Hull conference report. 

Some interesting points were made in relation to Manchester, and this has been a warning that has been mentioned twice recently; not to forget intra-regional rivalry. Manchester is, in many ways, viewed in as hostile a way in the North East as London is by Mancunians. Natasha Vall from the University of Teeside also gave a talk called ‘TV and the legend of hardship’ and noted that series coming from Granada television tended to be ‘synonymous with depictions of the North’, which was a source of irritation for North Eastern writers, since regional television was failing to engage with the ‘critical mass’. She also mentioned the importance of colliery disasters in reviving the metropolitan fascination with the North (late 1960s/1970s), which had begun to wane by the 1960s. Key series she identified were Sid Chaplin’s Close the Coalhouse Door (1970), The Stars Look Down (1975), and When the Boat Comes In (1975). 

Kevin Foster, from Monash University in Melbourne gave a fascinating and well-written paper on H. V. Morton’s In Search of England (1927), which Foster described as being an ‘archaeology of the national past, and more to do with travelling ‘downwards and backwards than onwards’. Even though his tour took him on a circular route from Land’s End, up to Wigan, over and along to Newcastle, etc, Morton ‘accelerated through the North, hurrying past the industrialised regions and remarking on the ‘ominous grey haze’ emanating from Liverpool and Manchester. There were some wonderful quotations that I will attempt to get from Kevin Foster if I can get him to send the paper. Manchester is depicted as one of a series of ‘mere black specks’ in a ‘limitless sea of green’, or something like that. Wigan he visited because it had a reputation as a ‘comic nowhere land’, but Wigan is overlaid with a vision of what Morton feels it should be. As Foster argued, certain ‘industrial landscapes were at odds with the ideal of national identity that he intended to promote’ (abstract). To him, as to many others before him, rural England embodied its spiritual identity, being more essentially English. His narrative works hard to conceal its industrial past by overlaying it with green turf. Interesting to think how the narratives we’re looking at relate to this pastoral tradition, Wigan’s “countrification”! 

Dave Robinson’s paper was good too (Hull). He was talking about the television adaptation of Jim Cartwright’s work, the 1987 Road, directed by Alan Clarke. His abstract reads: ‘The North here is in limbo, a space which has been rendered physically and discursively desolate by the 1984-5 Miners’ Strike and the discourses of Thatcherism’. He showed a clip from this (unfortunately with the sound not working) where a woman walks rapidly but gets nowhere in an endless gesture of circularity (round the block with this endlessly repeating scenery of houses ready for demolition). Robinson suggested that this sort of production was part of the inversion of New Wave gender politics, signalling the ‘re-gendering of Northern spaces’. I believe this is what David Law was arguing in his thesis, ‘Guddling for Words’. He argues that Road operates in similar ways to Tony Harrison’s poetry of the television work of Alan Bleasdale, opening up a ‘space for articulacy as Clarke becomes (in the words of David Thomson) “a poet for all those beasts who pace and measure the limits of their cages”’. One interesting point that he made about this production is that it shows the resistance to an outsider’s ethnographic gaze (ethnography in its more traditional sense). He used the phrase ‘non-native observers’, though, which led me to wonder about the place of documentation by migrants or settlers in the North East. I also wondered about the role of ‘literary ethnography’, as Philip Schlesinger calls it. 

I also heard someone at the conference refer to Jackie Kay as a ‘Newcastle writer’. She has moved to Manchester, so she is technically of interest to the project. But she has roots in Scotland and, now, a chair at Newcastle University. On Saturday I heard someone at the Hull conference refer to Kay as Here is the fundamental difficulty about migration. She has migrated! Or has she? Does she live in Newcastle, in which case does that make her a ‘Newcastle writer’? Or does she still have a flat or house in Manchester? In which case, does that make her a Manchester writer? Or has she always remained a Scottish writer? In other words, her actual whereabouts may not tally with her own regional identification, or identifications. External agencies situated in different regions she has passed through may have claimed her as their own from time to time, possibly for strategic purposes. These questions impinge on racial identity and identifications. Initially this project has been rather preoccupied with racial difference. But even to attempt a definition of Kay’s racial identity would be to come into conflict with the major themes and preoccupations of her own writing. A major theme of her work is identity’s undecideability. So the racial and the regional identities are united in this dilemma.
