David Wood’s Reflections on the Lure of the Writer’s Cabin. An Endorsement 
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(“I built a temple to tranquillity...”)

Angharad Price, O! tyn y gorchudd
Pascal writes in his Pensées that the ills of humankind spring from the inability to resist the lure of distraction, divertissement, our incapacity to sit quietly in one’s room. One’s room, he says. And he means a room of one’s own in one’s own home, for although he first says quite generally “in a room,” he then says chez soi. The room of which he is writing is homely, heimlich. 

What difference does it make for the writer whether the room where he writes is one in his home or somewhere exotic, unheimlich, even if only ever so slightly detached, like Dylan Thomas’s cabin at the top of his garden overlooking his house and the estuary at Laugharne, or like the hut at the bottom of the rectory garden overlooking Duddingston Loch which the Reverend John Thomson called Edinburgh in order that distraction by unexpected callers could be avoided through his wife’s being enabled to tell them not entirely dishonestly that the minister was away in Edinburgh. The poet wanted not to be distracted, as, to our great loss, Coleridge had been from his unfinished masterpiece by the person from Porlock. The preacher wanted not to be distracted because he had a sermon to finish. Both the poet and the preacher had good reasons for wishing not to be distracted. 

Such distraction for which a good reason can be given must be distinguished from the arbitrary distraction that diverts you from an equally arbitrary distraction in circumstances where the “distraction from distraction by distraction” (T. S. Eliot, Burnt Norton) denotes a way of life lived utterly unseriously, in which one allows oneself to be driven hither and thither by one whim after another without rhyme or reason. But although Eliot uses these words to refer to distractions that are random and aimless except that they have the temporary effect of relieving boredom, they are not only distractions from other distractions that kill time. They are, as Eliot’s poem preaches, distractions from what can give to a life sense and direction and seriousness. This sense-giving motivation is itself a distraction, but a privileged one. It is privileged in that it is capable of educating us away from the criss-crossing multidirectional currents of undisciplined licence toward the licenced play of work in which the worker, whether writer in a study or sculptor or painter in a studio, is also worked upon by his or her motif. 

The two cabins so far instanced were only the distance of a stone’s throw away from their owner’s place of residence, within earshot of the cries of Thomas’s children in the one case and of Thomson’s church bell in the case of the other. The half-way-house character of these two cabins lets us into “the second secret, the secret of the cabin that one does not need a mountain or shack at the end of a trail” (DW), where “secret” is a possible translation of heimlich. The writer does not need these things if by that is meant that they are not necessary for the conduct of his work. But they help. They help because, other things being equal, the more remote and difficult of access is the shack, the more likely it is to be beyond reach by email, the postman, the telephone, and the person from Porlock. Me voici, here I am, though invisible to DW, sitting at my desk writing about what he hauntingly (unheimlich) writes about writing. 
Far more disconcerting than the possibility that the phone on your desk will go off is the lure that leads you to reach out for the phone in order to make a call yourself to clear the deck so that you can get on with your writing liberated (liber-ated?) from the distracting thought that an item, albeit of secondary importance compared with your unfinished book, is waiting to be crossed off your agenda. Some intrusions are complex reflex self-intrusions: “there is no doubting the interpretive complexity that awaits us” (DW). These very words are an intrusion by DW, but one that is simultaneously self-inflicted by JL. Furthermore, it is inflicted on himself by JL in a comment he is making in response to an invitation from DW (“suggestions welcome”) made in a covering email letter to which the draft (“still a draft”) of his writing about the writer’s cabin is an attachment.

Furtherfurthermore, that writing, we are told in that covering email, is “inspired by ‘your’ cabin here.” Here “here” means out there at the end of a trail leading from Nashville to Yellow Bird Sculpture Park fifty miles away near Woodbury, a rural settlement of which one wonders by whom or by what or by whot its name was inspired. In “inspired by ‘your’ cabin here” “your” cabin means mine—or “mine.” For although it was named after me, and although it has books by me on its shelves, and although I have had the privilege of strolling around its environs, these environs were not environs of the cabin when I was there. For when I was there the cabin had not yet been constructed. The nearest I have been to being in it was when on the day on which it was inaugurated (consecrated?) my voice was heard there over the cell phone with which DW and my other friends at the launching ceremony had called me while I was seated at the table here at home in my study in Edinburgh. Edinburgh, not the ersatz “Edinburgh” named after the real city in order to divert chance callers, but the real city itself known also as the Athens of the North and Auld Reekie. This Edinburgh table is the writer’s tabula on which I am inscribing this response to what DW describes as a JL-inspired welcome to make suggestions that might be relevant to the turning of his draft into the finished article. Or at least into something less unfinished, something further on along the unending trail toward what calls to be said and unsaid again and again.

Again, the idea of “my” cabin as conceived by DW is the idea of a space that is disponible also to others. It is the idea of a place where they are welcome to avail themselves in turn of the freedom from interruption it offers anyone for whom that freedom would be conducive to the production of something they feel driven to write: anyone for whom writing is a calling. The writing table is endowed with something like the aura of an altar or a communion table, so that a room where you write gets referred to as an inner sanctum even when it is a room in your house. This is why I agreed with DW that a cabin at the end of a trail is not a necessary prerequisite for the pursuit of a career as a writer. And I was not disagreeing with him when I wrote that such a cabin can nevertheless be needed. A reader with any chance of penetrating below the surface of things needs “somewhere...free of distraction” (DW). 

Did DW write his piece about the cabin in the cabin in question—mine, his, hers, yours, ours, theirs? Or did he write it in his study at home? Or did he write it in his office at the University? Or did he write different pieces of the piece in more than one of these places? Where did his two secrets of writing begin to become public property, as they had to become if what he drafted was to do justice both to the singularity of things and to the fact that singular things are not merely particular things, though like them they nonetheless fall under laws. As I believe DW’s article shows he would agree, it is important not to overlook that we who look at the view through the window—at the estuary, at the loch, at the mountain, at the Landschaft or the Seeschaft—are looked to by them. “Behold, the sea” (Whitman, Vaughan Williams). It (and, please, the mountain) addresses us. We are, to adapt another word from (O Captain! my Captain!) the dead poet “old Walt,” exposed to it. Our attention is displaced, disposed, deponed, distracted from focus on our selves toward attention to that which is other than our selves but which calls upon us. We are beholden to what we behold.  
Before bringing to a close this response to DW’s invitation to make suggestions relevant to “The Lure of the Writer’s Cabin”, let me say that although he and I are in agreement over the now public second secret of writing that a mountain or a shack at the end of the trail are not necessary to the writer, I feel under a special responsibility not to play down the significance for me of the writing cabin near Woodbury to which I hereby dedicate these paragraphs written in my study at home in Edinburgh. This is firstly but only partly because of the honour done me by DW and my other friends in Nashville. It is also partly because the appearing of the cabin in Yellow Bird Sculpture Park compensated for the disappearing of a caravan in which I used to work on the coastal strip within earshot of the waves of the Firth of Forth where young John Muir used to play before he and his family emigrated to North America. That caravan was lost when the plot on which it stood was intruded upon by Torness nuclear power station. In the interim between that deprivation and the quasi-acquisition of the cabin erected in my name in Tennessee I was the tenant only of a dream of a writer’s cabin. Now whatever may happen to the actual cabin, the dream of a writer’s cabin lives on as long as a writer exists. For the very idea of selfhood brings with it in the manner I have tried to explain in this writing, the poignant tension manifest in writing between, on the one hand, the tendency for propositionality and the constative prose of the world to lord it over proposing, performing, and the poetry of the world, and, on the other hand, the tendency for these latter to suppose that justice, ethicality and aesthethicality (sic) can survive in a society of only two. This is a tension between, on the one hand, acknowledgement that respect for singularites is blind unless it keeps in touch with respect for the third personality of law and, on the other hand, acknowledgement that respect for law is empty unless it is responsive to the singularities.  The chiasmic (not synthetic) proximity in separation of these tendencies and tensions, requiring us to learn to write with both hands, is what I have elsewhere dubbed imadgination (sic). Imadgination embraces what in this paragraph I have referred to as the dream of a writer’s cabin.  
The writer’s study at home and his office at the university and the remote cabin in the wilderness confer with each other. They do this by deferring to each other and to the trails between them in the neither claustrophobic nor agoraphobic
 spatio-temporal economy of an archi-oikos, where an oikos is a cell or a shel(l)ter or a tomb or a womb or a room or a house or a temple or a tabernacle or a den or a cabin, here a writer’s cabin or room in the far-flung republic of letters. In so far as this space-time is a trope for the hyphenation of life-death and death-life, it confirms the suggestion made in this countersignatory endorsement that the work of the writer as such shares with the work of the priest a degree of sanctity, perhaps of religiousness, but a religiousness not necessarily ligatured to a religion.
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