rather odd tourist attraction

with its perfectly preserved pictures

and paraphernalia, discarded ‘manuscripts’ filling the wastepaper basket

and littering the floor, has come to form

the abiding image of the writer here in

Wales. First, he is solitary; second, he

is melancholy, a tortured genius

searching for le mot juste, mae’r gair

cywir. Third, he is a he. Fourth – and

this is my main point – he is the very

opposite of a public intellectual, the

very idea of which has always been

treated with suspicion in Britain as a

whole. The Welsh Writers I have discussed – Saunders Lewis, Raymond

Williams and Bertrand Russell – are all

widely seen as European thinkers.

In a previous essay I also addressed

the question of how the particular writers we have had in Wales who might

be considered ‘world-class’ is for debate. Dylan Thomas’ status is not so

much as our greatest writer but as the

most well-known. He has been cast in

bronze, ‘a Welshman, a drunkard and

a lover of the human race, especially of

women’, the paradigmatic Welsh writer. An icon.

There are numerous reasons why not

so much Thomas or his writing but the

image of Thomas and his lifestyle has

become a burden to subsequent generations of Welsh writers to reach an

international audience. As a country of

three million people we have already

had our fair share of internationally

famous writers, i.e. one. When Bill Clinton stood on a stage in Hay-on-Wye

and pronounced that ‘you’re lucky, you
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