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Abstracts

Aaron Eastley (Brigham Young University) — Norris as a ‘Merthyr Man’ writing from below

As many in Wales were honing their sense of national identity in the years leading up to and
immediately following 1970, Leslie Norris was formulating a more local perspective. In a 1970 letter
to his close friend Glyn Jones, Norris commented: ‘I always think you write best about Merthyr, as
perhaps | do. My tentative theory is that you and | are not Anglo-Welsh writers, but Merthyr poets, a
special breed’. Norris saw his 1970 collection Ransoms as a collection of specifically ‘Merthyr poems’,
and Jones as a poet ‘exiled in Cardiff’. As late as 1996 Norris still adhered to such views, writing to
Katie Gramich that he was no more an exile in America than he had been previously in Sussex, and
that he and Jones were ‘more than Welshmen, we were Merthyr men’.

This paper takes into consideration the various assumptions behind and ramifications of Norris’s
narrowly local view of his artistic identity. It does so with an eye to Merthy’s longtime reputation as a
kind of Welsh underworld. Norris felt this in a range of ways and seemed inclined to celebrate it. His
views intersect in interesting ways with perspectives on ‘writing from below’ put forward by
subaltern studies theorists such as Ranajit Guha. Ultimately, though, the notion of Norris as
specifically a ‘Merthyr poet’ becomes worthwhile only insofar as it allows us to delve into and
illuminate otherwise dark recesses of Norris’s work. Do his poems reward such mining? If so, where?
And what is the ore?

Amy Le Grys (Swansea University) — ‘Toil beneath the massy earth’: mountain landscapes in the
poetry of Idris Davies

This paper explores representations of mountain underscapes in South-Wales poet Idris Davies’s
'Gwalia Deserta' (1938). ‘Underscape’ illuminates ideas of landscape from below the surface, and
Davies’s poetry engages with the underbelly of mountain landscapes as well as their surfaces.
Existing scholarship has extensively discussed Davies’s socialist politics and framed his poetry within
the context of industrial and coal-mining literature. However, critics have seldom engaged with the
mountain as a landmark-entity in and of itself in Davies’s poetry. This paper will frame the mountain
in Davies’s poetry as encompassing topographical, industrial, and cultural elements, as opposed to
seeing the mountain and ‘the pit’ as one interchangeable entity. Through offering an ecocritical
reading of 'Gwalia Deserta' from the perspective of under the earth’s surface, this paper argues that
Davies uses mountain landscape imagery to present Welsh mountains landscapes as complex sites of
tension, where human activity, animals and physical environments converge and, by extension,
problematises Welsh mountain environments.



Alex loannou (Bangor University) — Reframing Eryri: disturbing the sedimentation of a dominant
discursive linear landscape historiography

My paper explores individual and societal ideas and values about the landscapes of North Wales,
specifically Eryri. My research explores how certain dominant understandings of the Welsh landscape
were embedded into Welsh (and British) society since the early eighteenth century and how they
continue to influence current perceptions and beliefs of it. Certain stories, representations and
mechanisms at work today, lie beneath ‘seemingly organic operations’. These are often overlooked
and allowed to propagate narrow framings of Eryri which perpetuate specific meanings and
expectations of the area within the collective subjectivity. My ongoing project Reframing Eryri shines
a light on the diverse ways in which Eryri has already undergone change, from the hidden processes
intrinsic to shaping perceptions of its landscape, to the more evident physical transformations
undertaken by the significant historic Penrhyn Estate.

In anticipating future change, and versions of Welsh places we cannot yet envision, environmental
psychology and policy debates have mainly focused on finding consensus. My research however,
seeks to ‘disturb’ the sedimentation of a linear historiography that has influenced and narrowed our
ideas of Welsh places. My close-reading of historical evidence and archival material, as well as the
employment of discourse analysis to mine official documentation reveals rich and varied
understandings of Welsh landscapes. My place-based approach showcases a way towards an
empowering landscape decision-making system in Wales, allowing for more perspectives from below.

My work seeks to reveal the relationship between broader social processes history, language and
landscape — which are mostly unaccounted for.

Sally Robert-Jones — For Wales, see England?

In his 1937 lecture ‘Is there an Anglo-Welsh literature’ Saunders Lewis stated: ‘A writer of literature
belongs to a community. His instrument of expression — the speech he uses — has been shaped for
him and given to him by that society’. Although he went on to say that the society also has traditions,
experiences and modes of life as well as its literary heritage and these impress themselves on the
language, he does not seem to have felt that this could also apply to those writers who share the
same traditions and experiences but not the same language.

However, Daniel Corkery, writing in 1931 about Anglo-Irish literature, and Margaret Atwood,
discussing Canadian literature in 1977, and the separation of those literatures from the literature of
England, both speak of a ‘submerged undergrowth’, defined as ‘popular’ writing ‘of dubious merit by
established aesthetic literary standards’.

This is a category which also exists in Welsh language writing, recognised under the definition of folk
poetry, but in Welsh Writing in English its writers and their work are still mainly unacknowledged.

This paper will explore the ‘underscape’ of Welsh writing in English, its relationship with Welsh
language literature and its role as an expression pf the wider community.

Tomos Owen (Cardiff University) — Encrypted Texts: Buried Secrets and the Farming Novel

Caryl Lewis’s Martha, Jac a Sianco turns on a secret which, though buried, is everywhere in the open.
Another way of saying this is to claim that the three title characters are bound by a secret which in



turn binds them to Graig Ddu, the family farm. This paper explores how Lewis’s novel pays
scrupulous attention to the three topographies of land, self and society. At the level of land, much of
the atmosphere and tone of the text emerges from the detailed descriptions of Graig Ddu: the farm,
its buildings, its fields, fences and hedges, as well as its position within a valley and a wider landscape
beyond. At the level of self, the focalised narrative, concentrating principally on Martha, grants
intimate access to her mental, emotional and psychic life including her griefs and thwarted
ambitions. And more broadly, at a social level, the strife of Martha, Jac and Sianco can be read
parabolically as the dwindling of a particular agricultural Welsh way of life.

Yet each of these dimensions harbours a secret. However detailed the topographies of physical,
mental and social landscapes encountered in this novel, there are elements of the text which remain
secret, buried, resistant to the impulse to map. While theorists including Jacques Derrida have noted
the relationship between literature and the secret, this paper takes its cue from J. Hillis Miller’s claim
that ‘every secret, it would seem, is buried in some kind of crypt’. This paper thus reads Martha, Jac
a Sianco as a work of encryption, from end to end: as a trio of characters Martha, Jac and Sianco hold
secrets which are buried deep underground; as a novel, this is an encrypted text, its secrets there for
all to see and yet nowhere in sight

Megan Jones (Swansea University) — Hiding the Self: the melancholic reality of partial assimilation
in Emyr Humpreys’s Jones

What happens when our hidden selves threaten to undermine our performance of assimilation? This
paper responds to those aspects of race theory concerned with colonizer/colonized relationship. It
begins with Frantz Fanon’s theory of the ‘black’ individual’s obsessive search for recognition in a
white dominant culture. Moving outwards from Fanon, it considers Rey Chow and Anne Anlin
Cheng’s premise of the psychologically challenging dimensions of assimilation. As part of this
discussion, | focus on the melancholia attached to types of racial identity formation that lead to
internalised self-denigration and rejection. By targeting the interface between the psychological and
the postcolonial, this paper seeks to avoid the dangers of over-dramatization inherent in describing
Wales as a colony. Instead it attempts to map the depth of impact of hiding the self that triggers the
kind of internalised inferiority identified by Fanon, Cheng and Chow, onto the question of culture and
language as it appears in the body of Emyr Humphreys’ work, and most powerfully, in his 1984 novel,
Jones.

M. Wynn Thomas (Swansea University) — R.S. Thomas and the tragic vision
At the core of Thomas's vision lies a tragic view of life.

This paper will try to trace it from its origins in his early writings to his oblique confession of it at the
end of his career. Central to the discussion will be Thomas's lifelong interest in the work of the great
Spanish thinker Miguel de Unamuno.

Tony Brown (Bangor University) — Absurdity on the Terraces: The Short Fiction of Gwyn Thomas

Frank O’Connor (The Lonely Voice) famously argues that the short story as a genre has tended to
articulate the experience of what he calls ‘submerged population groups’, communities far from the
centres of economic and political power. The inhabitants of the dark terraces of the South Wales



valleys about whom Gwyn Thomas writes could hardly be more ‘submerged’. These are lives with an
underscape of neurosis and anxiety that is born not just of their socio-economic situation but of a
more profound sense of existential meaninglessness: ‘Most of us had taken up being baffled as a kind
of hobby’. The world of these stories is a mode of Welsh Absurdity.

Cheryl Morgan — Strange Women Lying in Ponds

Everyone has heard of the Lady of the Lake, and if asked, would probably locate her at Glastonbury.
However, many lakes and rivers in Wales, and at least one in Cornwall, are inhabited by mysterious
maidens, the Gwragedd Annwn (the Wives of the Underworld). Many of them own herds of cows
rather than magic swords. There is an entire ecosystem of them out there. And, of course, Sir Walter
Scott locates the lady and her lake in Scotland.

In this paper | will look at folk tales about these watery women, their possible origins in ancient
mythology and religious practice, their relation to the character of Rhiannon in The Mabinogion, and
their eventual transformation into a variety of characters in Arthurian legend.

Matilde Gliubich Tomat (Bangor University) — Paleophenomenology and the Hidden Self:
Uncovering the Underscape of Human Consciousness

This paper introduces the framework of paleophenomenology to explore the psychological
underscape of human consciousness, drawing connections between Plato's allegory of the cave and
the cave art of early humans. Through an interdisciplinary approach that merges Jungian psychology,
phenomenology, and paleoanthropology, | aim to investigate the hidden selves that emerge in
subterranean spaces both literally and figuratively.

In Plato’s allegory, the cave represents a place of shadow, illusion, and hidden truths. Similarly, the
caves where early humans created art offer glimpses into the emergence of consciousness, revealing
hidden layers of self-awareness, symbolism, and the impulse to leave a mark on the world. This
paper seeks to "mine" these hidden depths, uncovering how ancient landscapes and human
interaction with them mirror the psychological process of individuation and the evolution of
awareness.

By situating the psychological underscape of hidden selves within the context of Neanderthal cave
art, | propose that these ancient spaces can be seen as liminal zones where the boundaries between
conscious and unconscious blur. This exploration of the psychological underscape challenges
traditional approaches to archaeology and human history, offering a new paleophenomenological
lens through which look at the ‘self’.

Rhys Kaminski-Jones (UWTSD) — Wales Beneath India’s Surface: Thomas Pennant’s View of
Hindoostan

Best known for his ‘domestic’ Tours in Wales and Scotland, the final publications of Welsh
enlightenment traveller Thomas Pennant set his sights further afield. In his two-volume View of
Hindoostan (1798), the now aged Pennant attempted what he described as an ‘imaginary tour’ of
India. From his Flintshire library, Pennant gazed eastward through books, maps, imported paintings,
and a substantial network of imperial correspondents, straining to achieve the clearest view possible



from the safety of his armchair. But, not unsurprisingly, Pennant’s locatedness in Wales cannot stop
seeping into his Indian writings: Kashmiri hermits are compared to bards, Mughal armies are
conflated with Saxon conquerors, and echoes of Welsh words are found in the subcontinent’s
indigenous languages. And whilst Pennant sees Wales in India, he also finds India in Wales —
implicitly, the project leads him to confront imperial networks which connect his home to the
colonial frontier, revealing the skeletons of empire lying under Welsh soil.

Rita Singer — Excavating Bryntirion: Autobiographical elements in the writing of Thomas Richards
(1800-77)

Born in 1800, Thomas Richards spent only the first nine years of his life in his native Dolgellau. After
the death of his father, he was sent to boarding school in London, and in 1832 he emigrated to Van
Diemen’s Land. Despite his early separation from his homeland, Richards is haunted by the
geography of Meirionnydd as he obsessively revisits the territory of his childhood not only during
infrequent visits, but also through the means of his antiquarian and fictional writing. Following the
trail of his published works through the decades, across several periodicals, newspapers and even
continents, this paper explores recurring elements such as names, topics, turns of phrases or entire
text passages in an attempt to excavate Richards’s early biography through alternate means.
Arguably, his fictional and non-fictional writing represent the sediment of his early life. These texts
can be read as alternating layers of life writing in which antiquarian studies offer a deep map to
Richards’s alternative, fictionalised selves.

Kristian Evans (Modron) — The Dunes, an ecological poetry film, written by Kristian Evans and
filmed by Nathan Roach

The Dunes is a film by Modron which explores an autobiographical perspective from the cultural
‘underscape’ that of a teenage, neurodivergent, working-class runaway, finding refuge and sanctuary
in the seemingly desolate dunelands of the Glamorgan coast. These dunes, until very recently, are an
underexplored, disregarded and remote place, considered by all but a few enthusiasts to be little
more than wasteland.

In The Dunes we are shown a variety of striking images of the place itself, accompanied by the voice
of the narrator, considering, through a series of poetic reflections, how this little known edgeland
came to be a site of discovery and realisation for a marginalised person. We can’t possess a place,
the film suggests, but perhaps place can possess us. The Dunes explores the extent to which place
and imagination reflect and inform each other, under a realisation of the deepening complexities of
our desire to belong, in an age of increasing economic inequality, insecurity and ecological crisis.

Kristian Evans will give an introduction to the themes of the film (10 mins), and discuss the
complexities and problems arising from an outsider’s or marginalised person’s desire to belong to a
place, even if that place is itself marginal, an ‘underscape’, an edgeland, even a ‘nowhere’.

Zoé Brigley Thompson (The Ohio State University / Modron / Poetry Wales) — Welsh Women Poets
from Modron Magazine: Creatures in an Underworld of Grief, Trauma and Loss

Zoé Brigley will survey dialogues with creaturely organisms in contemporary Welsh poets and her
own writing. Looking carefully at Welsh poets from Modron such as Pascale Petit, Nia Davies, and



Deryn Rees-Jones, Brigley will discuss how writing about nature can reveal underworlds of the
psyche but still maintain a commitment to representing nature as the more-than-human: wild,
strange and beyond human concerns. This balance between nature in its own right and our psychic
relationship with it needs to be finely tuned, and Brigley will talk about a series of poems in progress
which explore meeting creatures and organisms. Here violence against women is balanced against
the precarity of existence for animals and plants in a time of ecological catastrophe. Women’s
struggles to exist in unsafe spaces occur in tandem with the climate emergency and its pressures on
social structures. The poem is a space in which to explore underworlds of violence, power and
trauma.

Taz Rahman (Modron / Poetry Wales / Just Another Poet) — Conscious and Unconscious
Embeddings of the Natural World and Climate Change in Contemporary Poetry

If poetry’s key strength is its insistence on the power of noticing, the dominant issue of this age is the
ecological peril we face, and contemporary poets from Wales and beyond are actively exploring the
underlying tension, trauma and fear associated with ecological changes and the future of the planet.
Taz Rahman shall analyse aspects of conscious and unconscious embeddings of the natural world and
climate change in contemporary poetry with specific focus on environmental preservation as seen in
the works of the Welsh poet Rae Howells and compare nuances of similar activism in the poetry of
Ruth Padel. Additionally, two anthologies on climate conscious poetry and a celebration of the
natural world, 100 Poems to Save the Earth (ed. Zoé Brigley & Kristian Evans) and A Poets Guide to
Britain (ed. Owen Sheers) shall highlight the past and present of Welsh poetic environmentalism.

Nia Davies (Swansea University) — ‘All I've heard is jaw-jaw...”: writing an ever-increasing distance
from the coal face

‘These slashers, they never cleared a top hole, never filled a dram, couldn’t pack a gob wall,
never cut up a rib face, they’d be smothered in yellow working a low seam with the top
pouncing like bloody Guy Fawkes’ night. How can they think like us, ah?... All I've heard is
jaw-jaw.

As writers, ‘slashers’ and most of the world’s population become more and more distanced from the
coal face and the physical work of mining described here by Ron Berry’s miner character Gabe Lloyd
(in “That Old Black Pasture’), how are we going to remember and think like them, ah? A global and
just transition away from fossil fuels is necessary for planetary survival, but how do we know we
aren’t just writing more ‘jaw-jaw’ whilst more coal than ever before is extracted and burned? In an
illuminated creative-critical talk, Nia will draw on disparate labyrinthine sources, personal and Avant
Garde cultural histories of carbon extraction, to consider our imaginary and actual relationship to the
miner and the coal face. We will see and hear some of the works of writers and artists (from the
Welsh valleys but also the US, Chile and Japan) who have touched, remembered and forgotten coal
and the dirty work that has long gone on below.



Gray Brechin (UC Berkeley) — Distancing Underscapes and Overscapes: The Occult Role of Mining in
Building Cities and Country Estates

Writers have noted since classical times that mining activities devastate the countryside while
manifesting fortunes elsewhere. This was true for Nevada’s Comstock Lode which, | propose, led to
the hallmark inverted minescapes of urban skylines around the world today. At the same time,
mining produced paradisal country estates such as Gregynog and Penryn Castle which permitted
mine owners to escape and deny the source of their wealth. Art patronage and collecting also serves
as a detergent to rinse clean the getting of plutonic riches. Mining waste, however, can no longer be
escaped; whereas it was historically localized, it is today global and threatens the very existence of
the cities that produce that waste in the course of their growing.

Kirsti Bohata (Swansea University) — Tomb to womb: resistance and rebirth in Welsh Gothic

Sigmund Freud and his followers claimed a parallel between womb and tomb. Freud briefly theorised
that the fear of being buried alive stems from a memory of the womb and that: ‘the profoundest
unconscious reason for a belief in life after death’ is ‘a projection into the future of this mysterious
life before birth’. In Welsh gothic, the subterranean realm is a place of terror and monstrosity but
also of rebirth. Gwyn Jones’s trapped explorer in ‘The Pit’ is eventually released from the mine,
naked, vulnerable, abject. Other coalfields gothic gives birth to monsters incubated underground.
Glyn Jones’s buried miner in ‘The Kiss’, however, is a resurrected Christ, offering recognition and
perhaps something more to his maimed collier brother. In Sean Vicary’s animation Re-Tolled (with
words by Elinor Wyn Reynolds), the subterranean world holds a history of resistance as well as loss.
Re-Tolled is a depiction of ecological desecration but also an invitation to dig down and tap into the
roots of Welsh folk and industrial resistance. This paper will look at Welsh gothic underscapes and
the line they tread between terror and hope, annihilation and regeneration.

Robert Minhinnick — Relations between languages

In the next twelve months Carcanet publishes Alcatraz: Poems from the Welsh,* featuring my
Introduction and translations of poems by lestyn Tyne, Sian Northey, Menna Elfyn, Karen Owen,
Iwan Liwyd, Llyr Gwyn.

The Introduction will include descriptions by two Welsh writers trying to create bilingual households:
Kristian Evans and Laura Wainwright, of Bridgend and Newport. Both have English language books
due, i.e. Dunelands (Evans, prose, t.b.a) and The Storm’s Flora (Wainwright, 2025).

This Gregynog talk will feature excerpts of these, and maybe my poem about my grandmother’s
trilingual life in a pub in industrialised Dowlais, with examples of her ‘physical and actual’ use of
Cymraeg.

The Introduction will also contain descriptions of Welsh government aims for a total ‘one million
Welsh speakers’, and ‘doubling of use of Welsh by 2050’

Also quotations about linguistic ‘immersion’ (trochi) from media and parental groups and texts such
as Nightshade Mother (Lewis, 2024).



Alcatraz was accepted by Carcanet, Christmas, 2023, as a hybrid of my The Adulterer’s Tongue and
Diary of the Last Man (both Carcanet), which carries translated poetry titled ‘Aversions’. This
translation competition was open to world languages.

PN Review will carry a five page spread with one poem by each of the six poets.

*| have lobbied for Poems from the Cymraeg and while Carcanet deem it fine in Wales, in the remainder of the
Anglophone world ‘Cymraeg’ might even today require a footnote or translation, | am sorry to say.

Colin Thomas — Hidden Insanity

‘I found the people there-both masters and men-quite pleasant and polite. No ogres there, out to
gobble up small children. Just hard working folk’ (The Children of Cyfarthfa, p. 86). When Andrew
Watkins, like Richard Llewellyn, turned their hands to historical fiction, they tended to romanticise
the past. Perhaps because the underscapes, literally what was under their feet, was just too horrible
to fictionalise. Morgan Davies, aged 7, told the Child Employment Commission, ‘1 go down at 6
o'clock the same time as the men and come up with them ... the rats run away with my bread and
cheese sometimes’. On May 1st 2025, Merthyr will hold a Children's Literature Festival. How to
reconcile cynefin with the brutal reality of historical fact?

Neil Gower — Love Letters to Elsewhere
| am a graphic artist.

| paint book jackets. To put it another way, | have learned to mine texts to find their essence — their
visual centre of gravity — and to distil this into imagery.

| also paint maps and aerial views. | collect atlases and crave altitude. An exquisite map is a heady
cocktail of precision and psychedelia. | seek vantage: | love to fly, to cycle mountain passes, to go hill
running.

| was born in Wales but only just: a few miles west of the Severn Bridge. Pursuing my art required me
to travel and ultimately to live between Sussex and Berlin. | have long feared that all this somehow
compromises my Welshness.

My grandfather, Percy Gower, was a Treorchy coalminer. He died of pneumoconiosis eighteen
months before | was born, having seldom left the Rhondda. He and Nanna had a wall-clock which he
would wind every Sunday evening. This clock now hangs in my home. On its face is a distinct curved
scuff created by his knuckle as he wound. | often touch this mark with my soft artist's fingers and feel
melancholy for the man | never knew.

Percy worked deep in black geology and died, literally, choking on it. | live at imagined altitudes
playing with colour, light, language. | am now mining the gulf between our lives: to discover
something of his, to identify the centre of gravity of my own.

| am distilling this into words, my 'Love Letters to Elsewhere'



Linden Peach (School of Traditional Arts / UWTSD) — Aberystwyth 1914. A microstudy

To what extent is the concept of 'underscape' the product of familiar fields of critical dissidence or
the result of 'deep mapping' associated with new areas of literary-historical analysis? This paper
examines ways in which the latter, combined with the critical, analytical and psychoanalytical skills
associated with the study of Welsh Writing in English, helps us to understand what is new in the
concept. Taking Aberystwyth and the Carl Herrmann Ethe scandal as a microstudy, the paper
analyses the presentation, imagination and invention of the town's underscape in fiction, non-fiction
and the local English- and Welsh-language press. In doing so, it examines the extent to which the
notion of underscape is most fully developed where the histories of emotions and politics and
creative imagination, fantasy and identity converge. Through a process of deep mapping, the paper
explores notions of community and underscape as shaped, defined and even hidden by each other.

Daniel Williams (Swansea University) — Who killed Raymond Williams? The parricidal underscapes
of cultural theory

Raymond Williams is buried in the graveyard of The Parish Church of St. Clydawg, nestled in his
beloved Black Mountains. The Church itself contains a beautiful 18th century Decalogue, restored in
1989, as the small plaque beneath it tells us, ‘In Memory of Professor Raymond Williams’. Given the
relatively little attention to religion in Williams's writings and his refusal as an adolescent ‘to be
confirmed’ which ‘caused no crisis in the family’ this seems on first acquaintance, in terms of location
(in a Church) and content (the ten commandments), a somewhat incongruous memorial. Yet, on
further thought, it might be somewhat fitting that a man remembered in terms of fatherhood,
prophecy and liberation should be memorialised by the commandments passed from God to Moses.
This paper will document the ways in which Williams was remembered as a ‘father’, before drawing
on Freud’s last book on Moses to suggest that The Ten Commandments are also a fitting memorial in
that, both during his life and posthumously, Williams was murdered, symbolically, several times. This
paper argues that the ‘New New Left’ of the late 1960s and the multicultural Left of the 1990s and
2000s were built on acts of parricide. A Welsh European cultural theory might take a different path
by returning to the scenes of murder with the intention of bringing that which has been repressed
(Williams’s Welsh formation and identity) to light.



