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In More Sawn-Off Tales, David Gaffney returns to the form that 

made his name, the 150-word bombs of humour and oddity that 

surely impelled a generation of flashers, myself included.  After the 

original Sawn-Off Tales (2006), Gaffney began experimenting with 

longer forms in Aromabingo (2007) and The Half-Life of Songs (2010), 

and many of my favourite Gaffney stories are among them, but I 

could never help hankering for the severe constraints of his debut. 

These new tales are by no means just more of the same.  

There’s the same contemporary landscape, the same comedy and 

bathos, but the stories are, if anything, more intensified.  

Sometimes it’s as if Gaffney is distilling his materials to the point 

where they become the whole story, gesturing to a wider narrative 

in only the most oblique way.  This is taken to the extreme in 

‘Effective Calming Measures’, a hardly-connected series of 

paragraphs that seems to be a portrait of a mentally-ill person: 

 

I saw the giant tin opener on the quay and thought about how 

much I miss the Hants and Dorset bus garage. 

I could sleep the sleep of a thousand animals.  

 

These stories are also perhaps more weird than their 

predecessors.  There is a ghostly alpaca, love-bite machines, smell-

comedians, a lake full of eyes, and a man with a monstrously large 

penis.  At their best, they deliver the sudden shift sideways – 

sometimes funny, but also deeply human – which has always been 

characteristic of Gaffney’s work.  ‘Thrill Me Slowly’, ‘Nothing Can 

Hurt Me Now’, ‘Skewness’, and many others are simply superb. 



Others are less dynamic, but I’m not sure that’s a flaw.  

Gaffney has spoken recently of being increasingly influenced by 

visual artists such as David Shrigley, and many of the new tales 

have a slightly static feel, like tableaux rather than narratives that 

develop.  In ‘It’s All in Storage’, for example (first published in 

Flash, 6.1), we get characters, a scene, an idea – a couple looking 

out over building sites, her singing – and these are allowed to 

resonate without generating a resolution of the order Gaffney’s 

readers have grown accustomed to. 

More Sawn-Off Tales is a virtuoso collection, packed fuller than 

ever, pushing the form still further. 
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