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            Preface by Angharad Rhys

         

         Everyone who knew my mother, Lynette Roberts, remembers the same qualities in her: she was warm, loving, positive, incredibly generous, open-minded and unconventional, and had a great sense of fun and mischief. They remember her curiosity and powers of observation, her love of dancing, her energy and zest for life.

         Because she was in and out of mental hospitals for the last twenty-five years of her life and lost touch with many friends, it was good for me to hear their stories. For example, the painter and writer Celia Buckmaster, who had been one of her bridesmaids, and helped Lynette with her flower arranging business, told me how one day Lynette decided they needed a holiday. Lynette looked through the atlas and was attracted to Madeira. On research it turned out Madeira was the only place where the Bristle Footed Worm remained – that, of course, intrigued her so off they went, travelling cargo. Lynette found a small house high up the hill and a woman called Angelina to work for them. It was during those long days of freedom that Lynette found her vocation as a poet. She sent a telegram to London announcing ‘Have found my voice at last’.

         The painter Sheila Healey knew Lynette in Buenos Aires and London. ‘Lynette was very warm and kind,’ she told me. ‘She befriended people and gave them courage. Her flat in Charlotte Street was completely original – she did amazing things with colour. She opened the door to colour to me when we looked at Indian miniatures in the V&A. I also think of her as very enthusiastic. When she was interested in something she studied it intensely.’

         Lynette always longed for a simple home, with a fire and a table – a place to look after friends in need – but much of her life was unsettled and nomadic, in rented rooms and a caravan. When she left my father, our address became The 14Caravan, The Graveyard, Laugharne. Later in Bells Wood, Hertfordshire, we spent a whole summer catching butterflies and dragonflies, draping muslin round the caravan to keep them captive so we could draw them. The caravan’s final resting place was Chislehurst Caves, where Lynette tried to set up an underground art gallery. While we were there she bought me and my brother Prydein an old gypsy caravan which we painted red and yellow.

         Eventually her lovely sister Win bought us a house. Here Lynette grew old-fashioned roses and pinks, checking which had the best scent and finding out their history – reference books were always covered with her notes and sketches. She made spaghetti and hung it on the clothes airer to dry. Our red wine glasses had been bought with her Derby winnings: at 33-1 the odds weren’t good but she loved the name Never Say Die – a motto she always quoted. She was almost always broke, owing money all round: one morning a cheque arrived and that evening we were on the boat train to Paris.

         While she was dying, in rural Wales, she kept reverting to Spanish – though not her first language it was the language of her childhood. At one point we needed a dictionary to understand her. Then we read her poems and she was happy. She’d have been delighted to see her work published again, but she wouldn’t have been surprised. She always knew her own worth.

         
             

         

         Angharad Rhys

2005
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            Introduction by Patrick McGuinness

         

         I

         The Argentine-born Welsh writer Lynette Roberts published two books of poems as dramatic, varied, dense, elliptical and inset with verbal novelty as any experimental poetry in the twentieth century. T.S. Eliot, her friend and editor at Faber, praised her work, complimenting it by that most Eliotic of criteria: that it communicated before it made sense. Robert Graves, who drew on her expertise as he researched for The White Goddess, wrote: ‘Lynette Roberts is one of the few true poets now writing. Her best is the best.’ Dylan Thomas was best man at her wedding, Wyndham Lewis drew her portrait, and she was for a while on the peripheries of bohemian London. Her first collection, Poems, appeared in 1944, when she was thirty-five. The second, Gods with Stainless Ears, subtitled ‘A Heroic Poem’, came out in 1951. By her mid-forties she had stopped writing, had a severe mental breakdown, and become a Jehovah’s Witness. She took no further interest in her work or literary reputation. By the time of her death, aged eighty-six in 1995, only a few people had heard of her. Her poetry, out of print for nearly half a century, was unknown beyond a small circle of poets and critics resourceful or privileged enough to lay hold of first and only editions of her books.1 Her prose, including a war diary, an autobiography and uncollected or unpublished articles and memoirs, was forgotten.

         The opening of Poems,‘Poem from Llanybri’, is a welcome-poem to soldier and fellow-poet Alun Lewis:16

         
            
               
                  If you come my way that is…

                  Between now and then, I will offer you

                  A fist full of rock cress fresh from the bank

                  The valley tips of garlic red with dew

                  Cooler than shallots, a breath you can swank

               

               
                  In the village when you come. At noon-day

                  I will offer you a choice bowl of cawl

                  Served with a ‘lover’s’ spoon and a chopped spray

                  of leeks or savori fach, not used now,

               

               
                  In the old way you’ll understand. […]

               

            

         

         A portal to the book, it imagines the poetic encounter as a hospitality extended and a hospitality repaid. This is poetry as dialogue, poetry as rooted tradition: a celebration of community, both in the village, here described for its uniqueness, and within the circle of poets. It takes pleasure in the Welsh words and phrases – ‘cawl’, ‘savori fach’ and place names such as ‘Cwmcelyn’ – but also in the Welsh speech-patterns that make their way into English: if you come my way that is… . ‘Poem from Llanybri’ celebrates poetry both as living language and as heightened, ceremonial language. It is fresh, direct, seemingly artless in its tone; but even as it is powered by future verbs, it is reaching back, to the ‘old ways’, the old customs. It asserts continuity of tradition, speech and community: ‘Can you come? – send an ode or elegy/ In the old way and raise our heritage’.2 That small word, ‘our’, is revealing too: Roberts was born in Argentina, educated at art school in London, and had been in Wales, married to a Welshman, less than two years. Though her parents’ families, Australian for generations, had originally come from Wales, she was Welsh by a combination of choice and imaginative will. ‘Poem from 17Llanybri’ is a cosmopolitan’s claim to a rooted culture that is also a culture of rootedness.

         The originality and compressed variety of Poems emerges when we compare ‘Poem from Llanybri’ with the last poem in the book, ‘Cwmcelyn’. It opens with an extract in Welsh, from the Book of Revelation, in Bishop Morgan’s 1588 Welsh Bible. The English comes in the notes at the back of Poems, which are grandly titled ‘Notes on Legend and Form’. By the time of Gods with Stainless Ears, the notes will occupy fourteen pages of translations and explanatory, scholarly and polemical elucidations (directly useful, as well as providing an intertextual forcefield beyond the poem). There then follows this, which surely reads as freshly and surprisingly now as when the 1944 reader first laid eyes on it:

         
            
               
                  Air white with cold. Cycloid wind prevails

                  On ichnolithic plain where no print runs

                  And winter hardens into plates of ice;

                  Shoots an anthracite glitter of death

                  From their eyes – these men shine darkly.

               

            

         

         When it appeared seven years later as the last section of Gods with Stainless Ears (and the 1951 reader will have been a very different kind of reader), ‘Cwmcelyn’ is the culmination of a narrative at once mythic and futuristic, a poem as different from ‘Poem from Llanybri’ as could be written by the same author. The contrast – between a poem that goes out to meet its reader and invites them into a recognisable, though gently idealised landscape and community, and ‘Cwmcelyn’, an apparently high modernist barrage of linguistic special effects, exotic referentiality and futuristic drama – is between the ‘modernist’ and the ‘traditional’, the ‘elitist’ and the ‘democratic’, the ‘obscure’ and the ‘accessible’. With Lynette 18Roberts, the two can be found between the covers of one slim first collection.

         II

         Lynette Roberts was born on 4 July 1909 in Buenos Aires. Her father, Cecil Arthur Roberts, came from Welsh-descended family, originally from Ruthin, north-east Wales. Cecil had gone to Argentina from Australia, where his family had lived since 1840, after training as a railway engineer. He became head of Western Railways in Argentina (one of Lynette Roberts’s poems, ‘Argentine Railways’ is about his work), and a prominent member of the expatriate community. The family lived comfortably, owning yachts and racehorses, though Dylan Thomas’s initial belief that Lynette had ‘rich Welsh parents in South America (oil-diving or train-wrecking)’3, was inaccurate. By the time she settled in Britain, Roberts was far from wealthy – she was no Nancy Cunard or Edith Sitwell, and her poetry bears little comparison with that parallel tradition we could call ‘heiress modernism’. Lynette’s mother, Ruby Garbutt, was also of Welsh origin – her family had come from Pembrokeshire. Lynette had two sisters, Winifred and Rosemary, and a brother, Dymock. Dymock was sent to school at Winchester, but after a mental breakdown was in a mental institution in Salisbury from the age of sixteen. In Gods with Stainless Ears the poem’s speaker poignantly remembers ‘my brother./ His Cathedral mind in Bedlam’.

         Lynette Roberts first came to London with her parents during the First World War, in which her father fought and was wounded, before returning to Argentina, where she and her sisters attended convent school. On 3 July 1923, the day before Lynette’s fourteenth birthday, her mother died of typhoid. In an unpublished talk on her South American poems, Lynette 19wrote that her mother had become fatally ill after drinking water from a contaminated well. Soon after this, the girls were sent to Bournemouth for their schooling. Cecil Roberts later remarried his childhood sweetheart Nora Sloan, who left her husband in Scotland and obtained a divorce in Uruguay to be free to marry him. In the 1930s, Lynette moved to London to study at the Central School of Arts and Crafts. During this period she roomed in Museum Street and Newman Street, in Fitzrovia. With her friend Celia Buckmaster, she travelled to Madeira; later, soon before the outbreak of war, she travelled to Hungary and Germany with another friend from Argentina, Kathleen Bellamy, who wrote reports for the Argentine newspaper La Nacion which Lynette illustrated. Roberts trained to be a florist with Constance Spry, and set up a flower arranging business called Bruska. She was for a while engaged to Merlin Minshall, intelligence officer, amateur racing driver and the man often claimed to have been the inspiration for Ian Fleming’s James Bond (Minshall worked for Fleming, and published his autobiography, Guilt-Edged, in 1977). Roberts broke off the engagement when she met her future husband, the Welsh writer and editor, Keidrych Rhys, whom she encountered at a Poetry London event in London in 1939 organized by Tambimuttu, the magazine’s influential editor. Rhys, Lynette recalled in her autobiography, ‘was charming and spoke like a prince’. Dylan Thomas remembered Lynette as ‘A curious girl, a poet, as they say, in her own right […] with all the symptoms of hysteria’.4 Alun Lewis was less snide: writing to his parents he described ‘a queer girl, very gifted, [who] wears a red cloak and is unaccountable.’5 Rhys was the flamboyant and resourceful editor of Wales, a journal of poetry and criticism that led a hand-to-mouth existence belied by the stature of its contributors and the energy of its promotion. He published a book of poems, The Van Pool and Other Poems, in 1942, and edited Poems from the Forces in 1941; More Poems 20from the Forces came two years later, followed by Modern Welsh Poetry (Faber, 1944). Modern Welsh Poetry is a landmark in Welsh writing in English, containing work by Dylan Thomas, Vernon Watkins, Emyr Humphries, David Jones, Idris Davies, R.S. Thomas and others. Rhys also founded the short-lived Druid Press, which published R.S. Thomas’s first book, The Stones of the Field in 1946. Born to a Welsh-speaking farming family near Llangadog in Carmarthenshire in 1913, and christened William Ronald Rees Jones, he had legally adopted the name ‘Keidrych’ in 1940, calling himself after a stream that ran near his home. In one of his poems, the grandly titled ‘The Prodigal Speaks’, Rhys dramatised himself as follows:

         
            
               
                  Yes born on Boxing Day among the childlike virgin hills

                  […]

                  Middle of war; hamlet called Bethlehem; one shop; chapel.

               

               
                  Almost a second Christ! say; only son of a tenant-

                  Farmer of hundred odd acres growing corn for red soldiers

                  Merrily with a daft boy from an industrial school who

                  Spoke in a strange tongue across our great Silurian arc of sky.6

               

            

         

         Lynette may have had this poem in mind when, in Part V of Gods with Stainless Ears, she evoked the soldier-hero, based on an idealised Keidrych, as ‘He, of Bethlehem treading a campaign/ Of clouds, the fleecy cade purring at his side’ (the word ‘cade’ meaning the holy Lamb).

         The couple married in Llansteffan (the English version of the name is Llanstephan), a village on the Tywi estuary, on 4 October 1939. Keidrych’s parents disapproved of the marriage, and made no secret of it. Dylan Thomas, his 21best man, mischievously described the wedding to Vernon Watkins as ‘distinguished mostly by the beauty of the female attendants, the brown suit of the best man [Thomas had borrowed it from Watkins], the savage displeasure of Keidrych’s mother, & Keidrych’s own extremely hangdog look & red-rimmed eyes’.7 Lynette’s bridesmaids were Kathleen Bellamy and Celia Buckmaster. Keidrych and Lynette rented a cottage in the village of Llanybri, a few miles from Llansteffan, where they lived, with frequent visits to London, throughout the war. After a miscarriage in March 1940, Lynette gave birth to two children: Angharad, in May 1945 and Prydein, in November 1946. In July 1940, Keidrych was called up to work on coastal defences, and his tours of duty included postings to the Orkneys, Yarmouth and Dover.

         It was in Llanybri that Lynette Roberts produced her most original and characteristic work: as well as her two books of poetry, she wrote a novel called ‘Nesta’ which was never published. We know from her letters to Graves that the book was set in medieval Wales (Roberts referred to it in her bibliography as ‘A Historical Novel on Welsh Medieval History’) and that it was ‘modernistic’ in punctuation and narrative treatment. Graves called it a ‘work of genius in its wild way’, but disapproved of its disregard for historical accuracy, its experimentalism, and its anachronisms. Nesta, or Nêst in Welsh, was the grandmother of Gerald of Wales and daughter of Rhys ap Tewdr, the last independent prince of South Wales. Known as the ‘Helen of Wales’, she had many lovers, and several children from different fathers, including Henry I of England. In 1108 she was kidnapped by Owain ap Cadwgan of Cardigan, and the incident started a war.8 Judging from Graves’s letters, he found Roberts’s notion of a ‘historical novel’ very different from his own: ‘Lynette is always breaking in with “hoodoo”, “frou-frou”, “aluminium”, “Knossos”, S. America, modern painters & so on’, he complained. Eliot, 22who considered the book for Faber, described it as ‘a quite extraordinary affair’ in a letter of 11 April 1945. Roberts also published, in 1944 with Keidrych’s Druid Press, a pamphlet called Village Dialect, containing stories and an article on country dialect, in which she ranges over a variety of material (from Elizabethan English to Pierre Loti’s Pêcheur d’Islande via Joyce’s Finnegans Wake), and claims to have ‘arrived at the essence of all languages of the soil’.9

         Throughout her time in Llanybri, Roberts kept a diary – quirky, observant, funny, but always deeply engaged in the culture of the place and its people. Characteristic of her attitude is optimism and toughness of mind, and though she has a complicated person’s tendency to idealise the simple life, she is free of the kind of pseudo-Celtic sentimentality to which she, an outsider, might easily have succumbed. After a visit by Ernest Rhys she complains of his obsession with the Celtic twilight: ‘He was still caught up in its aura when he met us, and, frankly, this nauseated me.’ Elsewhere she writes of her belief in traditional crafts, before specifying: ‘I do not mean the retention of arty crafty work of the past, but rather the modern craft that is contemporary and is required for practical use in our time.’ She describes air raids, the arrival of evacuees, the daily grind of village life and its sustaining friendships; but also uses the diary to keep track of her eclectic researches: on butterflies, cattle, wild flowers and birds; on coracles, architecture, gravestone lettering and Renaissance painters. Several of these researches culminated in essays and articles: on Renaissance painters for Life and Letters To-Day or on coracles and Welsh architecture for The Field. Whether commenting on culture and politics (‘the word tradition is really a substitute for fear’) or sketching her neighbours (‘Mrs Treharne […] lay or sat in her four-poster bed like a pickled Elizabethan’), the diary is not just a pleasure to read but an invaluable document on life on the ‘home front’. It is often 23poignant too, about the loneliness and quiet extremity of her existence:

         
            I feel chequered with energy. Full of positive red squares and black negative ones. What shall I do? One moment I feel I could draw the moon from its zenith and the next I am unbearably listless, can find nothing to interest me in this bare stone village. […] I feel cramped and barred from life. Could it be that I dislike the ties of married life, that I resent having to cook four times a day, wash up, see to the kitchen fire […]? All this when I am ‘with child’. […] Now quick again, I feel full of bubbles in the head. (7 March 1940)

         

         Roberts encountered Tambimuttu, Henry Treece, George Barker, Roy Campbell, Kathleen Raine and others, poets associated with the New Romantic and ‘Apocalypse’ groupings. She also knew the Anglo-Welsh poets – not just Dylan Thomas, but R.S. Thomas, Glyn Jones and Vernon Watkins. She was familiar, largely through translation, with Welsh-language poetry from the earliest literature to the work of her contemporaries, and several of her own poems experiment with the englyn, a traditional Welsh strict metre form. Roberts also read, and attended readings by, Auden, MacNeice and Day Lewis, and the influence of these poets has been underexplored – on her conception of the long poem for instance, not to mention her interest in the moving image, film and sound and mass media. Of the established modernists she knew and read Eliot and David Jones, as well as the work of poets and critics, like Laura Riding and Graves, who set themselves against modernism. Her diary, letters and autobiography contain many fine, lapidary or humorous vignettes of the literary world of the time: Cecil Day Lewis is ‘like a temperate book on a shelf’; MacNeice,‘bastard-looking: 24excellent delivery of sinewy and satirical verse’; R.S. Thomas, ‘a gloomy sort of person – who like most intelligent ministers today doesn’t believe in the church that he preaches’. One of Lynette’s most effusive admirers was Edith Sitwell, with whom she corresponded for several years from the early 1940s, and to whom she dedicated Gods with Stainless Ears. Lynette’s unpublished account of a tea party with the Sitwells suggests that, despite her affection for Edith, she was not comfortable in the Sitwellian milieu. ‘Yesterday a wretched day of my life’, she begins, elaborating:

         
            We walked over to the cool and ornate marble piece to find spread over the whole surface Edith Sitwell. Madame Tussaud. Wax. Out of the past. Out of a picture. I was shaken more than I had expected to be. And it was over some considerable time before I could register all that I saw.10

         

         In 1943, Roberts began a correspondence with Robert Graves. Their letters contain a fascinating insight into the composition of The White Goddess, to which Roberts contributed material and advice on sources, and for which she is acknowledged in the foreword to the book. The previous year, in 1942, she had sent some poems to T.S. Eliot at Faber, and a few months after a manuscript of A Heroic Poem, later to become Gods with Stainless Ears. Eliot was interested, though found it ‘stiff going’ and suggested she send him a volume of short poems. He asked for the ‘Heroic Poem’ again in 1948, and it was published three years later. In the dustjacket notes to Poems, Eliot wrote:

         
            She has, first, an unusual gift for observation and evocation of scenery and place, whether it is in Wales or her native South America; second, a gift for verse 25construction, influenced by the Welsh tradition, which is evident in her freer verse as well as in stricter forms; and third, an original idiom and tone of speech.

         

         The acknowledgements to the book reveal the range of journals she published in: George Orwell’s politically engaged Tribune contrasts with the exotic, aesthetic home of the New Romantic and Apocalypse poets, Tambimuttu’s Poetry London; the urbane Horizon of Cyril Connolly contrasts with James Laughlin’s modernist New Directions, recently founded to promote Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, H.D. and others. From the memoirs and letters of the time, Roberts emerges as a kind of insider’s outsider, well-connected but somehow out on a limb: ‘the one and only Latino-Welsh modernist’, as one of her best critics, Nigel Wheale, puts it.11 As a special interest group, a sort of ‘fusion-identity’, this is certainly an unusual category to fall into.

         Life at Llanybri was very different from the London literary scene. Keidrych was often away, and after going AWOL from the army (Gods with Stainless Ears obliquely refers to this in Part II where the gunner is interned and appears before the army board), he was transferred to the Ministry of Information for the last three years of the war. One of Lynette’s most painful experiences came in summer 1942, when the rumour began in the village that she was a spy. This is the subject of her poem ‘Raw Salt on Eye’:

         
            
               
                  Hard people, I will wash up now, bake bread and hang

                  Dishcloth over the weeping hedge. I can not raise

                  My mind, for it has gone wandering away with him

                  I shall not forget; and your ill-mannered praise.26

               

            

         

         By 1948, the marriage with Keidrych had broken up. Lynette left Llanybri and moved temporarily to a caravan in Laugharne, the village that inspired Thomas’s ‘Under Milk Wood’. Her address, written at the bottom of several of her unpublished poems, was ‘The Caravan, The Graveyard, Laugharne’. The couple divorced in 1949, and she returned to London, where she lived in Kent Terrace NW1 and in a caravan in Bells Wood, Hertfordshire, close to where the children went to boarding school. Since Poems and Gods with Stainless Ears, she had put together another full collection, and continued to publish in magazines and journals. The manuscript for ‘The Fifth Pillar of Song’, containing eighty-odd pages of new poems (and several earlier ones excluded from Poems), was sent to Eliot in 1951. It was turned down two years later. Between 1950 and 1952 Lynette continued to give poetry readings (her bibliography lists readings at the Institute of Contemporary Art and the Oxford University Poetry Society) and took part in radio programmes on the Welsh Regional Service and the Third Programme. Poems continued to appear in journals – Poetry (Chicago), Poetry (London), The Listener – until 1953, but by now her career as a poet had effectively ended. In December 1952, a verse play, ‘O Lovers of Death’, was broadcast (no recording survives) on the Welsh Regional Service. In February 1953 El Dorado, a ‘radio ballad’ about Welsh colonists in Patagonia, was broadcast on the Third Programme and repeated twice. Other projects – anthologies, editions, essays – came to nothing. In 1954 she published her last book, The Endeavour, a novel about Captain Cook’s expedition.

         In 1955–6 Roberts set up the Chislehurst Caves art project in Kent, which ended after an accident in which a cave ceiling collapsed and seriously injured the sculptor Peter Danziger. The paintings exhibited on the cave walls were by the Guyanese artist Denis Williams. In 1956, and partly as a result of the project’s failure, Roberts had a mental breakdown, 27and in the same year her sister Win bought her a house near Chislehurst. It was the first home of her own. Later that year, while still recovering, Roberts became a Jehovah’s Witness, and remained one for the rest of her life. In 1970 she returned to Llanybri, moving into a cottage in Spring Gardens. Suffering from schizophrenia, she was committed four times under the Mental Health Act to St David’s Hospital, Carmarthen. After her first stay in hospital, she moved to Carmarthen, and then in 1989 to Towy Haven residential home in Ferryside, overlooking Llansteffan on the other side of the bay. In December 1994 she fell and broke her hip while dancing, and later had a heart attack in hospital. She died of heart failure on 26 September at Towy Haven, and was buried in Llanybri churchyard.

         III

         One way into Lynette Roberts’s work is ‘Swansea Raid’. It appeared first in Life and Letters To-Day in 1941 (as ‘From a New Perception of Colour’, subtitled ‘And I shall take as my Example the Raid on Swansea’) and was reprinted with some differences in Village Dialect:

         
            I, that is Xebo7011 pass out into the chill-blue air and join Xebn559162 her sack apron greening by the light of the moon. I read around her hips: ‘best cwt: clark’s cow-cakes, h.t.5.’ I do not laugh because I love my peasant friend. The night is clear, spacious, a himmel blue, and the stars minute pinpricks. The elbow-drone of jerries burden the sky and our sailing planes tack in and out with their fine metallic hum.

            Oh! look how lovely she is caught in those lights! Oh!28

            From our high village on the Towy we can see straight down the South Wales Coast. Every searchlight goes up, a glade of magnesium waning to a distant hill which we know to be Swansea.

            Swansea’s sure to be bad; look at those flares like a swarm of orange bees.

            They fade and others return. A collyrium sky, chemically washed Cu DH2. A blasting flash impels Swansea to riot! higher, absurdly higher, the sulphuric clouds roll with their stench of ore, we breathe naphthalene air, the pillars of smoke writhe and the astringent sky lies pale at her sides. A Jerry overhead drops two flares; the cows returning to their sheds wear hides of cyanite blue, their eyes GLINTING OPALS! We, alarmed, stand puce beneath another flare, our blood distilled, cylindricals of glass. The raiders scatter, then return and form a piratic ring within our shores. High explosives splash up blue, white, and green. We know all copper compounds are poisonous, we know also where they are.

            Bleached, Rosie turns to fetch in the cows. I lonely, return to my hearth, there is a quiet clayfire with blue flames rising that would bring solace to any heart.12

         

         ‘I’breezily corrects herself from first person pronoun to number, and the tone from the start is excited rather than fearful. The voices are rendered in direct speech, speech that is tender and comradely, emphasising how, beneath the impersonality of numbers, human relations continue intact (direct speech fragments in Roberts tend to be identity-emphatic, and not – as in much modernist poetry – identity-scrambling). At the end of ‘Swansea Raid’, the names return, as dust settles after an explosion. Place, people and things rebecome themselves: ‘Rosie returns to fetch the cows’; ‘I lonely’ goes back indoors; 29the fire is no longer the fire of flares and explosions but an intimate domestic fire. This may be a text about fracturing, scattering and dispersal; but it is also about the resumption of life, of community and social relations. It also displays the orders – elemental/mythic (moon), artificial/technological (explosions and flares), and domestic (hearthfire) – in and between which Roberts’s poetry as a whole moves. Central too to its conception is the interplay of axes: we have the vertical, the defining axis of lyric poetry (images of verticality such as assumption, descent, flight, geological drilling abound throughout Roberts’s work, along with intimations of moral uplift, freefall, abjection and dejection); then the horizontal, the vector of a more ‘naturalist’, observational approach. It is also perhaps the axis of historical time (whether imagined as linear or elliptical), of myth and of futuristic anticipation. And like much of Roberts’s poetry, however stylised, oblique or encrypted, it is set in a real place, in the midst of a real event, among real people.’13

         Swansea Raid’ also reveals Roberts’s characteristic verbal association and linguistic play: ‘pass out’ sounds military, while ‘glade of magnesium’ sets off the natural world against the scientific, a frequent device in her work. The flares are like ‘orange bees’, but this is no ‘bee-loud glade’, though the planes’ menacing thrum stands in eerie consonance with the Yeatsian image of repose. There is even bilingual wordplay: in ‘Jerries burden the sky’ the plane’s heavy buzzing is expressed through an anglicised echo of the French verb, bourdonner, to buzz, in turn taken up by the word ‘drone’. Ready-made phrases or images are given a twist, diverted into something curious, jolting or sinister such as the text-fragment, seen in a flash, advertising ‘Cow Cakes’ and ‘read around her hips’. Like the rest of Roberts’s poetry,‘Swansea Raid’ is lexically omnivorous: painterly, technical, dramatic, full of strange words and shiny magpie diction, the glittering new language of technological 30knowhow is spliced with the language of the farm. Among Roberts’s key words, appropriately enough, are ‘alloy’ and ‘compound’, useful words to bear in mind when confronted with her use of language and treatment of subject.

         Poems is grounded in a variety places: West Wales, South America, London. Roberts ranges freely over myth and history (whether Welsh, Greek or Incan), drawing them back to the domestic and the private. In her work, we are as likely to encounter railroads and air raids as milking pails and dishcloths drying on hedges, submerged Incan temples as Cow and Gate lorries. Characters from Homer or the Mabinogi exist in the same poems, and in the same imaginative continuum, as cow cakes and Marie Stopes. There are semi-mythical places and science-fictional locations, archaisms jostle with technical locutions, pastoral comes up against the futuristic. There are moments of vatic arousal and romantic nationalism, epigraphs in Welsh, references to Maeterlinck and Hokusai alongside the Dogs of Annwn, Aertex clothing and Singer sewing machines. There is never the same poem twice, and her range – public, private, intimate, free and tightly formal – is remarkably broad. Some of her alleged obscurity, and much of her oblique or inverted syntax, is down to her tendency to transcribe, unaltered, the idioms and phrases she hears all around her. While many of her phrases seem cryptic, elliptical or contorted, many are simply unmediated, direct speech. Her fascination, on the one hand, with dialect (even if it is an idealised version of the ‘language of the soil’) and, on the other, with the rarefied or specialist lexicons of science or botany or art history, seem of a piece with modernistic attempts to bypass the linguistic middle-ground. Roberts’s tone is by turns hieratic, ceremonial, matter-of-fact and immediate. Often it is all at once. Even her poem-titles are mysterious and compelling: ‘Raw Salt on Eye’, ‘Ecliptic Blue’, ‘Fifth of the Strata’, ‘Xaquixaguana’.31

         Lynette Roberts is in an obvious and precise sense a war poet. Her poetry describes bereavement, privation and loss, the brokenness and fracturing of experience both for the combatants and for those left at home. But she is also a poet of the hearth, of community, of continuity and survival. She does not idealise the domestic world: it is extreme, heartbreaking, cruel, and perhaps her greatest achievement in Poems is the conviction with which she describes women’s life in wartime. Troubled scenes of domesticity recur in her work, and the depth of contentment depicted in ‘Poem from Llanybri’ is not typical. Roberts is uniquely able to express the way modern war is reflected and refracted, projected and screened or watched from afar. And as in ‘Swansea Raid’, it is also in constant danger of being turned into something spectacular. Her poems often register the liminal moments when danger tips into spectacle and spectacle into danger. In ‘Earthbound’ the poem’s speaker describes sitting at her make-up table and hearing of the death of a local boy:

         
            
               
                  I, in my dressing gown,

                  At the dressing table with mirror in hand

                  Suggest my lips with accustomed air, see

                  The reflected van like lipstick enter the village

                  When Laura came, and asked me if I knew […]

               

            

         

         The preoccupation with reflections is characteristic of Roberts’s subject as well as her imagery, from the handmirror at the dressing-table to the ‘Sun splintered on waves’ of Part I of Gods with Stainless Ears. The home front is not a refuge so much as a screen onto which the drama of war is projected and scattered, real but estranged, intangible but touching all aspects of life. Hence perhaps her poetry’s insistence on images of reflections and refractions, of film, news broadcasts and sound recording. In this context we may think of Keith Douglas’s poem ‘How 32to Kill’, in which the poem’s speaker sights the enemy soldier ‘in the dial of my glass’. He gives the order to fire: ‘Being damned, I am amused/ to see the centre of love diffused/ and the waves of love travel into vacancy’.14 ‘How to Kill’ is built around metaphors of distance: the technology of death ensures one can kill from far away, just as the ‘damned’ speaker is emotionally distanced from his own action. It is real and unreal: the glass brings the image closer but keeps its reality at bay, while the words ‘diffusion’ and ‘waves’ (Douglas was surely evoking the language of radio and cinema broadcasting here), insist on war experience, even for the combatant, as something projected, technologically mediated and disembodied. There is a marked insistence on such images in Roberts’s poetry too. ‘Catoptric’ (produced by or relating to mirrors or reflections) is one of her many unusual words, and her poems abound in images of glass, prisms, shiny metals and alloys, water, ice, mirrors and polished surfaces. In his review of Keith Tuma’s Anthology of Twentieth-Century British and Irish Poetry, the poet John Wilkinson discusses Roberts as an example of what he calls ‘frostwork’: ‘window glass which is semi-opaque through its decoration; that is, poets whose writing exhibits a sustained balance between linguistic surface and reference to an internal or external world’.15 For Wilkinson, Roberts is a test case in the perennial debate: between poets who write as if language were the clear pane that renders the world as it is, and those for whom language not only alters what we see, but is a part of it, needing itself to be rendered.

         In her diary Roberts describes the event on which ‘Earthbound’ is based, and how she and one of the village’s evacuees make a wreath for the dead boy. The image is of two outsiders engaged in an act of community. Though the mirror scatters and inverts at the start of the poem, the wreath is circular and cyclic:33

         
            
               
                  We made the wreath standing on the white floor;

                  Bent each to our purpose wire to rose-wire;

                  Pinning each leaf smooth,

                  Polishing the outer edge with the warmth of our hands.

               

               
                  The circle finished and note thought out,

                  We carried the ring through the attentive eyes of the street:

                  Then slowly drove by Butcher’s Van to the ‘Union Hall’.

               

            

         

         The poem sets the whole against the broken, the circle against the fragment, peace against war, without lapsing into melodrama or sentimentality. Poems is crossed with bereavement. ‘Lamentation’ opens with Lynette’s view of herself as the outsider: ‘To the village of lace and stone/ Came strangers. I was one of these/ Always observant and slightly obscure’. It goes on to connect her own loss, the miscarriage of her child and the ‘emptiness of crib’, with the devastation caused by an air raid that has killed animals on the farm:

         
            
               
                  O the salt loss of life

                  Her lovely green ways.

                  The emptiness of crib

                  And big stare of night

                  The breast of the hills

                  Yield a bucket of milk:

                  But the crane no longer cries

                  With the round birds at dawn

                  For the home has been shadowed

                  A storm of sorrow drowned the way.34

               

            

         

         The lost child is a small but insistent presence in her poems, often figured as a shadow (most obviously in ‘The Shadow Remains’). In Part IV of Gods, the child announced in Part I has been miscarried:

         
            
               
                  I, rimmeled, awake before the dressing sun:

                  Alone, I pent up incinerator, serf of satellite gloom

                  Cower around my cradled self; find crape-plume

                  In a work-basket cast into swaddling clothes

                  Forcipated from my mind after the foetal fall:

               

               
                  Rising ashly, challenge of blood to curb – compose –

                  Martial mortal, face a red mourning alone.

                  To the star of third magnitude O my God,

                  Shriek, sear my swollen breasts, send succour

                  To sift and settle me. […]

               

            

         

         In other poems it is the mythical and the legendary dimensions that seem to shadow daily life. ‘The Circle of C’ opens in a matter-of-fact tone out of keeping with the poem’s arcane subject:

         
            
               
                  I walk and cinder bats riddle my cloak

                  I walk to Cwmcelyn ask prophets the way.

                  ‘There is no way they cried crouched on the hoarstone rock

                  And the Dogs of Annwn roared louder than of late.’

               

            

         

         It is a puzzling poem, but her notes on it are (like many of her notes) offered in good faith:35

         
            The ghosts of dogs, heard and seen in the sky. Invariably connected with Hell and Death omens. They appear in early triads, and in the first story of the Mabinogion […] I have used this image as an interpretation of the raiders droning over the estuary and hill; their stiff and ghostly flight barking terror into the hearts of the villagers.

         

         This is typical of Roberts’s use of unusual references: she has (mostly) a clear idea of the connections between images and ideas, and her method of association, if sometimes hard to follow, is not designed to mystify us or make us toil through thickets of notes. That it sometimes fails is more down to lapses of method or confusion of effect than a deliberate attempt to write ‘obscure’ poetry. Compared with the notes, say, of T.S. Eliot, in parts more delphic even than the mysteries they elucidate, or those of David Jones or Ezra Pound, Roberts’s notes are artless and straightforward (this does not of course stop her from failing to provide notes for passages that need them). ‘The Circle of C’ moves from the mysterious prophetic mode (she is told that her lover ‘will come not as he said he would come/ But later with sailing ice, war glass and fame’) back into the ordinary, domestic world. The movement back to the home fire is similar to that of ‘Swansea Raid’:

         
            
               
                  I left the Bay, wing felled and bogged

                  Kicked the shale despondent and green

               

               
                  Heard Rosie say lace curtained in clogs

                  I’ve put a Yule log on your grate.

               

            

         

         Life is experienced as a sort of doubleness, unfolding in a mythic-domestic continuum. In poems like these, it’s as if the everyday was myth’s lived double. Roberts’s poems constantly 36make the connection between quotidian existence and the legendary or mythical forms they echo or project. In Part II of Gods with Stainless Ears, the geese ‘sleeve their own/ Shadows’. It is one of the poem’s many extraordinary yet precise images, and provides a way of thinking about the relationship between past and present and future, about myth and daily life, and about the poet and her many projected selves. Roberts often identifies with historical or mythical characters, such as Rhiannon and Branwen from the Mabinogi, strong women wronged, trapped, outcast, or reduced to domestic drudgery; women who lose their children and are failed by their husbands. In Gods with Stainless Ears, the woman is at the Singer sewing machine – a ‘perfect model scrolled with gold, // Chromium wheel and black structure, firm on/ Mahogany plinth’ – making an aertex shirt for her soldier lover. This is a machine-age Penelope awaiting her returning warrior.

         The language of Gods with Stainless Ears is already emerging in poems such as ‘Spring’, poems pitched somewhere between the futuristic and the pastoral:

         
            
               
                  The full field.

                  The stiff line of trees.

                  The antiseptic grass – dew shining

                  The green,

                  Spraying from shorn hedgerows

                  Sodium earth dug hard;

                  Bound by the fury of earth’s lower crust.

               

               
                  Black bending cattle nose to the warmth

                  Pebble sheep pant to a lighter tune.

                  To high air sustained

                  To high springing air.

                  To blue-life-mist rising from the flaming earth.37

               

            

         

         If myth is time plumbed, then geology is place plumbed – Roberts is fond of the language of geology and archaeology, of strata and rock formations, the Palaeozoic and the Cambrian. Often, as in Gods with Stainless Ears, it is the aerial view that dominates, the airman’s or the bird’s eye view, and poems proceed by dazzling climbs and swoops: planes and birds, emotions and states of mind, all partake of that energising verticality. But, as in ‘Spring’, there is also the view from the grass blade, from the sustaining earth – poetry that seeks depth as well as height, aiming for the core as well as the zenith.

         To a sense of place, Roberts adds an organic vision of community. In her South American poems she pays the same attention to cultural details, to the architecture and customs of the native people, as she does to those of the Welsh community she lives in. Whether writing about Welsh cottages, Incan temples or huts with corrugated roofs, Roberts is guided by a sense of the intimate bond between people, landscape and habitation. In an article for The Field called ‘Simplicity of the Welsh Village’ (the word ‘simplicity’ is a touchstone in her writing), Roberts claims that Wales’s ‘extensive peasant democratic tradition […] will harmonise with modern architecture’, and makes an audacious connection between peasant architecture and the uncompromising modernism of Le Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright. Her poetry makes similar connections between the old and the new, the ancient and the modern. In the same article, she describes the differences between Wales and England as inherent in their different cultures, landscapes and psychologies:

         
            The first [difference], to my mind, is colour: the blue slates and greener pastures, the two predominant colours of the Celt, the sharp outline of the whitewashed farms and houses as they stand against the skyline; the way in 38which the walls project geometrical planes of light that resemble still-life models of squares and cubes. This cold austerity is suddenly upon us, and contrasts so vividly with the rich, mellow tones of English farmhouses, that we are estranged and left singularly apart.16

         

         For Roberts, this geometrical, angular vision is entirely compatible with the centuries-old architecture of the Welsh village – her painterly eye is capable of seeing both abstract and figurative, the soft contours and the hard edges of her landscape. In Gods with Stainless Ears the village is ‘scintillating/ Like mothball white on a hill’ and the air ‘planed’ into ‘euclidian cubes’. That positive use of the word ‘estranged’ is telling too: in a sense, her poetry insists on unfamiliarity, estrangement and foreignness as part of the experience of the poem’s meaning, rather than as uncomfortable incidents on the way to clarity. In the notes to Gods with Stainless Ears she writes ‘I have intentionally used Welsh quotations as this helps to give the conscious impact and culture of another nation’. The poet who talks about ‘my village’ and ‘our heritage’ is also alive to the richness of the unfamiliar or defamiliarised. In the same article she goes on, evoking the magnesium light of flash photography, to describe the ‘penetrating power of the white sunlight of Wales’ as an explosive revealer of forms:

         
            This last condition of magnesium light alters the whole panorama of Wales […]. It is a light which glazes every building, stone and tree […]. It is the clear condition of light, I believe, that has helped more to effect that change that exists between England and Wales than any other defect or attribute. The fresh and burnished illumination of colour is partly due to this light.39

            The rain, the continual downpour of rain, may also compensate us indirectly, by giving us that pure day which precedes it, which everyone in Wales must know. During those intervals the rain water is reflected back to us through a magnetic prism of light. The sea, which surrounds two-thirds of Wales, throws up another plane of light. And a third shaft of light reaches us at a fuller angle through the sun.17

         

         Even at its most dazzling, eclectic or overcharged, Roberts’s poetry bears witness to a spectrum of female experience which rarely makes it into poetry about war – or not as something violently, colourfully lived, as distinct from merely endured. Under their myth-plated exteriors, Roberts’s poems treat childbirth and miscarriage, loneliness and disappointed expectation, exiguous rations and neighbourly slights. All these subjects turn up in her poems with an intensity of expression and originality of diction we find nowhere else. No poetry better expresses that amalgam of drudgery and enforced, fretful inertia, or that particular species of actively-experienced passivity that characterises an ordinary woman’s life in wartime. When Roberts gives an epic scale to the domestic, it does not traduce, inflate or efface the domestic – it extends it. Poetry is the mirror in which ordinary life looks to find itself reflected in myth.

         IV

         ‘Cwmcelyn’ appears at the end of Poems because Eliot felt that there were not enough poems to make up a volume. In a letter of 17 November 1943 he suggests that she include a section of ‘the long poem’ to bring it up to length. He also 40considers, then rejects, the idea of publishing both books in one. Gods with Stainless Ears was largely complete before Poems appeared, despite being published six years later (in her preface Roberts writes that it was written over two years, 1941–3). It is legitimate to suppose that between writing and publication the book underwent some changes. The most significant of these is the insertion of prose ‘arguments’ at the start of each section, recommended by Eliot to help the reader with the poem’s narrative. By the time these were written, Roberts had divorced Rhys, and this explains, in particular, the differences between the ‘argument’ and the narrative content of Part V. There have also been a few revisions of punctuation and vocabulary. One particular instance of this, noted by Nigel Wheale in his essay ‘Beyond the Trauma Stratus’, is where Part V of Gods replaces ‘chinese fields of tungsten’ from the 1944 version of ‘Cwmcelyn’ with ‘chinese blocks of uranium’. It is a minor detail, but a revealing one: the revision reflects an increased awareness of developing nuclear politics that suggests Roberts’s interest in keeping the poem as up to date as possible.

         ‘The subject is universal, and the tragedy one of too many’, Roberts writes in her preface, the language composed of ‘congested words and images, and certain hard, metallic lines’:

         
            when I wrote this poem, the scenes and visions ran before me like a newsreel. […] But the poem was written for filming, especially Part V where the soldier and his girl walk in the fourth dimension and visit the various outer strata of our planet.

         

         Roberts was not the first to imagine poetry and film joined – Auden and Britten had collaborated in the mid-1930s on GPO films such as ‘Night Mail’ and ‘Coal Face’ (1936). 41Though Roberts may certainly have learned something from their approach, theirs was a collaboration: Britten wrote a score to accompany lines by Auden which are no more or less intrinsically ‘filmic’ for being written for film. Film was for them part of the medium; for Roberts it was part of the conception. In her account of tea with the Sitwells we get an insight into what she had in mind not just for the poetry of the future, but for the way it would be disseminated:

         
            We spoke of the next war… I suggested that during that no doubt people would attend films of poetry with unseen voice as opposed to the poetry reading […] I said I hoped poetry would soon be filmed.

         

         This idea of the ‘unseen voice’ fits well with the narration of Gods – the poem is told by the woman, from inside and outside her own story, while the prose ‘arguments’ at the beginning of each section are impersonal and have the scene-setting function of script or screenplay directions. They do more than summarise the story (without them some of the poetry would be ambiguous beyond safe surmising); they also explain poetic conceits, sound effects (‘Machine-gun is suggested by the tapping of a woodpecker…’), and image-sequences as if for camera rather than reader. It would be difficult to find a long poem more cinematically imagined – rather as the Symbolist dramas of Maeterlinck or Mallarmé were conceived for the theatre of the intellect, so Gods with Stainless Ears may be a script for the cinema of the mind. In ‘Beyond the Trauma Stratus’, Nigel Wheale embeds the poem in its era. This is a poem, as Wheale explains, full of ‘anxieties about post-war social development’ such as nuclear power and the Beveridge Report, with a busy meshwork of context behind its grand gestures of transcendence.1842

         Briefly (and reductively) put, Gods with Stainless Ears tells, through 680-odd lines of mainly five-line stanzas, prose ‘arguments’, epigraphs and notes, a dreamlike war narrative of shifting perspectives and timezones. Set around the West Wales Coast, its protagonists are a man and a woman – the ‘soldier and his girl’. It is in many ways autobiographical: the soldier’s number is Rhys’s war number, the details of the woman’s life map directly onto Lynette’s, and the poem is peopled with local characters from Llanybri and Llansteffan. Part I introduces the scene and the setting; Part II begins with an elegy for a lost airman played on a gramophone; Part III describes the soldiers getting ready for action and the gunner ‘standing apart, through maladjustment of mind and spirit rejecting his girl’; Part IV starts with the girl speaking of her miscarriage; in Part V the protagonists are assumed upwards into a futuristic world, only to be returned to the world they left, changed forever.

         The unfolding of narrative in epic is hieratic, stately, processional; the unfolding of narrative in newsreel is jerky, spliced, whirring. Gods with Stainless Ears overlays both modes to extraordinary effect. In the ‘argument’ to the poem’s first part, Roberts writes:

         
            The poem opens with a bay wild and somewhat secluded from man. And it is in front, or within sight of this bay that the whole action takes place: merging from its natural state into a supernatural tension within the first six stanzas. War changes its contour.

         

         The opening is a poetic tracking shot:

         
            
               
                  Today the same tide leans back, blue rinsing bay,

                  With new beaks scissoring the air, a care-away

                  Cadence of sight and sound, poets and men43

                  Rediscovering them. Saline mud

                  Siltering, wet with marshpinks, fresh as lime stud

               

               
                  Whitening fields, gulls and stones attending them;

                  Curlews disputing coverts pipe back: stem

                  Plaintive legs deep in the ironing edge, that

                  Outshines the shale, a railway line washed flat,

                  Or tin splintered from a crab-green cave.

               

               
                  This is Saint Cadoc’s Day. All this Saint Cadoc’s

                  Estuary: and that bell tolling, Abbey paddock

                  Sunk. – Sad as ancient monument of stone.

                  Trees vail, exhale cyprine shade, widowing

                  Homeric hills, green pinnacles of bone.

               

            

         

         The new beaks of the birds ‘scissor’ the air; a few stanzas later there are ‘aluminium beaks’, announcing the planes overhead. The poem insists on the exactness of its setting – the coast, the railway line, the shops and pubs. The local merges into the mythical: the Second World War merges into Cattraeth, the great murderous battle described by the poet Aneirin in the Gododdin as ‘Evans shop’ says that the soldiers are ‘training for another Cattraeth’; the hills become ‘Homeric’; and even John Roberts, the coracle man of Llansteffan (about whom Roberts writes in her diary and Village Dialect), merges into Charon, boatman of the Styx.

         Gods is a modernist long poem, but not just in the Poundian sense of a ‘poem including history’. Rather, it is a poem including the future, a poem that tells a story, with a forceful narrative drive, and which bears witness to its time:

         
            
               
                  […] To what age can this be compared?

                  Men slave, spit and spade. Glean life pure.44

                  Accelerate oxidised roads. Drill new hearts and hearths

                  Impale the money-goaders’ palisade. And you

               

               
                  Of acetated minds, workers with xantheine

                  Faces, revolutionise your land; holding

                  The simple measures of life in your hand,

                  Remembering navies and peacocks never sail

                  Together in the aftermaths of disaster.

               

            

         

         This is the modernism of anticipation, not nostalgia. Despite the Poundian tone of ‘Impale the money-goaders’ palisade’, there is something optimistic about this poem, even amid the ravages, the personal loss, the death and decimation of the ‘pilotless age’. ‘To what age can this be compared?’ the voice asks, and it is not an ironic question. The answer is all ages and none: the poem takes place both in a unique time and place and in a vast mythic-historic continuum.

         Roberts uses the familiar resources of science fiction: a technological cladding around mythical paradigms. Nature here exists in the machine age, while descriptions of modernist architecture (chromium cenotaphs, steel escalators, aluminium rails) are as vividly up-to-date as they are imagined. Even the poem’s flora are metallic forms forged in nuclear-age smithies:

         
            
               
                  Corymb of coriander, each ray frosted

                  Incandescent: by square stem held, hispid,

                  And purple spotted. Twice pinnate with fronds

                  Of chrome. Laid higher than the exulted hedge;

                  By pure collated disc of daisy glittering

               

               
                  White on red powdered stem […]45

               

            

         

         ‘Ceraunic Clouds’, ‘zebeline stripes’, ‘chemical paradox’, ‘ciliated moon’, ‘febrifuge’, ‘paleozoic sentinels’, ‘crystallized cherubic stars’ give just a tiny sampler from Roberts’s language in Gods with Stainless Ears.

         The poem also announces a coming into consciousness of possibilities: political, scientific and social. There is even a romantic nationalist underpinning. Roberts incorporates the poem ‘We must uprise O my people’ from Poems into Part II of Gods with Stainless Ears, seeming to promise, so far as Wales is concerned, some post-war nationalist unfinished business. In Part I, the English soldiers take down the Welsh flag, only for the flag’s colours to reinvest themselves into the earth:

         
            
               
                  ‘Pull down the bastard.’ ‘Pull down the flag.’

                  The flag torn down. Emerald on

                  Unfortunate field and red flaw its great

                  Perfection; without sound crept back like myth

                  Into folds of earth: grew greener shafts of resilience.

               

            

         

         There are shades here of both Saunders Lewis, poet and playwright and founder-member of Plaid Cymru, and of Dylan Thomas. At the end of Part V of Gods, the soldier ‘frees dragon from the glacier glade’, and the poem ends with a Wales in frozen limbo about to be released. The heroism may be Girl’s and Boy’s Own stuff, but it is meant, and it looks ahead to the post-war climate rather than back to the world of lost princes.To Roberts’s European and Anglo-American modernist contexts, we must also add the context of Welsh literary and cultural awakening. She is what would today be called a ‘nationalist’ or a ‘culturalist’: she insists on the uniqueness of Welsh culture and is conscious of the ease with which the small country could be – and was being – swallowed up. In her article on Patagonia she wrote of Wales being ‘oppressed partly by her own misdirection and partly by outside jurisdiction’; in a 1952 Times Literary 46Supplement review of Welsh writing, she warned: ‘what the Welsh dragon lacks at present is fire; […] the younger generation must rediscover the source of that fire before the particularities of the Celtic imagination are once again submerged in an Anglicised culture’.19 Both she and Keidrych Rhys were drawn to the radical nonconformist and pacifist tradition of Welsh culture, and Roberts’s time in West Wales coincides with the strengthening of Welsh Nationalism as a political programme. In her diary she expresses anger at the proposed forced requisition of land in Preseli in Pembrokeshire by the War Office – a major galvanising issue for post-war Welsh nationalism.

         In Part V, the soldier and the girl rise up together:

         
            
               
                  We by centrifugal force … rose softly ….

                  Faded from bloodsight. We, he and I ran

                  On to a steel escalator, the white

                  Electric sun drilling down on the cubed ice;

                  Our cyanite flesh chilled on aluminium

               

               
                  Rail. Growing taller, our demon diminishing

                  With steep incline […]

               

            

         

         They climb ‘through moist and luminous dust’, to ‘a ceiling and clarity/ Of Peace’ with ‘Sweet white air varied as syllables’. The woman-speaker is ‘contented in this fourth dimensional state’, but the couple are forced to return. As the ‘argument’ has it ‘the world demands their return’:

         
            
               
                  Earthwards like arctic terns the spangled

                  Mirrors still on our wings. Colder. Continuous as newsreel,

                  Quadrillion cells spotting the air, stinging

                  The face like a swarm of bees. Lower. A vitreous green47

                  Paperweight – the sky is greenglaze with snow flying

               

               
                  Upwards zionwards. Such iconic sky bears promise.

                  Dredging slowly down, veiling shield of sky hard.

                  Cold. Austere. Tumbled over each other lurched

                  Into the dark penumbra; then, through a

                  Rift as suddenly, the solid stone of earth

               

               
                  Rushed up; hit us hard as household iron […]

               

            

         

         Travelling down through ‘currents/ of ice, emerald streams and blue electric lakes’ they return to the post-war desolation of a ‘bleak telegraphic planet’, finding a ‘Mental Home for Poets’ in the now-derelict bay. There are perhaps associations of the Fall, but the divergence between the ‘argument’ and the final stanzas of the poem cause problems: the ‘argument’ is pessimistic and suggests the sundering of the couple and failure of liberation and renewal. The girl, alone, ‘turns away: towards a hard new chemical dawn’, the soldier ‘walks meekly into the mental home’. In the poem, however, the feel is on the contrary optimistic, defiant, vibrant:

         
            
               
                  Salt spring from frosted sea filters palea light

                  Raising tangerine and hard line of rind on the

                  Astringent sky. Catoptric on waterice he of deep love

                  Frees dragon from the glacier glade,

                  Sights death fading into chillblain ears.

               

            

         

         This volume also presents a selection of Lynette Roberts’s uncollected and unpublished poems, many of which were intended for the volume that never appeared, ‘The Fifth Pillar of Song’. Eliot’s rejection of the book is understandable. Though there are many original or successful poems, it is 48uneven and confused. Its best poems are those, like ‘The “Pele” Fetched in’ or ‘Saint Swithin’s Pool’, which have simplicity and depth, and in which there is a sense of the cosmic embroiled in the everyday. The poems chosen here are intended to represent the best of the unpublished or uncollected work, though a few examples of the latter category are included to give the reader a sense of the whole. The final section of the book contains three texts. The first is the ‘ballad for voices’ El Dorado, a breathlessly told, Wild-West-style adventure about the murder of Welsh colonists by a group of Indians in 1883-4. El Dorado was a poem for radio, and should be considered as such: it has colour, adventure and pace, but it does not measure up – as poetry – to the rest of Roberts’s work, and is not a gaucho Under Milk Wood. Also in the appendix is an article by Roberts on Patagonia, first published in Wales, in which she discusses the incident retold in El Dorado, and the text of a radio talk she gave on her South American poems.

         V

         It seemed inevitable that Roberts’s poetry would be charged with ‘obscurity’, a charge often levelled against women poets of a modernist bent – Mina Loy, Marianne Moore, Laura Riding, to mention just three (it is always the men who are ‘learnèd’ and the women who are ‘obscure’.) In a letter of 3 December 1944, Graves wrote to Roberts to air his own doubts:

         
            Eliot and Pound have set a bad example. Your lines all work out surely, I grant you, which is very rare in the present slapdash pseudo-intelligent world; and 49of course in Cwmcelyn you are doing what every poet I suppose must do once at least: show his or her awareness of what a frightful mess the world of ideas has got into because of Science taking the bit between its teeth & bolting. You are saying ‘To interpret the present god-awful complex confusion one must unconfusedly use the language of god-awful confusion’… [T]here are a great many small points I’d like to question you about: such as your views on how much interrelation of dissociated ideas is possible in a single line without bursting the sense…20

         

         Graves could hardly disguise his ambivalence. Her reply is remarkable for its self-assurance:

         
            It is a long heroic poem. I cannot change it; but I believe a stricter technique would have reduced the poem and clarified what I wanted to say. On the other hand it would have been less pliable and adventurous and may have constrained that which I had purposely set out to do: which is to use words in relation to today – both with regard to sound (ie: discords ugly grating words) & meaning.21

         

         A similar uncertainty about Roberts’s diction underlies Eliot’s query about ‘Poem’ (later the opening of Part II of Gods): ‘The words plimsole, cuprite, zebeline and neumes seem to exist but I think that bringing them all into one short poem is a mistake’, he tactfully suggests in a letter of 24 November 1943. The following month he accepts these words, telling her that he is convinced by her reasons – ‘I like your defence of your queer words and now accept all of them, but I am still not happy about zebeline’.22 Eliot’s are editor’s queries, but Graves’s are more obviously grappling with something larger. The point of 50view Graves puts forward in his letter to Roberts is articulated in many of his critical interventions, from the Survey of Modernist Poetry (1927) which he wrote with Laura Riding, to the Clark Lectures of 1954. For Graves, ‘modernism’ is essentially a fractured response to a fractured world: for all its innovative bluster, it is tired, pessimistic and passive. It reveals something of Lynette Roberts’s faith in what she was doing that she should have stood her ground so single-mindedly against poets of the stature of Graves and Eliot.

         In a review of Gods with Stainless Ears, the Times Literary Supplement critic complained that ‘the vocabulary needs a chemical glossary’, going on to dismiss ‘the contrast between the high tragic tones of the poet and the naivety of her incidents’ as ‘irresistibly ludicrous’ (16 November 1951). The review is dismissive, but the reviewer has a point about the poem’s contrasts: between grandiloquence and something altogether more artless or innocent. Tony Conran, in an essay on Roberts in his book Frontiers in Anglo-Welsh Poetry, offers perhaps the most perceptive comment made on what we could call Roberts’s contextual lack of context:

         
            As with other primitives [Conran talks about John Clare and Emily Dickinson] these poets’ viewpoint is eccentric to their culture’s literary norm, though perhaps derivable from it. The primitive’s isolation is in a sense a reflection of the isolation of all modernist art. That is perhaps why Henri Rousseau lived happily beside the cubists. But it is not necessarily the same thing as modernism, though most primitives would certainly claim to be ‘modern’. Modernists create an environment in which primitives can come to the fore; so much so that ‘primitive’ and modernist can often be regarded as two sides of the same coin.2351

         

         Conran is right, not just in the detail of Lynette Roberts’s place in the poetic tradition, but in the more sweeping suggestion he makes about the relationship between the modernist and the primitive. We need not go along with the term ‘primitive’ – even if Conran is careful to use it in inverted commas – because after all Roberts was educated, well-read, artistically trained, and, for all her ‘outsiderness’, moved in literary circles, but we can see what he means. We might prefer the term ‘naïve’ in the specific sense of the naïve painters, the tradition of Henri ‘Douanier’ Rousseau. A painterly poet, Lynette Roberts was herself a painter in the naïve tradition – one of her finest paintings, of Llanybri old chapel, depicts an angel circling above the village, with the bay in the background and enormous leeks rearing out from the vegetable patch. The painting is framed with a home-made border, designed by Roberts and based on the apron worn by Rosie, her neighbour. Often intricate, exact and harmonious, the ‘naïve’ painting is also eclectic in its combinations of images, and plays fast and loose with perspective and proportion, facets which, in poetry, might be compared with tone, and specifically with irony, itself the manipulation of emotional distance. Roberts is certainly not ironic; she is never above her subject, and her subject is never beneath poetry. She writes a ‘Heroic Poem’ and she means heroic. The past is no refuge but a fund of analogies, an archive of correspondences; and there is no fear of the future. Her subject is ‘today which is tomorrow’ (Gods with Stainless Ears, Part V). Her work has no trace of cultural pessimism – on the contrary – and hers is not a poetry of ‘shored fragments’. It may be ‘difficult’ – indeed it seeks out difficulty as much as it seeks to ‘speak of everyday things with ease’ (as she writes in ‘The Shadow Remains’) – but it is not contorted with self-reflexiveness, knowing allusions, or arcane learning. Even the 52speech fragments, however cut loose from their sources, are transcribed from real utterance, so that raw, unmediated speech coexists with the most overwrought language. This is not the stylised demotic of The Waste Land. She also has an enabling – and in the best sense unsophisticated – belief in language’s sufficiency. We cannot imagine Pound or Eliot writing in their diaries: ‘I experimented with a poem on Rain by using all words which had long thin letters [so that] the print of the pages would look like thin lines of rain.’ Writing poetry is not ‘a raid on the inarticulate’ with shoddy equipment, but a way of bringing word and World into alignment. Her extraordinary freedoms of scale, subject and imaginative conception, her omnivorous diction and imagistic special effects, may at first glance appear similar to those of other modernist poets, but they are unique to Roberts, and to what we could call her ‘home-made’ world.
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         How to ‘place’ Lynette Roberts? And do we need to? Poems and Gods with Stainless Ears are unique books. Their freshness and originality are difficult to overstate, and cannot simply be explained by means of an intersection of influences and the convergence of biographical and cultural-historical circumstances. Certainly her work can be seen in the context of modernism, in whose second generation Roberts belongs. It obviously shares something with that of Pound and Eliot, but perhaps the nearest to her in vision and conception is David Jones, another poet who created from, and was created by, war and Wales. Her fascination with dialect and her cosmopolitan’s idealisation of the simple life, combined with a contrasting taste for new-fangled, specialised or abstruse vocabulary, suggests something along the lines of Conran’s modernist-primitive symbiosis. Roberts’s work is set within a few square miles of coastline, among a particular people, their customs and their idioms. Roberts has a sense of the absolute 53coterminousness of past-in-present-in-future, intertwined as in a Celtic pattern: the archaic is a luminous guide to the contemporary, the mythical is a map of the real. Hers is a world, as she writes in Part I of Gods with Stainless Ears, ‘where past/ Is not dead but comes uphot suddenly sharp as / Drakestone’. In her fascination with archaeology and geology, her sense of place as the layering of time, we might see unexpected (and strictly limited) similarities with the 54Charles Olson of Maximus. In her modernism of the local she perhaps recalls (again in a limited but precise way) the William Carlos Williams of Paterson. In other respects – its tendency towards emphatic alliteration and assonance, its rhapsodic descriptions, vatic registers and grand abstractions – her poetry belongs to the 1940s, alongside the work of the ‘Apocalypse’ and New Romantic poets. As well as the poets of this period, Roberts shares something with the artists, specifically with painters such as Ceri Richards and Graham Sutherland, who worked on the peripheries of the literary scene of the time. Most strikingly perhaps, her poetic aerial views are also reminiscent of Eric Ravilious, war artist with the RAF, whose dramatic coastlines and images of planes and submarines make interesting comparison with Roberts’s. Her work is also part of the twentieth-century flowering of Welsh poetry in English, the tradition of Dylan Thomas, Glyn Jones, Vernon Watkins, R.S. Thomas. Like these poets, Roberts has learned from the Welsh-language tradition, not just in verse technique but in literary heritage and cultural politics. Add to all this the work of Auden and MacNeice, and we have a poetry bristling with contexts, alive to its time and place even as it dazzlingly dramatises and reimagines them – a poetry open to influence and example while perfecting its own distinct voice and vision.

         
             

         

         Patrick McGuinness

2005

         
55NOTES TO INTRODUCTION


         
            1 Though Roberts is little-known, the critical work on her has by and large been insightful. Poetry Wales devoted an invaluable special issue (1983, 19/2) to her, containing essays by Anthony Conran and John Pikoulis, extracts from her autobiography and her correspondence with Robert Graves. For essays and articles on Roberts, see especially: Tony Conran, ‘Lynette Roberts: War Poet’, in The Cost of Strangeness: Essays on the English Poets of Wales (Llandysul: Gomer, 1983); ‘Lynette Roberts: The Lyric Pieces’ (Poetry Wales, 1983, 19/2); and ‘Lynette Roberts’, Frontiers in Anglo-Welsh Poetry (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1997); John Pikoulis, ‘Lynette Roberts and Alun Lewis’, (Poetry Wales 1983, 19/2); ‘The Poetry of the Second World War’, in British Poetry 1900–50, ed. Gary Day and Brian Docherty (London: Macmillan, 1995). Nigel Wheale, ‘Lynette Roberts: Legend and Form in the 1940s’, Critical Quarterly (1994, 36/3); ‘“Beyond the Trauma Stratus”: Lynette Roberts’ Gods with Stainless Ears and the Post-War Cultural Landscape’, Welsh Writing in English, vol. 3 (1997). Among poets, her work has been of interest principally to those of an ‘experimental’ or ‘avant-garde’ temper. For a profound and updated engagement with Roberts’s themes and manner, see John Wilkinson’s poem ‘Sarn Helen’, subtitled ‘Homage to Lynette Roberts and for Friends in Swansea’.

            2 Lewis’s poem for Roberts was ‘Peace’ in Raiders’ Dawn (1941), an unsettling and oblique poem with a final note of optimism. She told him ‘My poem is real i.e. true of the everyday things I do. Yours is mythical’, and the poetic exchange is all the more poignant for the fact that three years later Lewis would be dead. Alun Lewis’s letters to Roberts and Keidrych Rhys appear in Wales (February/56March, 1948, VIII/28). For an account of the friendship between Lynette Roberts and Alun Lewis, see John Pikoulis’s essay in the Poetry Wales special issue on Lynette Roberts. In the same issue Tony Conran’s essay ‘Lynette Roberts: The Lyric Pieces’ discusses Roberts’s connections with the Welsh-language poetic tradition.

            3 The Collected Letters of Dylan Thomas, ed. Paul Ferris (London: Dent, 1985), p. 418.

            4 Ibid.

            5 Quoted in Poetry Wales, Lynette Roberts special issue, p. 14.

            6 Keidrych Rhys, The Van Pool and Other Poems (London: Routledge, 1942), p. 9.

            7 Collected Letters of Dylan Thomas, p. 419.

            8 I am grateful to Wynn Thomas for pointing this out to me.

            9 Village Dialect, (Carmarthen: Druid Press, 1944), p. 12. In July 1944 Dylan Thomas wrote ‘Lynette, who cannot read Welsh, is revising the standard nineteenth-century book on Welsh prosody, and also annotating a work on the hedgerows of Carmarthenshire. I hope she becomes famous & that they will name an insect after her’ (Collected Letters, p. 518).

            10 Unpublished typescript, untitled and dated 2 September 1943.

            11 Nigel Wheale, ‘Lynette Roberts: Legend and Form in the 1940s’, p. 5.

            12 Village Dialect, p. 24.

            13 The same raid was witnessed by the artist Arthur Giardelli who comments on the mismatch between Roberts’s poem (which he describes as having the feel of a Paul Nash painting) and the reality it both works on and climbs free of: ‘It isn’t like my experience at all […] exceedingly dramatic but to me about complete devastation: fires still burning, smoke, the dash of water out of a pipe hour after 57hour. […] It is a superb poem, but she’s using her intellect, her imagination and vision’ (Arthur Giardelli, Paintings Constructions Relief Sculptures: Conversations with Derek Shiel (Bridgend: Seren, n.d.), pp. 68–9.

            14 Keith Douglas, ‘How to Kill’, The Complete Poems (London: Faber, 2000), p. 119.

            15 ‘Frostwork and the Mud Vision’ The Cambridge Quarterly (2002, 31/1), p. 98, a review of Keith Tuma’s Anthology of Twentieth-Century British and Irish Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).

            16 ‘Simplicity of the Welsh Village’, The Field, 7 July 1945, p. 8.

            17 Ibid., p. 9.

            18 Nigel Wheale, ‘Beyond the Trauma Stratus’, p. 99.

            19 ‘The Welsh Dragon, Times Literary Supplement, 29 August 1952, p. xxxi.

            20 Poetry Wales Lynette Roberts special issue, p. 82.

            21 Ibid., p. 84

            22 The Eliot-Roberts correspondence dates from summer 1942 to December 1953, and is unpublished.

            23 Anthony Conran, Frontiers in Anglo-Welsh Poetry, p. 166.
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