Part a) “How does Baines use the symbolism of the compass and the torch to present ideas about the father-son relationship?”

‘The Compass and Torch’ describes a camping trip, designed for bonding, between a father and his son on a wild moor. Symbolism is used of the torch to mark the help (the light) they require for not only navigation, but a way of helping their relationship flourish.

The aforementioned, symbolic torch is first introduced when the boy is at home with his mother and his step-father: ‘I found my torch’. The mum quickly responds to this declarative with her elevated, yet apathetic ‘Oh good!’ whilst ‘wrenching a look of bright enthusiasm onto her face’. The verb ‘wrenching’ provides connotations of carelessness, false support and awkwardness. Thus, the torch could be symbolic of the awkward void between the mother and father. In fact, the mother’s superficial ‘good!’ parallels the father’s in-genuine ‘great!’ which perhaps suggests that both parents are indifferent to the development of a father-son relationship, since this is how they both feel towards each other. This lack of care for the torch serves as a vehicle for which it allows the reader to empathise with the boy. The reader is affected because whilst the boy is ‘fighting with stiff straps’, the father is too short-sighted to identify a relationship with the boy.

It is not until the end of the story that the father interacts with the torch, wherein he ‘gently takes away the torch.’ And so again Baines is using the torch to symbolise a fractured relationship and instead of exploring it, he dismisses it. It’s interesting to see here how Baines uses the adjective ‘gently’ to end the relationship as it juxtaposes his initial volatile actions when he ‘batted’ the horse away. Perhaps she is trying to convey to the reader how if the relationship is not handled with care, it could corrupt; a merciful approach is therefore seemingly appropriate for the young, naïve boy. This pivotal moment could serve as the point at which the ‘man’ has had an epiphany where he has, for once, put their relationship first, since prior to this - the forgetting of the compasses put their potential relationship in an unattainable position.
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Finally, Baines uses the compass to symbolise navigation, direction and hope. However, ‘both left their compasses at home’ and thus ill-fating their relationship. In addition, the inclusive pronoun ‘both’ reminds the reader that they as equals have left behind key components for their relationship; leaving the reader to question on whether either of them had their hearts set in the relationship in the first place. 

Part b) “How is symbolism used to present ideas in one other story?”

‘When the Wasps Drowned’ tells the story of a group of siblings, whose discovery of a dead body elicits their loss of innocence. Wigfall uses underlying symbolism to present this transition from un-concerning childhood to a questionable evil. 

Firstly, the title is symbolic in itself. By calling it ‘When the Wasps Drowned’ it could be seen as a euphemism for the summer at which they lost their innocence. Wigfall uses this to show how their immaturity relies on them victimising themselves – ‘as Therese stepped on the wasps’ nest’ – as opposed to confronting their omens when lying about the dead body. 
Following on, the reader is introduced to the eldest sibling Eveline who’d ‘watch the boys’ for leisure. Eveline could be the symbol for the catalyst of the children losing their innocence where she’d wish her life away as she does not have a mother around to tame her. Instead, the ‘mum was out at work all day’. Ultimately leading the children to ‘their own devices’. At one point, Eveline ‘fashioned a bikini’ composed of home-made materials, almost synonymous to Eve in The Garden of Eden – who wore a mere amount of clothing and simultaneous sacrificed her innocence and purity once she ate the apple. In effect, this presents the idea of Eveline acting as a symbol for a reckless child. 

Wigfall deliberately plays around with the structure in the narrative for symbolic effect. The story opens with profound ambiguity: ‘That was the summer Therese…’ which throws the reader into a vivid sense of confusion – no-one is aware of what the pronoun ‘that’ could imply. And so, Wigfall relentlessly builds up the use of ‘that’ like, ‘That was the summer they dug up Mr. Mordecai’s garden’. A morbid, yet symbolic interpretation could be that the ‘that’ represents their forgone innocence – as it is associated with an omnipresence of shocking events such as the uncovering of a dead corpse in the neighbouring garden.
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