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A conflict about language

New readers are advised that this foreword contains information about the plot.

In what feels like something from the pages of a gothic novel, I begin this foreword with a confession, dear reader. I had never heard of Mary Jones’ novel Resistance before I was approached to write this foreword for the new Library of Wales edition which brings this extraordinary book back into print for the first time since it was published in 1985.

I was immediately intrigued by this Welsh gothic novel. ‘Gothic’ is a term that has been applied to some of my own work set in North Cornwall in the 1840s. Given that I spent my childhood on Cornwall’s isolated rural uplands of Bodmin Moor voraciously reading mysteries, it’s perhaps not a surprise that I should become a writer of chilling mists and candle-lit terrors. The proximity of the real Jamaica Inn, setting for Daphne du Maurier’s masterpiece, probably also had something to do with my interests in this mode. I have long been fascinated by the folklore of mid nineteenth-century Cornwall, and the points where these tales intersect with real elements from that period – particularly the lives of working women. Something that caught my attention about Jones’ novel is the fact it’s set in the period in which it was written, the early 1980s. If the gothic is a mode of fiction that allows writers to explore their personal fears and preoccupations, as well as those of their wider society, I wondered: what might those have been for a novelist writing in early eighties Wales? I had my suspicions.

The setting caught my attention too: no eerie ruins of abbeys or craggy moorlands that often animate the novels of neogothic writers, such as myself, who use elements of the historical period in which the mode arose to conjure our scares and spookiness. Flickering candle-light can make unsettling many things that under electric light prove quite ordinary. But the more I read of this novel, the more I realised that Mary Jones’ Resistance is extremely self-aware, embracing the tropes of the genre whilst at the same time encouraging the reader to stand back and observe them. There is a ruined abbey here after all.

Jones sites her story in a contemporary hotel in ‘a market town in Powys’. It’s here that an isolated woman confronts a terrifying new reality in which her sense of self, her autonomy and her body are all transformed in horrifying, uncontrollable ways. This personal transformation is set against the ‘health’ (or lack thereof) of Welsh nationhood. It’s a story that’s both deeply individual and a comment on national identity, about an illness that is frighteningly literal and expansively metaphorical. And all in a few hundred pages. The achievement is all the more impressive for the fact it was Jones’ first and only published novel. Reading it now, forty years after publication, I’m struck by how confidently it addresses its subject matter of political ideas and activism in the early 1980s, and the book’s strong contemporary resonance.

The plot is relatively simple, leaving Jones plenty of scope to develop her thematic concerns and to crank up the dread which pervades the story. At the end of a wet summer, Ann Thomas arrives at a hotel for a stay of an indeterminate period. Her previously ordered life as a deputy headteacher has been turned upside down following a grim discovery during a routine dental procedure: there is a tumour in her jaw. She has come to the hotel while she waits for the operation that will reveal if the tumour is cancerous, but might also cause her face to ‘cave in’. Her fear and horror at her body suffuse the hotel which seems to shape-shift, re-making itself from day to day and resisting easy navigation:


‘I don’t remember leaving the room. All I remember is being lost in the interminable passages again, exasperated with the world, disgusted with myself, and not even really trying or wanting to find my room. Then in a slight recess, I noticed a hole in the wall, neat, round, six inches or so across, and two or three feet above the ground. The perfect “o” of a mouth stretched in pain or ecstasy or the panic of death.’



From the outset of the story the building projects her illness back to her through imagery of a body made strange and threatening. Amid this awful health situation are money woes; Ann is a single woman who, since her diagnosis, has been made redundant and lost her home. Even if she does survive the cancer, her future remains uncertain.

The hotel itself is an amalgam of buildings, including an old farmhouse ‘swallowed’ by the hotel’s development, leading to unexpected ‘pockets’ in the building. The farmhouse served the nearby abbey, the remains of which still loom. In this way, Jones has her gothic cake and eats it, getting that trope of a ruined abbey into the novel but keeping it at arm’s length for much of the story. At regular intervals the novel seems to comment on its own mode of writing with self-referential nods to the gothic tradition. The name of the hotel’s bar, the Hungry Cheese, hints at a monstrous self-devouring similar to Ann’s inwardly collapsing jaw. The fact the bar is in the basement means a good proportion of scenes take place underground. Is it a stretch to think of this as Ann being buried alive? Not in a novel as suffused with intimations of violence and mortality as this one:


‘I looked round the walls, stark shining walls with hooks on them, as though waiting for the sides of bacon to be strung up. I looked at the clean, plastic-looking curtains, hygienic as mortuary polythene. And through the windows, to where, should I ever try to get beyond them, the nailed planks would box me in like a coffin.’



Ann experiences a horror of abundance, of the rampant fecundity she sees everywhere, but also of voids, perhaps reflecting the unnatural growth in her jaw and the potential collapse of her face when the tumour is removed. A good example is when she stumbles across an old hall within the hotel:


‘I came upon a huge, musty, windowless hall with microphones hanging awry as though they had been strangled and abandoned in a panic. […] The mass of intersecting corridors that must have been snuggling round it like bloodvessels round a foetus, passed by oblivious. You could have spent your life in the building and never even suspected its existence, so subtly did all the changing levels and directions obscure the fact there was an area not accounted for.’



And yet, even as the freighted imagery piles up, we’re advised not to get carried away:


‘The manager had neglected to tell me where the bar was. But it was something to go and look for, at least – and buildings didn’t fluctuate like rivers and trees, to remind me of the growth in the bones of my face.’



The deliberate stylistic ‘excessiveness’ of the novel is countered by the many things the reader must infer in the story: lines spoken in Welsh go untranslated and it’s unclear for a good chunk of the novel whether Ann actually understands the Welsh spoken around her; an abstract painting becomes a point of obsession for her but the interpretations of others aren’t shared. The theme of abundance and voids therefore finds a stylistic framework, one that both embraces the over-flow of feelings often seen in the gothic (‘Occasionally there was a splurge, as from some overflow, splattering down into the yard like slops’), but which also steps back from this at regular intervals. We see this dichotomy in the way the hotel functions as a kind of limbo for Ann, a living death, and indeed there are numerous lines which could be read as references to suicide. The world of the novel feels continually on edge, poised between opposing forces: life and death, health and disease, the saturation of rain and an imminent fire.

As Ann struggles to commit to life and its terrible uncertainties, she drifts around the hotel. Within its walls are a small cast of mysterious men – and the characters of the novel are very nearly all men, as Ann herself acknowledges. Three amongst them become meaningful for her: the young aimless punk Ceri, the older and possibly wiser Aled, and Thomas the fretful hotel manager. By night, Ann hears odd noises on the complex fire escape system bolted to the rear of the building. By day, she listlessly explores the local area and the labyrinthine hotel, witnessing furtive conversations and mysterious comings-and-goings, with much talk of local distilling and use of fertiliser.

Personal details about Ann are few and far between. Her name remains unknown for a good portion of the book, at one point she even informs another character that she doesn’t have one: ‘I don’t really exist’. She is a narrator whose sense of self has been subsumed by her illness, but in Resistance, bodily health is also a way to explore the health of a nation. Ann is Welsh but we eventually discover that she doesn’t speak the language. The torment she experiences in her mouth can be read as a means of exploring her lack of voice, what the novel seems to suggest is the ultimate inarticulateness: being Welsh without the Welsh language. The book is awash with references to people and places choking, spluttering, coughing; to mouths and lips sealed up, silenced. From the novel’s opening, the language of militarised conflict runs through scenes: weapons, magazines, artillery, invaders. And this is a conflict about language.

A seemingly innocuous exchange between Ann and a fellow diner in the hotel restaurant ‘hides’ a reference to occupation within a conversation about personal space:


‘“Pardon?”

“Mind if I join you?”

“No, no – you can sit where you like. Free country.”

“Sure? You look as if you might mind.”’ (my emphasis)



Through her interactions with Aled, Ann confronts her separateness from her Welshness caused by her lack of language:


‘[…] we had been divided. While Aled had learnt to look on Llywelyn as the last prince of Wales, I had been taught to see his successor, Edward, as the first.’



Aled is an activist in the cause of defending the Welsh language and this is where real events come into play. Aled tells Ann he was part of the first Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg (Welsh Language Society) protest which took place on Trefechan Bridge in Aberystwyth in 1963, the aim to raise awareness about the lack of official status for the Welsh language at the time. Aled’s participation resulted in him going to prison. On release, his activism becomes more violent as he takes part in the fire-bombing of holiday homes near the hotel, drawing into the novel the activities of Meibion Glyndŵr whose arson campaign against second homes in parts of Wales was in full swing at the time Resistance was written. Alongside the terror of Ann’s illness, a significant part of the novel’s tension is generated by the sense of a greater reckoning to come, that the burning of the nearby holiday homes is only the beginning. In this we see a violent expression of the anxiety over second home ownership of our time.

The way Ann sees it, as a non-Welsh speaking Welsh person she is part of the problem Aled is fighting against. In their ideological conversations which dominate the end of the novel the twin themes of bodily health and the health of the nation come together explicitly:


‘“I expect that’s the way you think of me,” I said more quietly. “As a tumour – a painful presence, threatening you. The enemy in your midst. The native who has betrayed the culture and the language. There’s nothing more subversive.”’



However, it’s in this heightened exchange that the reader learns Ann’s name for the first time, via Aled’s dialogue. They might be separated by Ann’s lack of Welsh but it is he who gives her back this fundamental part of herself and identity. The tragedy is that Ann cannot give Aled anything in return. Her vision of Wales, its land and those fighting for its autonomy, sees its potential thwarted:


‘Time and again the blackening would set in when the ears were still tinged with green, and time and again, mildew took the young grain while it was still soft. And all that could be done was to watch the blundering heavens through the human cycles (equally disorderly) of impatience, tension and despair. […] I crossed a bridge and I read “Cofia Tryweryn” on its parapet, and “Cofia Abergele” I was urged further on, by the crenellated wall of a tumbledown farm. “Cofia, cofia” everywhere, exhorting me to remember, remember, when I had come there specifically to blot things out. To forget I had ever existed in any way other than this: to forget there was any other way to exist.’



The anxiety over second home ownership, the explosion of ‘Cofia Tryweryn’, a divide between Welsh speaking Wales and its Englishspeaking population, Wales’ fight for political agency and autonomy: the concerns of early 1980s Wales are still alive today. But the vision of the early 1980s offered by the novel can seem, on first reading, to be a bleak one. There are no heroes here, for all Aled and Ann’s discussions of King Arthur and Peredur.

But what the novel does offer are ways to enact the resistance of the book’s title, and it’s in those acts that life is found. As Aled tells Ann: ‘there comes a time when defencelessness means death’. Aled’s resistance leads to Ann’s own. She leaves the hotel to undergo her operation and face the future, whatever it might bring.

Katherine Stansfield
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RESISTANCE






 

 

To D. H. Gibb






CHAPTER 1

The man at the desk looked as if he didn’t sleep very much. He also looked as though he might be able to see in the dark.

From the way he stared, you would have thought I was sleepwalking towards him. Clearly, he shared my uncertainty about what I was doing there: about what I was going to do next, he seemed even more apprehensive.

Living in that gloom, I thought, you’d need to be able to see in the dark.

‘Mae’n boeth iawn, and yw hi?’ he said (instead of whatever he had been on the point of saying).

‘Pardon?’

The bulging eyes clouded, but they were still too slippery to hold. He enquired in toneless, formal English whether I could be helped. Close to, his pupils, set in an almost transparent jelly, reminded me of frogspawn.

‘A single was it, madam?’

Said like that, it was more suspicious than a double.

He turned his back on me and glanced along the rows of empty pigeon-holes. There were keys dangling beside them, lolling like tongues from vacuous mouths, and I fancied the slots were starting to roll under the little black balls of his eyes, like a roulette wheel speeding up.

‘Are you alright?’

It was just the effect of the revolving doors on the way in, I told him, making me giddy. And the atrocious heat in his part of Wales, I added more sourly, for there had been irritability in his voice – I was neither young enough, nor old enough, to arouse any real concern in him. Neither, it seemed, was I worth listening to – he gazed deafly at my hands clutching the desk, as though he were making a mental note of the exact spot where my fingerprints were.

He consulted the book again, took down a key, and returned to his scrutiny.

‘Perhaps if you heat the page, I’ll come up like magic.’

‘Pardon?’ It was a rebuke to frivolity merely. ‘When was this booking made, madam?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘Ah.’ I had evidently been withholding information.

Reluctantly, as though it unlocked the magazine store, he released the key.

‘Are you quite sure you want me to have this, now?’

‘Madam is staying for…? How long is madam staying?’

The entrance hall yawned like a vault around the two of us. All that caught my eye was the glass of the doors, glinting as they slowly revolved, like the blinding facets of a crystal ball.

‘I couldn’t say for sure, yet.’

‘No, of course you couldn’t.’

‘Maybe till the fourteenth of September. Maybe.’

He scribbled something, leaving a note for the receptionist perhaps, pulling back long-sightedly. Casually, absently, he enquired: ‘And do you have your passport there please, madam?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

Our smiles were forcibly benign.

‘Your passport?’

‘I haven’t got one.’ I spoke mildly; this could be an easy way of leaving without having to make any decision to leave. But the next second I was hit by all the helpless frustration I had accumulated over a hundred such interrogations. ‘I may be under a misunderstanding but I thought I was still in Britain. Free country and so on.’

He didn’t even wince. ‘I am merely asking madam for some means of identification.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t carry identification papers. For the same reason.’

‘A cheque card, perhaps?’ he suggested with all the lingering triumph of Jeeves producing a trump card for Wooster. ‘Or even a driving licence would do.’

‘I’ve given up driving and they don’t like you using cheque cards when you’re on the dole. Sorry.’ I was never going to learn not to apologise.

To my surprise he sighed, apparently in defeat, and swung the register round to face me.

‘Would you sign here please?’

‘Yes, of course.’ I was so willing. I wrote my name where the date should have been, and then patently forgot my address for a good few seconds. ‘Is that alright?’

‘Thank you, Mrs… er… Miss Thomas.’ He looked up grimly. ‘One might almost have thought you were Welsh.’

This I treated as his little joke.

‘The door’s locked at eleven and there is no night porter.’

‘Locked?’

‘Locked.’

‘That affair?’

‘That affair.’

‘How on earth do you lock up that affair?’

‘Very effectively, I can assure you.’ His grimness melted into suave self-assurance. ‘From a security point of view, those doors could not be bettered.’

‘I can see that. I’m surprised anyone ever gets in.’ The carpet lapped, a mottled grey ocean, around the lonely reef of the desk where we clung. ‘I can see I’m one of the chosen few. If not the chosen one.’

‘Oh, they don’t discriminate.’ He closed the register with a nasty satisfaction. ‘Crooks have been known to get just as tangled up in them as the police.’

There was an awkward silence, sultry and dismal.

‘I suppose madam will be requiring a key?’

My sweaty hand uncurled, like a child’s caught in possession of illicit sweets. ‘But you’ve just given me one.’

‘That’s the key to your room. We usually also give residents a key to one of the hotel’s side doors, in case they want to come in late.’

‘Oh – no thanks.’

‘Just as you wish.’ He lifted the phone and asked someone to conduct me to my room.

‘It’s quite alright, I can manage,’ I assured him and bore my case away. After a while I had to come back to ask where the lifts were, and by then a porter was loitering intentionally by.

‘Lifts?’ His large palms spread like a picture of Christ ascending. ‘She wants lifts,’ he called to the porter. ‘They’re like your passport, madam; quite redundant.’

‘Like me too then.’

He seemed to cheer up at that, relieved perhaps at the suggestion of redundancy money; he might; after all, have been worrying about payment ever since I had mentioned staying a month, and the dole.

I showed little interest in the room I was shown, simply sat on the bed waiting for the porter to go. When he hovered, I thought he was going to reprimand me for abusing the bed by sitting on it, and I grew so anxious planning my indignation that I forgot about a tip until he’d gone.

It was a tall, narrow room, utterly without character. Apart from the incongruously lavish carpet with its blue and gold pattern, it had more affinity with a hospital than a hotel. For some reason the bare white walls had been coated with gloss paint: they and the white basin gleamed with health and sterility: even the white bedspread bristled with cleanliness. But there was, at least, at the end of the bed, a French window and a balcony.

It was as stuffy outside as in, and it turned out not to be a balcony after all. Just a rough wooden platform running the length of the building. There was another on the floor above, and I could see between the gaps in the planks at my feet, as through Venetian blinds, that there was also one on the floor below. It was a rude system of ways that were boxed in to handrail level, and set so closely one on top of the other, they were more like a series of tunnels than balconies. They also ran along the wings at right angles to the block I was in, and along the wing opposite, enclosing the back yard I overlooked, and buckling crazily at opposite comers into steps that spiralled down into the puddles flooding the yard.

With all that scaffolding outside, the blue and gold of the carpet were all I was ever going to see of the sky and the sun.

It wasn’t what I’d had in mind. Most decidedly not. Wretched girl at the tourist office. The moment she refused to handle the brochure because her nails were wet, I should have guessed that she would interpret ‘impersonal but quiet’ as large and empty. No interest in her job at all.

And here I was – stranded – in some starless wonder, in a market town in Powys. Well, I wasn’t staying. I just wasn’t, and that was all there was to it. Well leave then. How? Hitch. Just hitch anywhere, like a student. Dear God, you didn’t see people hitching in tweed coats and suitcases. And whatever was the matter with my thumbnail? A distinct purplish hue where the half-moon should have been – reminiscent of the purple that radishes sometimes have, which puts you off eating them somehow.

Sharp as an electric shock, something streaked across my jaw. It made me remember that I should have found out the times of meals. The back of the door offered me instructions on fire-drill merely; other irrational, but likely places, like inside the wardrobe, offered me nothing at all. I would have to go back downstairs.

But now I couldn’t even find any stairs. The place was a maze of corridors where you were forever coming up against culs-de-sac, or doors that led only onto the wooden superstructure outside. It had started to rain, a light mizzle, dampening the wood but not enough to make any visible impression on the puddles below. Not enough to cool the air either.

I kept retracing my steps down passages that seemed to go off at tangents from one another, quite arbitrarily, until I became hopelessly tangled up. Little tempting branch-roads were constantly opening up too, narrower, lower, holes in the wall almost, as though miners following a coal-seam had suddenly blasted through into a forgotten, unchartered tunnel they had dug a century earlier in a different direction. The place abounded with their uneven, accidental intersections.

Suddenly, I hit the void of the entrance hall. (There didn’t seem to be any stairs as such – just sloping passages and intermittent steps.) It was like coming out into a cathedral cave after wandering for a long while through underground faults and cracks without a compass. I would never have suspected I was anywhere near where I came in. And now I looked round, the whole area seemed to have been converted. Alcoves had appeared in it, alcoves containing a grandfather clock (not going) and an imposing carved chair that might have been some eisteddfod or ceremonial chair. Very upright, very fierce, it dared anyone to feel worthy of it, but it had a forlorn look about it too, and was obviously dying to be sat in. I supposed they were pieces rescued from a gutted mansion, or things that had gone for a song at auction after the decease of the last descendant. Beautiful things, useless now: solid, intricate – quite out of place in the smooth, wide sweep of the foyer.

Only by the revolving doors and the now unoccupied desk did I know where I was, and I thought: there’s probably some conman chasing round, hastily fixing up revolving doors and desks, wherever I go, to delude me into madness on top of everything else.

I wandered away from there, down other corridors, with a growing confidence that I had the place to myself. The dining-room, therefore, came as a surprise. I stood on the threshold, bewildered as if I had stumbled upon some secret organisation, feeling half inclined to tiptoe softly backwards and dissolve. A large family-party sat there, in the middle of the room, busy, the mainstream of life, wielding heavy, bulbous hotel cutlery that twanged dully as swords when the children, distracted by my appearance, let them collide. On the periphery, like satellites, smaller tables held couples, leaning in or leaning out, as if in spinning counterbalance; all, it seemed, posing in attitudes of conspiracy. But I could make nothing of what they were all saying: their voices were soaked up by the carpet long before it reached my feet, bearing, as in homage, its golden oakleaves. They billowed like the feathers on some coat of arms. Even the walls looked cushioned, with red shapes standing out like the satin hearts on Valentine cards that come in handy as pincushions later on. Plush, I suppose, was the word. A puffy-looking room. Stuffed. Swollen.

Three people, I noticed, were sitting on their own. Maybe, after all, it would be alright here. Say for a week anyway. I sat down at a small table just inside the door, in a draught.

The wallpaper revealed a propensity to cling, like Velcro.

‘Gaf i ymuno a ti?’

I had my chin down while unsnagging my hair, so it was quite an effort to turn sideways to see who was being addressed.

‘Pardon?’

‘Mind if I join you?’

‘No, no – you can sit where you like. Free country.’

‘Sure? You look as if you might mind.’

‘Why on earth should I mind?’ It was insufferable the way young men found it impossible to tolerate indifference in a woman.

‘You’re not expecting anyone?’

‘I expect nothing. Except to be left alone by this blessed wall.’

His arm swept in a gracious, complimentary arc over the tablecloth, revealing that his sleeves were too short. ‘It’s your irresistible magnetism.’ I let that go: my hair, becoming rather matted, was requiring concentration. ‘Here – let me release you from your hang-ups.’

I glared then. Things might have come to a pretty pass, but we were having none of
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