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Chronology





	1914
	Born 27 October, Swansea.




	1925
	September, enters Swansea Grammar School.




	1927
	14 January, newspaper Western Mail publishes Thomas’s poem ‘His Requiem’, discovered (forty-four years later) to be plagiarised from a Boy’s Own Paper of 1923.




	1930
	27 April, date of the first surviving poem in a poetry notebook, ‘Osiris, Come to Isis’.
December, correspondence with Percy Smart begins.




	1931
	Summer, leaves school to be a reporter on the local newspaper, South Wales Daily Post.




	1932
	Joins Swansea Little Theatre’s company of amateur players. ?December, leaves newspaper.




	1933
	18 May, New English Weekly publishes ‘And death shall have no dominion’. Summer, first visit to London.
3 September, Sunday Referee publishes ‘That sanity be kept’, which leads to correspondence with Pamela Hansford Johnson.




	1934
	23 February, first meeting with Pamela Hansford Johnson, in London.
13 November, moves into London lodgings.
18 December, 18 Poems.




	1936
	17 July, first letter to Caitlin Macnamara.
10 September, Twenty-five Poems.




	1937
	21 April, first radio broadcast, ‘Life and the Modern Poet’.
11 July, marries Caitlin Macnamara, Penzance register office.




	1938
	May, moves to Laugharne; lives there intermittently from now on.
August, applies unsuccessfully for help to Royal Literary Fund.




	1939
	30 January, Llewelyn Edouard Thomas born, Hampshire.
24 August, The Map of Love.
20 December, The World I Breathe (USA).




	1940
	4 April, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog.
Summer, with John Davenport at Marshfield, Gloucestershire.




	1941
	January, applies successfully to Royal Literary Fund.
?Autumn, joins Strand Film Co in London as scriptwriter.




	1943
	February, New Poems (USA).
15 February, ‘Reminiscences of Childhood’, first of his nostalgic radio talks.
3 March, Aeronwy Bryn Thomas born, London.




	1944
	September, moves to bungalow at New Quay, Cardiganshire.




	1945
	Autumn, completes ‘Fern Hill’ at Blaen Cwm, Carmarthenshire.




	1946
	7 February, Deaths and Entrances.
8 November, Selected Writings (USA).




	1947
	April (until August), in Italy, with family.
15 June, ‘Return Journey’ (to Swansea), radio feature.
September, moves to South Leigh, Oxfordshire.




	1948
	Writing feature films for Gainsborough.




	1949
	March, commissioned by BBC Television to adapt Peer Gynt.
March, in Prague, guest of Czechoslovak Government.
April or May, moves to the Boat House, Laugharne.
May, accepts invitation to read at the Poetry Center, New York City.
24 July, Colm Garan Hart Thomas born, Carmarthen.




	1950
	20 February, flies to New York: first US trip.
1 June, sails for England.




	1951
	January, in Iran, to write film script for Anglo Iranian Oil Co.
December, living briefly in Camden Town, London.




	1952
	20 January, arrives in New York, with Caitlin: second US trip.
28 February, In Country Sleep (USA).
16 May, leaves New York for England.
10 November, Collected Poems.
16 December, Jack Thomas, his father, dies.




	1953
	31 March, Collected Poems (USA).
21 April, arrives New York: third US trip.
14 May, first performance of Under Milk Wood with actors, New York.
14 May, The Doctor and the Devils.
2 June, returns to London.
19 October, arrives New York: fourth US trip.
5 November, collapses at Chelsea Hotel, New York City.
9 November, dies at St Vincent’s Hospital.








Introduction


Poets (one might argue) embody popular ideas of originality and rebellion against an unfeeling society. Ideally there will be hilariously bad behaviour and tragic undertones as well. From an early age Dylan Thomas sought to live by this caricature, an outlaw. Since his death in New York in 1953 the facts of his life have merged with the facts of his poetry to create a reputation that appeals to poet-lovers as much as to poetry-lovers. That explains Thomas’s continuing appeal.


Perhaps it does, and perhaps it is worth looking for ‘explanations’ of unusual human beings. But I wonder. Biographers have combed through the ruins of Thomas’s life, which is all one ever has to go on, a kind of archaeology; I certainly have. Yet revisiting these letters, fifteen years after I edited the first edition, I find a renewed satisfaction in letting his own narrative unwind.


Once past adolescence, few of Thomas’s letters are about abstractions; he tends towards gossip and description. Aged twenty-five, writing on 27 November 1939 to Kenneth Patchen, an American poet, he said, ‘When I read letters I nearly always whizz through the explanatory parts and the arguments and am really excited to know what the person writing has been doing with himself & with others lately, where he’s been to, who he’s met, what he feels like the moment he’s writing, and, if I don’t know him personally, what sort of person he actually is, what sort of face has he got, who he loves and doesn’t, is his Sex Life a Mystery, has he got any money and if so does he want to share it, where he comes from, what sort of parents did he have, what does he do most evenings, does he know anything about the private lives of film stars, even what he had for breakfast so that I can compare … Or an emotional gush is very nice too.’


Thomas’s poems have major pretensions; his private life very few. In everyday matters, ordinariness is what appealed to him. Domestic incidents and little disasters made up the clay he liked to work with, and his bar-talk and his letters were means of shaping it into fantasies that amused him and his circle. It was not a very elite circle, though he rubbed shoulders with literary figures, an Edith Sitwell here, a Lawrence Durrell there. People with money were always important, but they were necessary for survival, and the begging and hinting-at-poverty letters he wrote them were polished till they shone.


The friends he relaxed with were inclined to be dissident, interestingly flawed, a bit seedy. ‘It’s only among poor failures that I find the people I like best’, he told the writer Emily Holmes Coleman in March 1937, when he was twenty-two. The following month he was writing to the poet George Barker, ‘all my friends are failures, I think the glories of the world are mingy’, and listing ‘the people I know and like best—hack Fleet streeters, assistant assistant film-producers, professional drunks, strays and outlaws, who are always, & always will be, just about to write their autobiographies …’ In a different context—when telling the critic John Davenport about his manoeuvrings to avoid military service in 1939—he aligned himself with the shysters who were desperate for safe jobs at the Ministry of Information: ‘all the half-poets, the boiled newspapermen, submen from the islands of crabs, dismissed advertisers …’ How deplorable, in a Britain at war; how understandable.


Dylan Thomas was born in the Welsh seaport of Swansea in 1914, three months into the First World War. Both his parents were from working-class families, with close connections to rural west Wales, where siblings and cousins remained. His father, Jack Thomas, who was educated at the just-created University of Wales, developed a ‘cut-glass’ accent to veil his Welsh-speaking origins and ended up teaching English at Swansea Grammar School; he revered the classic authors, and provided the background of English literature against which his son grew up.


A self-centred and precocious child, spoiled by a mother who insisted that his health was delicate, Dylan entered adolescence as a serious reader and writer of poetry, whose sense of vocation was usefully complemented by his image of himself as a weakling with a cough. He saw his vocation as that of a poet and he never ceased to pursue it, when necessary at the expense of others, and certainly at the expense of himself. Dependence was or became a mould that could not be changed. ‘Oh, helpless baboon!’ he wrote of himself to his American publisher, James Laughlin, four years before his death amid a muddle of drink, debts and ebbing creativity in New York City at the age of thirty-nine.


The letters, of which roughly eleven hundred are collected here (a hundred or so more than in the first edition), cover twenty-seven years. The first is a high-spirited piece, unpublished till now, packed with light verse, addressed to his grown-up sister Nancy c. 1926, when he would have been twelve; even then there were hints of the mockery he was always good at. By his next appearance, some four years later, his academic career has been and gone. Dylan is the dead-end schoolboy, marking time as editor of the magazine, writing to a friend, Percy Smart, who has left school already to work in a bank in London. This group of letters, also previously unpublished, is a portrait of the artist in the making: maverick, inventive, harbouring usefully unwholesome thoughts. The youthful cynicism has something darker ingrained in it. ‘Even that third-former, who is running along the corridor now, has probably an inherent cancer, or a mind full of lechery. The child grows from the cradle, soaked in a morbidity and restlessness he cannot understand, does a little painful loving, fails to make money, builds his life on sand, and is struck down …’


Before the Smart correspondence ends, Thomas is a reporter on the local newspaper, enjoying both drunkenness and the remorse that succeeds it, his sights fixed on an artist’s life with the obligatory excesses. There is often a hint with Dylan Thomas that he planned his course from the start, that he set up his biographers in advance; and it is this self-conscious approach to the business of being a poet that has done him most harm, among detractors who are looking for reasons to damage him. It is not necessarily unwise for a poet to decide that a bohemian life is the thing, and to live doggedly within the confines of the cliché, as long as there is an end-product worth having, which in this case there was. Still, Thomas did lay it on thick. Many of his poems imply the significance of the poet who is writing them, Dylan Marlais Thomas, born into provincialdom, mad with words, beating on the gates of fame, and doing it all in public. He has proved too flamboyant or even fraudulent for some of his successors, and there is a purist generation of academics and literary editors that turns up its nose. But he has well-armed defenders, and the popular taste for Thomas’s more accessible work shows no sign of diminishing: always bearing in mind that the life may have helped.


Not long after the Smart letters, he began a friendship with Pamela Hansford Johnson, a young woman (later a successful novelist) living with her mother in south London, whose life was as circumscribed as his in suburban Swansea. The letters he wrote, over a thirteen-month period, were full of passion—for poetry more than for her—and provide a working guide to the life behind 18 Poems in 1934, the book that made his name. A need to reveal himself is evident; so is an air of disability. The uncertainties that made him find friends among ‘poor failures’ were at work already. He is undersized, unwell, unemployable. These are conditions, of course, that suit his vocation. ‘A born writer’, he tells Johnson (about 21 December 1933), ‘is born scrofulous; his career is an accident dictated by physical or circumstantial disabilities.’ In other moods he was cocky, boastful, assertive about literature, bursting with the importance of his own poetry. He was, too, endlessly descriptive of his surroundings (the shabby streets, the melancholy tramlines) and himself, the artist two hundred miles from London, hating the outer darkness of South Wales yet in an odd way relishing it as well; he would spend his life returning to it.


After the Pamela correspondence, which ended when their love affair failed to develop, the waiting was over and the game began. Thereafter the poetry, the poverty and the drinking had everyday consequences, and the fantasies of bohemian living that the early letters had toyed with were replaced by the reality.


For most of his life, Dylan presented himself as multi-faceted, unreliable, moody, an entertainer who was better at self-mockery than at boasting. He both hankered after a bourgeois way of life and despised it. ‘My selfish carelessness and unpunctuality I do not try to excuse as poet’s properties. They are a bugbear & a humbug’, he told Henry Treece (31 December 1938), in what he called a ‘simplified confession of complicated egoism’. Money was of endless concern. During the 1930s, especially after he married Caitlin Macnamara in 1937, and the early years of the war, he was genuinely poor. Even then, as he told Kenneth Patchen (1939), he tried ‘never to live below the imagined standard I had set myself … Sometimes, indeed, I think I am living far above the standard I imagine myself to have been born to deserve; but that soon grows into an unworthy thought, and the wind again, blowing from penniless places, is thick with rich cigar smoke.’


His begging letters are full of guile. Some of his admirers are still unsettled by them, preferring to concentrate on comic anecdotes about goings-on in pubs. But the sturdy beggar was the man, or an important part of him. When he cringed in a letter, it was always premeditated. ‘Weasels take off their hats as I stink by’, he wrote to his friend Vernon Watkins (28 May 1941), touching him for a loan that would never be repaid. If only, Dylan would say, if only I had a few pounds, I could make a fresh start. He combined the cunning of an adult with the hopeless optimism of a child. Underlying all was a harsh conviction that he was entitled to beg. ‘[T]he ravens—soft, white, silly ravens—will feed us’, he wrote to Watkins (20 December 1938). ‘Try to think of some sap, some saint’, he instructed Davenport in October 1938, when a mere ‘Thirty bloody pounds’ (like saying a mere eight hundred pounds at the end of the century) stood between him and happiness.


A ‘five-shilling fund’ to which subscribers would contribute weekly was one of his schemes. ‘I’ve got to get 12 chaps’, he wrote to Davenport (July 1939), and was cross when the chaps failed to materialise. In 1941 he organised a network of correspondents to help persuade the Royal Literary Fund, which had turned him down three years earlier, to make him a grant. Word reached Thomas that Alec Waugh (who in private supported the application) had remarked, ‘advise Dylan to write more stories and fewer letters’. He was furious (‘When I want advice from Alec Waugh, I’ll go to his brother’), but one can see what Waugh was getting at.


From 1942 Thomas had a modest wartime income writing documentary films, and after the war he became a sought-after broadcaster, wrote feature-film scripts, and went on to earn large sums reading and lecturing in America. The myth of the poet whose last years were haunted by poverty was disposed of years ago. What is true is that he and Caitlin could make money disappear as quickly as he earned it. The begging became a nightmare as well as an industry; larger and larger sums were needed, and nothing patrons did was sufficient. Drafts of a letter to Princess Caetani, an American woman who paid high prices for his poems and published them in her magazine in Italy, give a gloomy insight into his painful toying with words and phrases, as though the composition of a begging letter had become a literary end in itself.


The persona that he created for himself was the familiar one of an individual at odds with the world, whose aim in the end was merely to survive in hostile surroundings, a Charlie Chaplin-like figure who was without pride. In his letters this made for good comedy as long as his nerve held. Even at first, where he is presenting himself as the introverted poet in poor health, he is high-spirited, clever, scatological. He has a casual talent for comic verse. The 1933 letter to Johnson, quoted earlier, with the definition of a ‘born writer’, contained a poem ‘to my Aunt, Discussing the Correct Approach to Modern Poetry’—


‘… Do not forget that “limpet” rhymes


With “strumpet” in these troubled times,


And commas are the worst of crimes;


Few understand the works of Cummings,


And few James Joyce’s mental slummings,


And few young Auden’s coded chatter;


But then it is the few that matter …’


Twelve years later he was writing from Wales to a film producer, Donald Taylor. The war was just over; America was already the promised land that might make him solvent. The postman knocks, and


‘… I reach


The dog-and-child-chewed mat and find?—yes, yes!—


A bunch of letters from the far U.S.


Ah, what epistolary pearls unseen


Blush in these envelopes! what hippocrene!—


“Be my pen-pal” from Truman. Or “Dear Friend,


Shall we arrange a personal Lease-Lend?”


From Betty Hutton …


… But, alas, vain hopes!


There’s nothing in those Sam-stamped envelopes


But a request to write on “Whither Art?”


From “Cyclorama”, “Seed”, “Rubato”, “Fart”


“Prognosis”, “Ethic”, “Crucible”, and “Clef”—


And other small reviews that pay sweet F.’


The jokes became less funny as time went on:


‘At the bottom of the garden, a man, at 3/- an hour, is digging a new shitpit & will dig on, he says, until he reaches water. By that time I shall owe him this house, which is not mine’ (to Davenport, 26 August 1948).


‘[O]n Saturday night I fell down again and cracked some ribs, how many and how badly I won’t know till I’m Xrayed tomorrow … The pain is knifing, I cannot sit or lie, and I bellow. I wake the baby with my bullshouts. I cannot sleep. I can hardly write: this is written as I hang off a bed, yelling. Also I have gout in my toe, phlegm on my lungs, misery in my head, debts in the town, no money in my pocket, and a poem simmering on the hob’ (to Margaret Taylor, 28 November 1949).


‘I grow lazier and fatter and sadder and older and deafer and duller … my children grow large and rude; I renounce my Art to make money and then make no money; I fall in love with undesirable, unloving, squat, taloned, moist unlovely women and out again like a trout’ (to Ruth Witt-Diamant, 10 October 1951).


Sexual themes and statements abound. The strident sexual imagery of the earlier poems has always been evident; he liked to dwell on the biological machinery, and his taste spilt over into the letters. ‘Man should be two tooled’, he wrote to a friend, the Swansea journalist Charles Fisher, early in 1935, ‘and a poet’s middle leg is his pencil. If his phallic pencil turns into an electric drill, breaking up the tar and the concrete of language worn thin by the tricycle tyres of nature poets and the heavy six wheels of the academic sirs, so much the better …’


Thomas was more honest than most in making no secret of the fact that he had a dirty mind. The letters offer evidence of what he thought rather than what he did. Hints and winks suggest an improbable sexual boldness. During his first years in London he implies in one or two letters that he has a venereal infection, and clearly regards this as validating a poet’s sex life. His childhood background of cramped morality in South Wales would have helped make the subject more dangerously wicked. A notebook dating from around 1936 that he left with a girlfriend, Veronica Sibthorp—two letters to her are included here—is at the National Library of Wales. It contains nonsense rhymes (‘If I were Veroniker / I’d give up my moniker’), and scraps of sexual verse, the idle thoughts of a randy young man that turned later on into the controlled bawdiness of Under Milk Wood:


‘I love my love with an A because she Answers


Both my hands, while both her Breasts are dancers.


I love my love with a B because she Beats


All others at Lighthousing up her teats.’


As for straightforward ‘love letters’, there are a couple to Emily Holmes Coleman, written before he was married; four sedate wartime letters to an actress, Ruth Wynn Owen; and many to his wife. They are not seriously erotic. A deep affection runs through the Caitlin letters, increasingly tempered by apology, guilt and a need to appease that sets one’s teeth on edge. What they reveal most of all is his dependence on her, his weakness in search of her strength. This may have been true of relationships with other women, including two of the Americans he had affairs with, Elizabeth Reitell and Pearl Kazin, both of them career women with robust personalities. One tepid letter to Reitell is printed here (and at least one other exists). Also included is part of a letter said to be to Kazin, which is at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center as a typescript copy. But his correspondence with mistresses is thin—although a group of letters to an American lover has come on the market in a furtive sort of way, with a condition attached that they must not be published.


As a commentator on the writing of poetry, Thomas had the reputation of being indifferent, indeed of being ready to flee from anyone who wanted to theorise out loud rather than sit down and write the stuff. This was part of his public act as the man in the loud shirt propping up the bar, but it is not borne out by the letters, which have things to say about his method. In 1933 and 1934 he was giving Pamela Hansford Johnson a running commentary as he wrote the vividly anatomical pieces that went into 18 Poems (‘Through my small, bonebound island I have learnt all I know, experienced all, and sensed all’). He was also sending lengthy critiques of her own poems, which make a useful complement to what he is saying about his own work.


Henry Treece (who was writing the first book about Thomas) and Charles Fisher were both on the receiving end of interesting technical statements from Thomas in the 1930s. The correspondence with Watkins was much concerned with the writing of particular poems. There is a letter to Hermann Peschmann (1 February 1938) where Thomas explains, not very succinctly, what a poem, ‘I make this in a warring absence’, is ‘about’ (the quotation marks are his: he didn’t want to be cornered). There is a notable letter (14 August 1939) to Desmond Hawkins, who was poised to review Thomas’s book The Map of Love for the Spectator, and who had written to ask him about five of the more difficult poems. Some of Thomas’s exegesis is as confusing as the poems themselves, as Thomas recognised: ‘I wrote it down hurriedly for you: not so much to try to elucidate things but to move them about, turn them different ways, stir them up.’ But at least it throws light on the process involved, even if it is only light on the muddled frame of mind in which some of these poems of the late Thirties were written.


More nagging by editors might have helped. In an earlier letter (March 1936), Thomas responded to an inquiry from Hawkins, then literary editor of the magazine Purpose, who had accepted a poem, ‘Find meat on bones’, but was puzzled by the phrase, ‘a ram rose’, in a passage with sexual overtones. ‘It’s funny about ram’, wrote Thomas. ‘Once I looked up an old dictionary and found it meant red, but now I can’t find it in any dictionary at all. I wanted ram in the poem to mean red and male and horny and driving and all its usual meanings. Blast it, why doesn’t it mean red?’ Still, ‘ram rose’ it remained.


Thomas worked long and hard at poems that could achieve the effects he sought. ‘You must work at the talent as a sculptor works at stone’, he told Pamela Hansford Johnson (15 April 1934), (employing, incidentally, the kind of phrase that Welsh-language poets use about their strict-metred verse). His poem ‘Prologue’ written to introduce the Collected Poems (1952), has a first line which rhymes with the last (the 102nd) and so on through second and last-but-one, third and last-but-two, until the rhymes meet in the middle, with lines 51 and 52. It is a scheme that few readers notice unless their attention is drawn to it: ‘Why I acrosticked myself like this, don’t ask me’, he wrote to his editor at Dent (10 September 1952). To Desmond Hawkins (14 August 1939) he admitted that ‘much of the poetry is impossibly difficult; I’ve asked, or rather told, words to do too much; it isn’t theories that choke some of the wilder and worser lines, but sheer greed.’ The crucial phrase is ‘sheer greed’, the obsession with words for their own sake and for the sake of their intractable nature, at which he must chip away for ever.


The only correspondent with whom he regularly discussed work in progress was Vernon Watkins, the other Swansea poet of his generation, whose comments about words and phrases were solicited and sometimes acted on. It was to Watkins that Thomas made the telling admission (perhaps it was a boast), ‘You are right to write poems of all kinds; I only write poems of allsorts, and, like the liquorice sweets, they all taste the same’ (1 April 1938).


Contemporary poets receive little attention from Thomas, most of it dismissive, even contemptuous: ‘The English poets now are … a pinlegged, nibcocked, paperhearted crowd’ (to Treece, mid March 1939). Thomas’s judgements in the letters are inclined to be brisk, unkind and unsupported by argument. Those about whom he was rude or malicious include Edith Sitwell, George Barker, Stephen Spender (‘slight, lyrical, nostalgic talent’), Louis MacNeice (‘thin’), Henry Treece, C. Day Lewis (‘should … have his balls beaten with a toffee hammer’), Geoffrey Grigson and the surrealist David Gascoyne. Major figures usually escape, although there are digs at Pound and Eliot. Auden is mocked, in part because he was homosexual. For someone who knew and liked ‘queers’—see, for example, his letters to Oswell Blakeston, a literary gay of the 1930s—Thomas was quick to denigrate what he called ‘bumboys’, no doubt because in those days it was an easy way of damaging a reputation. In this, as in much else, he was true to the standards of Uplands, Swansea, rather than Chelsea, London.


Poets aside, Thomas also said malicious things about friends and acquaintances, and he never let the facts stand in the way of a good story or even a good sentence. It is also true that for every gibe at the shortcomings of others, there is recognition of his own. He was by nature a teller of tall stories, and the letters only hint at his talent in this department when he had a glass in his hand and a circle of admirers. It would have been excessive to correct each apparent flight of fancy with a footnote, unless he is being especially plausible: as when he tells Edith Sitwell, soon after his marriage, that he has spent ten days working on fishing-boats out of Penzance, ‘and have hardly been on shore at all during the daytime’. Similarly his remark to Pamela in London that he was born in his Welsh town ‘amid the smoke of the tinplate stacks’ might sound convincing, although the only smoke in the Uplands came from domestic grates. The tortuous begging letters of later years, which lied and manoeuvred as he thought necessary, are another, sadder aspect of the same thing.


Most of the best letters were written before about 1948, although there are characteristic items to the very end, and the reader can find a melancholy fascination in seeing horizons darken. It is not easy to categorise Dylan Thomas’s letters; and why should anyone bother? He was a complicated man, never as sure of himself as he sometimes pretended, tortured by uncertainties, dangerously reliant on others and especially on Caitlin. His happiest letters are those to his drinking pals, the ‘strays and outlaws’, the ‘half-poets’: the conversation of a man at ease with himself. Just as revealingly, the later letters to Caitlin, where he repeatedly swears his devotion, and reiterates how he misses her—during his frequent voluntary absences—have an air of desperation. The 1985 edition included a letter from Caitlin, written to Oscar Williams and Gene Derwood in America on 9 February 1953, which threw light on her dilemma, trapped in the vortex that was dragging her husband down. Unfortunately her estate is not as helpful to the editor as she was (Caitlin died in 1994), and the letter is not in this edition. The book continues to be dedicated to her.


Throughout, Thomas’s sense of his own shortcomings is never far away. Aged nineteen, he wrote to Trevor Hughes of ‘my islandic egoism which allows few of the day’s waves to touch it’. ‘Please help’, he wrote to Margaret Taylor (12 April 1947); ‘though I deserve nothing.’ He would sacrifice anyone’s interests if it helped him stay in business as a poet, but he could also tell a correspondent (W. T. Davies, July 1939) that ‘I don’t think it does any harm to the artist to be lonely as an artist … If he feels personally unimportant, it may be that he is.’ A letter to C. Gordon Glover, a passing journalist who had interviewed him for an article (25 May 1948), is a canny assessment of ‘this impermanent, oscillating, rag-bag character’, a recognition of ‘my still only half-squashed and forgotten bourgeois petty values; all my excruciating whimsicality; all my sloth; all my eye!’ He caricatured the desire for literary reputation even while he was in the process of acquiring one. His letter to James Laughlin of 7 May 1938 is relevant: ‘On, on, money to right of them, fame to the left, an income, a new suit, a special party, “Tell me Mr. Gluepot how did you start writing? do you believe in the feminine verse-ending? is Europe at the Crossroads?”, lobster for tea, champagne every night, a niche in Letters, and an everlasting hole in the earth.’ It was the tone of voice that made people take to him.


The present text is taken from original manuscripts or photocopies, except in a few cases where only typescripts are available, and fewer still where the editor has had to rely on the version printed in the unreliable Selected Letters of 1966.


As well as the new items that have surfaced since the 1985 Collected Letters, others have been identified but are untraceable, not least because collectors can be secretive. An asterisk before the addressee’s name indicates a new letter. A number of the ‘1985’ letters have been redated and so repositioned; for advice in this and other respects I am indebted to Professor Ralph Maud. Many footnotes have been revised and new ones added. Identifying the location of manuscripts, as shown at the end of each letter, has proved difficult in cases where those who owned letters in 1985 have disposed of them at auction or otherwise. It is impractical to pursue every item along a chain of dealers. In all cases where the location, identified in the first edition, can no longer be given with certainty, the 1985 ownership is shown, enclosed in brackets.


Concerning the style of presentation, square brackets are used in the text of letters to enclose conjectures of any kind. Where there is an editorial interpolation in addition to the conjectured or uncertain words, the editor’s remarks are in italics, the remainder in ordinary type. The 1985 edition had occasional deletions, mainly for legal reasons, signified by […]. Nearly all of this text has now been restored.


Obvious misspellings have been silently corrected. Many words gave Thomas trouble. Disillusion (‘dissilusion’), separate (‘seperate’), disappoint (‘dissapoint’) and propaganda (‘propoganda’) were among his blind spots. Also he was a careful, even laborious drafter of letters. Original versions were polished up and written out again. Especially in the case of long letters, this produced copyist’s errors, ‘poeple’ for ‘people’, ‘where’ for ‘were’, ‘it’s’ for ‘its’. Wherever it seems that a misspelling was intended as a joke or to produce some verbal effect, it has been left untouched. Proper names, often misspelt over years, even in the case of friends, have been corrected, sometimes with a footnote.




Acknowledgements


Many people have taken time and trouble to help me find, date, assess and annotate letters. I mention especially Professors Walford Davies of Aberystwyth and Ralph Maud of Vancouver, the leading authorities on Dylan Thomas texts. Gwyn Jenkins and Dr Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan at the National Library of Wales. Andrew MacAdie, who made available Dylan’s first letter to Caitlin and other items in his collection; Jim Martin also let me see letters. Michael Rush, senior trustee of the Dylan Thomas copyright estate. Meic Stephens, writer and editor. David N. Thomas, who showed me the MS of his Dylan Thomas. A Farm, Two Mansions and a Bungalow, before Seren Books published it (2000); the information in n. 2, page 674, is his. Jeff Towns of Dylans Book Store, Swansea, who has an unrivalled knowledge of the market in Thomas holographs; I also adapted some of his footnotes to the letter to Loren MacIver, published by his Salubrious Press. Gwen Watkins, widow of the poet Vernon. John Whitehead of Moffat, Dumfriesshire, who wrote to me after the first edition with useful corrections.


For other assistance I am grateful to The Astrology Shop, Richard Atkinson (Casenove), Lady Avebury (daughter of Pamela Hansford Johnson), Barclays Bank (Human Resources), Michael Basinski (State University of New York at Buffalo), Dr Peter Beal (Sotheby’s, London), Gilbert Bennett, Brighton Public Library, Kathleen Cann (Cambridge University Library), Chris Coover (Christie’s New York), Wystan Curnow, Roy Davids, Michael Davie, Baldwyn Davies, Jane Davies (Tenby), Esmond Devas, Reg and Eileen Evans, Charles Fisher, Mark Fisher, Dr Chris Fletcher (British Library), David Gascoyne, General Dental Council, Elva Griffith (Ohio State University Libraries), Ken Hewlings (Tenby), Mary Johnson, Paul Johnson (National Library of Wales), Marilyn Jones (West Glamorgan Public Library, Swansea), Ed Knappman, Mark Le Fanu (Society of Authors), J. C. Wyn Lewis, Ray Lovell, Ann McKay (BBC), Nancy MacKechnie (Vassar University Library), Mexican Consulate, Dale Miller (Christie’s East), Sarah Mindham, Leslie A. Morris and Melanie Wisner (Houghton Library, Harvard University), Timothy Murray and Rebecca Johnson Melvin (University of Delaware Library), Maurice F. Neville, Aedin O’Carroll (Location Register, University of Reading), Sonia Richmond (Phillips), Caroline Roberts (Brewers’ and Licensed Retailers’ Association), William Roberts (University of California at Berkeley Library), Royal Pharmaceutical Society, Louise Ryan (Authors’ Licensing & Collecting Society), Jay Satterfield and Krista L. Ovist (University of Chicago Library), Lorraine Scourfield (Boat House, Laugharne), Fiona Searle, Michael Snow, Neil Somerville (BBC Written Archives), Shayera Tangri (Wilson Library, University of North Carolina), Michael Taylor, Tenby Public Library, Aeron Thomas (Dylan’s daughter), Clem Thomas (Laugharne), Dewi Thomas (Carmarthen Public Library), Kim Thomas (India Office Library), Llewelyn Thomas (Dylan’s elder son), Tony Vilela (Laugharne), Tara Wenger and Cliff Farrington (Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center), Helene Whitson (San Francisco State University Library), Robert Williams, Bill Willis (Swansea), Joan Wintercorn, Sarah Wombwell (Christie’s, South Kensington), Professor John Worthen, Stephen Young (Poetry, Chicago).


For help with research, proof-reading, indexing and general attention to the text, I am indebted as always to my wife Mary.


The following list repeats personal acknowledgements from the 1985 edition.


Graham Ackroyd, Ben Arbeid, Eric Barton, John Bayliss, Sir Theodore Brinckman (Monk Bretton Books), John Malcolm Brinnin, Victor Bonham-Carter (Society of Authors), Julian Chancellor (Society of Authors), Douglas Cleverdon, John Crichton (The Brick Row Book Shop), Roger Davenport, H. W. E. Davies, Sean Day-Lewis, Nicolette Devas (sister of Caitlin Thomas), Sheila Dickinson, Lawrence Durrell, Valerie Eliot, Charles Elliott, Frances Freeth, Jean Overton Fuller, Roland Gant, Clive Graham, Thomas B. Greenslade (Kenyon College archivist), Bernard Gutteridge, Desmond Hawkins, Ian Henderson, Nigel Henderson, Robert Hewison, Jane Aiken Hodge, Barbara Holdridge, G. Thurston Hopkins, Hubert Howard (the Camillo Caetani Foundation), Lord Howard de Walden, Dr Cyril James, Fred Janes, Glyn Jones, Professor Gwyn Jones, Mimi Josephson, P. J. Kavanagh, Ellen de Young Kay, James Laughlin, Laurie Lee, John Lehmann, Michael Levien, Mervyn Levy, Jack Lindsay, Brigit Marnier (sister of Caitlin Thomas), R. B. Marriott, Douglas Matthews, Barbara Noble, John Ormond, Ruth Wynn Owen, Ken Pearson, P. E. N., Hermann Peschmann, Gilbert Phelps, Douglas Phillips, Peter Quennell, Keidrych Rhys, Anthony Rota, Charles W. Sachs (The Scriptorium), D. S. Savage, Rupert Shephard, Philip Skelsey, Elizabeth Reitell Smith, John Sommerfield, Sir Stephen Spender, Professor Jon Stallworthy, Derek Stanford, Harald Sverdrup, Amelia Taylor, Professor Christy M. Taylor, Haydn Taylor (brother-in-law of Dylan Thomas), David Tennant, Georgia Tennant, Molly Murray Threipland, Dr Kerith Trick, Meurig Walters, E. W. White, John Wilson (bookseller).


The author and publisher thank the following corporate holders of Dylan Thomas letters for access to material; all are identified where the letters appear.


We are especially grateful to the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center of the University of Texas at Austin—which has the largest collection of Thomas letters—and to the State University of New York at Buffalo—whose Poetry and Rare Books Collection at the University Libraries contains the Pamela Hansford Johnson letters and the Thomas Notebooks—for their help with many inquiries.


We also formally thank the BBC Written Archives Centre; University of Birmingham Library (UK); Bodleian Library; the British Library Board; the Syndics of Cambridge University Library; the Joseph Regenstein Library, University of Chicago Library; Columbia University Libraries; University of Delaware Library; Houghton Library, Harvard University; Lilly Library, Indiana University; Chalmers Memorial Library, Kenyon College; University College of Los Angeles Library; Pierpont Morgan Library; Mount Holyoke College Library; Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations; Fales Library, New York University; Ohio State University Libraries; Oxford University Press; Rosenbach Museum and Library; Royal Literary Fund; Paul Sacher Foundation, Basle; National Library of Scotland; Morris Library, Southern Illinois University at Carbondale; the Department of Special Collections, McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa; National Library of Wales; University of Washington Libraries; West Glamorgan Archive Service.


Laurence Pollinger Ltd, Viking Penguin Inc. and the Estate of Mrs Frieda Lawrence Ravagli kindly gave permission to use the three verses from ‘Another Ophelia’ and the two verses from ‘Obsequial Ode’, by D. H. Lawrence, which Thomas quoted in a letter dated 30 July 1945. The British Library and Mrs Gwen Watkins gave permission for the reproduction in facsimile of a letter from Thomas to Vernon Watkins.




Abbreviations





	BBC
	BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham




	Berg
	Berg Collection, New York Public Library




	Buffalo
	University Libraries, State University of New York at Buffalo




	Chicago
	University of Chicago




	Carbondale
	Morris Library, Southern Illinois University at Carbondale




	Delaware
	University of Delaware




	Houghton
	Houghton Library, Harvard University




	Indiana
	Lilly Library, Indiana University




	Ohio
	Ohio State University Libraries




	Texas
	Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, the University of Texas at Austin




	Victoria
	University of Victoria, Canada




	Washington
	University of Washington, Seattle




	
	




	CP
	Dylan Thomas. Collected Poems 1934–1953




	The Poems
	
Dylan Thomas: The Poems, edited by Daniel Jones




	‘Notebooks’
	The four surviving ‘Poetry Notebooks’ with Thomas’s adolescent work, at Buffalo.




	SL
	
The Selected Letters of Dylan Thomas (1966), edited by Constantine FitzGibbon




	VW
	
Dylan Thomas. Letters to Vernon Watkins (1957), edited by Vernon Watkins.






When the whereabouts of a letter, as given in the first edition, is no longer certain, the original location is in brackets, eg MS: (Thomas Trustees).


The approximate value of money in Britain since Dylan Thomas’s time:





	Past value
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A troubled letter from Thomas to his friend, the poet Vernon Watkins. It is printed on pages 607–8.
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THE COLLECTED LETTERS




Provincial Poet
1931–4





Both Thomas’s parents, D. J. (David John, or Jack) and Florence Thomas, came from rural backgrounds in West Wales, and spoke Welsh. But D. J. Thomas (born in 1876) was of a pre-nationalist generation that accepted English as the dominant culture, and his ambitions looked east to England. D. J.’s youthful writing was unsuccessful, and by 1914, when his son Dylan Marlais was born, he was long established in the post he would occupy until retirement, teaching English to boys from petit-bourgeois families at Swansea Grammar School. A daughter, Nancy, was eight years older than her brother. But it was on his son that D. J. lavished the attention of a disappointed man. Books in general and poetry in particular were part of the daily scene at 5 Cwmdonkin Drive, a semi-detached house on a hill in a suburb of Swansea. Dylan Thomas began to write poetry as a child. Shortly before his eleventh birthday he went to the Grammar School, where his career was undistinguished and a trial to his father, by then the senior English master. But throughout his adolescence, he was filling notebooks with poems.





*NANCY THOMAS
[?1926]


Dylan Thomas’s first known letter was written, at the age of eleven or twelve, to his sister Nancy, then nineteen or twenty, when she was staying at Blaen Cwm, a pair of stone cottages at Llangain, Carmarthenshire, owned and lived in for generations by members of his mother’s family. Nancy Marles Thomas (1906–53) was on holiday with a first cousin, Doris Williams, who lived on the coast nearby at Llanstephan. The letter pokes fun at ‘Grandpa’ Gwynne, a maths teacher at Swansea Grammar School, and so is later than September 1925, when Thomas entered the school, not long before his eleventh birthday.


5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands on Avon1 Swansea


Nancy—Sir!


Before I write I want this to be known:—this is not a news-letter. It is original, therefore it is a new-letter!


BOOKS! Ah! Before I go on we must stop. Books! What Fasination;2 what charm; what undreamt-of dreams, what hours of unseppressed joy lie between the brown-gilt, (which has a guilty look) covers of Messers (pun!!) Woolworth’s classics. We may not have in humble Swansea such mansons as Blaincwm, such promenades of paradise as Lammer Street,3 such mathematical, gigantic, vast unimaginable buildings as the ‘Home & Colonial Stores’, but—oh—but ((‘but me, no buts’) we have a Woolworth’s.) Their latest books are—:


‘Jokes’—on seeing N.M.T., by Hugh-Mur. (see it!) “Broken Windows in China”. By Hoo-Flung-Dung!!


One day as I was strolling around Mumbles Cemetry4 I came upon an old man. He looked doleful and nothing seemed to please him, not even the stately tombs. Being of a kind temprement and an inquisitive disposition I went up to the old chap clapped him on the back saying, “what ails you, old man” ‘alone and palely loitering’” He said “I will tell you the cause for my woe. But first look at the scenery—:


It was indeed a lonely spot,
With desolation spread;
An eerie, solemn silence reigned,
Around the sleeping dead


No sculptured urn or marble tomb
Releived the sombre green;
A crucifix half crumbling down
Might here & there be seen.


A Dial that for centuries
Had marked the passing hour,
Broken, ruined, fallen at last
‘neath Time’s relentless power!


And there it lay as it had fallen,
Upon a rotting grave;
A dark damp mound beneath the wall
Where sunbeams never wave.


We sat us down upon a bench
Th’ old man himself had made,
While o’er our heads a giant yew
Flung its ghastly shade.


I longed to hear the bygone tale,
And told the sad old man;
And grumbling & sighing all the while;
His plaint he thus began—:


“A bred & born philologist is what I claim to be,
But find that there are many things which greatly puzzle me.
[For in]stance take a cricket ball—you buy it—then its bought
[But i]f1 you take & sky it right to say it’s short.


[A dru]mmer is a man we know who has to do with drums,
[But] I’ve never met a plumber yet who had to do [with] plums.
[A che]erful man who sells you hats would be a cheerful [hatte]r,
[But i]s a serious man who sells you mats “a serious [mat]ter?”


[You] take your wife to Yarmouth, then you’re a pair of [tr]ippers
[If] you slipped with her while skating would you be [a p]air of slippers?
[If it] freezes when it’s frosty, is it squosty when you [squ]eeze
[Woul]d you have to buy a biograph to write [bio]graphies?


A man is called a baker when to earn his bread he bakes,
But do we call a Quaker by that name because he quakes.
And if you are a dealer, of course, you have to deal,
But you may be a peeler though you never have to peel!


A man who brews as everybody knows is called a brewer;
But if your landlord sues you, would you say he is a suer?
A girl can change the colour of the hair upon her head,
It’s strange that though you find she’s died—she isn’t is’nt dead!!!!!!!!


And after this original grumble the sad old man stuck his hands in his pockets, made a gloomy contortion with his wrinkled face, & quickly dissapeared into the shadows.


I have written nursery rhymes extra-specially for Nancy—Tommy—Goo! Goo!


A Good Idea


When pussy turns her back to me
They say it’s going to rain;
But though I turn her round about
She turns her back again.
I want it to be fine today
So I think I will creep
And sit the other side of her
When she is fast asleep.


Hide & Seek


I love to play at hide-and-seek,
But I am always found;
I don’t know how it is at all,
I never make a sound.


I’m hiding in the garden now,
I’ve found a place that’s new.
They’ll never think of looking here.
Would you?


The Sea


Behold the wonders of the mighty deep,
Where crabs & lobsters learn to creep,
And little fishes learn to swim,
And clumsy sailors tumble in.


Apple-Tree Town


Three wise men lived in apple-tree-town,
So wise that each wore a gigantic frown,
But they couldn’t tell whether—ahem! ahem!—
An apple seed points to the flower or the stem;
’Tis sad, but true,
That none of them knew,


Do you? Do You? Do You?


Poor, Dear Grandpa.


On Mr Gwyn of Swansea G. S. spelling boy’s names wrongly. He can spell Allbright like Allsop.1 But he can’t spell Thomas. Poetic law won’t have it.)


[Interlined between Allbright and Thomas is the word uncorrectly.]


What is the matter with grandpa Gwynn,
Whatever can the matter be,
[He’s] broken his leg in trying to spell
[Dy]lan Thomas without a T.


[My]2 dear Nancy. Riddles are now all the go. [But], of course I need’ent tell you that, when you [mov]e in the gayest Llangain society. Anyway, here’s [one] to get the craze on.—we all know [that] lions don’t go to Heaven. Missionaries do. [Wha]t is the result then when a lion swallows a [missi]onary.


[I won]der how Rudge & Doris are progressing. Give this [?letter] to Rudge3—: this is what’ll happen to him—;


“Say Good Bye when your chum is married”


[T]his is a rhyme that might well be carried
[Pin]ned in your hat till the end of things:
[Say] good-bye when your chum is married,
[Say] good-bye when the church-bell rings.


[(] = You know what these wives are—dont you.)


Oh well, I feel so very very tired that I must sing this weary ditty.


“WOWWIES”


(“Worries.” N.B.—Please drop all the Rs.)
There’s a worry in the morning because the coffee’s cold,
There’s the worry of the postman & the “paper” to unfold.
It’s a worry getting on your boots & going to the train,
And you’ve got to put your hat on & take it off again.


It’s a wonder how I live with such a constant strain—
I’ve got to put my hat on & take it off again.


There are worries in the noontide, & ‘legion’ is their name;
There’s the worry of the luncheon that always tastes the same.
There’s the worry of the ‘baccy, that’s the greatest worry save
The beastly boring worry when you know you want a shave.


That’s a “really wicked wowwy,” & your pardon I must crave,
If I use some tough-ish language when I mention that I shave!


There are wowwies in the evening, you’ve got to dress and dine;
There’s the worry of the speeches that accompany the wine;
There’s the wowwy of remembering what card your partner lead
AND THEN THE AWFUL WORRY OF GETTING INTO BED!!!!


Ah-a-h-a! How tired I am!
Now comes the awful ‘wowwy’ of finishing this letter,


One word before I end [The word Nancy is deleted] Dear—let’s hope you’re beastly better.


Yours   
Dylan


Photocopy: British Library. MS location unknown





*PERCY SMART


Percy Eynon Smart (1912–91) was joint editor of the Swansea Grammar School magazine with Dylan Thomas until summer 1930, when he left to work for Barclays Bank in London. Thomas was to spend another year at school, sole editor of the magazine.






	[December 1930]
	Prefects’ Room





Dear Percy,


Thanks for the contribution which is joyfully accepted. I am not sure of the Johnson quotation, so I leave it as it is.1 After all, my edition of Boswell has 577 pages of closely printed matter, and the life of an Editor! (as you know) is not so much milk and honey as to allow me to spend my valuable time in hunting up obscure (no) references.


Life is mainly an elaborate system of give and take, but this term (I am speaking of that Greatest of Concerns, the Magazine) it has consisted of a little more taking than usual. Robbing myself of a moral simile, I mean we have received more contributions this term, one or two especially good, than in the previous year. As for Ward,2 the less said about his literary and business capabilities the better. He is not even willing to work. I am not altogether sorry you refrained from writing on the joys and sorrows of early banking life. We all have our troubles (!), and very few of us want to increase them. Even that third-former, who is running along the corridor now, has probably an inherent cancer, or a mind full of lechery. The child grows from the cradle, soaked in a morbidity and restlessness he cannot understand, does a little painful loving, fails to make money, builds his life on sand, and is struck down before he can accomplish anything. Is it worth me lifting up my pen to write? Is anything worth anything? It is in moments like this that I emphatically reply ‘no’.


Very striking and all that. I can hear you in your suburban lodgings laughing at my theatrical gestures. Every[?one] in the room look up because I am laughing at them, too. ‘What’s the latest story?’ they ask me. I tell them.


Let me apologise for what this letter is promising to be. I remember once I wrote an essay on the Aesthetes, complaining of the young men that spend their nights in introspective orgies, and his days in committing them to paper. I have a certain sympathy with them now. Beppo, you will remember, had quite a philosophic interior under his melodramatic shell.1 What if you could turn the Lot’s wife of every divine moment that grasps you into salt? What effigies, and how much better than a watercolour of Mumbles Head2 or a poem on Sussex lambs, even though they might both contain that personal divinity of yours.


But back to banking & the Magazine. I am glad you are enjoying your life, and, as Dad puts it, your prospects of a Dist: Career. The Mag: is going to be really good this term.


When are we going to start our argument about experiment and tradition? It’s your turn to start it. Write soon.


Dylan


I will send you two mags. You are lucky.


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[early 1931]
	Grammar School





Dear Percy,


I received quite a dreadful surprise when I saw your letter this morning. Ward told me he had sent your mags. But he obviously hadn’t. Well, here they are. Very good mag, even though I shouldn’t say it. But modesty was never one of my strong points.


Only time for a short letter. Very busy this term with (a) two plays which I’m producing for the school, & acting in (b) the compiling of A NEW QUARTERLY MAGAZINE, CALLED ‘PROSE & VERSE’. MARK THIS. IT IS IMPORTANT. ‘PROSE & VERSE’ IS GOING TO BE A JOLLY GOOD AND HIGHBROW AFFAIR, WELL PRINTED, WITH BRILLIANTLY COLOURED COVERS (mine), AND A WEALTH OF SPLENDID CONTRIBUTIONS. I WILL GIVE YOU SOME IDEA OF IT—TYPICAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO DATE ARE The cedars—a poem by Dan Jones,1 detailed notes on the Persian Exhibition by Stevens,2 a short story (v.g.) by a friend of mine Evelyn Phillips,3 a Physcological Article by Ward (much better than usual), poems by me, short story called ‘Interior’ by me, essay on the Aesthetes by me. Etc. NOW I, AS EDITOR OF AN ENTIRELY NEW ARTISTIC PERIODICAL WHICH THE TOWN, SUCH AS IT IS, HAS BEEN WANTING FOR SO LONG, DEMAND SOMETHING FROM YOU. I MUST HAVE IT. AS HEAVY, ORIGINAL, OR AS ANYTHING YOU LIKE. PLEASE. IT IS NECESSARY. I AM WAITING.


Now for another point. ‘Prose & Verse’ is going to be run entirely by guaranteed subscriptions. We only want enough to cover the cost of printing. Can you guarantee one for yourself? Can you guarantee others to subscribe? I don’t really know the price, but it won’t be above 2/- [two shillings]. Try your best.


Hope you like the mag.


YOU MUST CONTRIBUTE TO ‘P & V’


Not such a short letter after all.


Dylan


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[?February 1931]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


I will answer your questions in order, thanking you meanwhile for your praise of the mag—see how largely it figures in our correspondence—and your criticism of its chippiness, which, although I was fully aware of it, could not be remedied. I must confess to the pseudonym ‘Simple Simon’. Modesty again. Lavender drew ‘My Hat’. Francis VA wrote Blimey, and is still at large.4


The rest of your letter was devoted to ‘P & V’, its opportunities etc. I will answer your questions about that. The plans are not cut and dried. Far from it. I visited my friend, thy friend, our friend, Mr Hunt, and put the project, from a printing point in view, in front of him. He dashed my hopes of having two coloured covers (& what colours) to the ground; he said that, owing to the number and irregular size of the colour-blocks, they would cost a small fortune. So I decided on a cover like this


[image: image]


only slightly larger and better spaced. See the absence of capitals, an old advertising dodge I have snared for better and brighter more artistic uses. Mr Hunt then said that the minimum number of copies it would be financially advantageous for us to have printed, would be 250. This was rather a blow. He was not able to tell me the cost of 250 copies then, but I will find that out quite soon. Then say it amounts to—£5, I’ll price each copy so that we can get in £5 without selling all the 250. Each number we sell after that is profit, not for us, but for ‘P & V’, to make it Bigger, Brighter and Better—that is, my object is to get, as soon as possible, a little capital behind the enterprise. But before that’s possible, or before it’s even possible to print the 1st number, I must find out the price of printing 250 copies (two sizes larger than the School Mag, same type and paper, all matter, no illustrations, no advs:) and then get enough subscribers to guarantee the cost. Are there any flaws in this scheme? Can you suggest any improvements, additions, or anything else to ensure success, at least business success?


About your contribution, thanks for the willingness—I do write remarkable letters—but I leave the subject entirely to you. What ‘P & V’ insists on is Originality of Outlook. It is, frankly, a highbrow affair, not purposely so, but the expression of individualism (that’s the keynote) which, as every contributor is intelligent above the average, can’t be lowbrow. I include a copy of the Preface I have written. This should help you to write a long note, letter, or article to the Post.1 Could I see it before you send it in?


Your remark about ‘strength to strength’, and ‘famous men’ might come true, but so might the remark of Pudovkin2 on being introduced to the New Poets of Soviet Russia:—‘You are sick youths, with nothing but chaos in your heads’. I hope not, and I don’t think so.


Write as soon as you can.


Dylan


PTO


Preface


There seems to us no more suitable way of opening such a venturesome affair as an amateur periodical appealing only to a limited public is bound to be, than by a frank expression of what our aims and desires are. We are not, let it be understood at the first, either a private litarary group or a circle of would-be moneymakers. Our pages are open to anybody whose contributions we consider ‘good enough’, though obviously we cannot undertake payment. All we ask for is ‘enough’ subscribers for us to be able to pay the printers without loss, and unbiased criticism from those people, who, as a rule, consider it their duty to condemn whatever we of the younger generation attempt. We are not trying to write down to a public; neither are we trying to write above its head. What we feel is necessary is the expression of the individual, whether he chooses an artistic medium or not, and the most we can do in justification of this ideal is to guarantee an open magazine for you & me to put down some of our many thoughts, theories, & imaginative ideas in. This is the first number of ‘Prose & Verse’. With your literary & financial assistance, let us make it the first of many.


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[?7 March 1931]1

	[headed paper: J. Grey Morgans,2 M.A. Headmaster.
The Grammar School Swansea.]





Dear Percy,


Again I apologize at my delay in not answering your letter of the 22nd, but, knowing my customary indolence, you will be able to excuse me.


Thanks very much for the article on the Forsytes. I read it with interest. It will distinctly help towards making P and V into a succesfull (wrong spelling) and—I am hopeful—a lucrative concern. Its admirable solidity, saneness, and competence will help to balance some of the other contributions.


As I will be taking School Mag stuff into Mr Hunt early next week, I shall be able to write to you about P & V financial details.


I now approach what is rather a delicate question. I shall not be too optimistic at the reply. Can you, within the next two or three days—no more—write and send to me something for the School Mag. I’m heavy on ya, I know. Two contributions within a week is no mean task. But this is, if not my last, my last but one term as Editor, & I should like you to write for the Mag as long as one of us holds that office.


Don’t trouble to write telling me you will or won’t. Either send the con: by Wednesday or Thursday, or don’t.


I hope you will.


About your paragraph for the local paper. It is, as far as it goes, O.K. It seems to me ideal for an opening hint on the subject. Then, in a week or two, you could bring it up again with clearer details. Then—an appeal for cons: & subs. Eh? Anyway, send this note in as soon as you can.


You’ll be interested to know that a new Debating Society has been formed in School. I am Secretary. Our first debate was ‘That Modern Youth is Decadent’.1 I moved the motion that it was, seconded by J. C. Griffiths. McQueen & N. G. Jones opposed. I lost, or my motion lost, by 14 votes to 6. That’s natural, isn’t it. What boy is going to say he’s decadent. He is, though. I talked for a very long time, not with many facts but with a host of epigrams and condemnatory epithets. I shocked everybody. I ran down everything, especially tender! subjects like religion, sanctity, sport, and sex. Great Sport! You should be here for them. The next is ‘Capital Punishment’.


Don’t forget the School Mag.


Dylan


MS: National Library of Wales





TREVOR HUGHES


Trevor Tregaskis Hughes (1904–66), a clerk with literary ambitions, responded to an item in the local newspaper about the projected ‘Prose and Verse’. He is the original of ‘Raymond Price’ in Thomas’s later story, ‘Who Do You Wish Was With Us?’






	10/6/31
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Mr. Hughes,


Thank you very much for your short story, ‘Freedom’. It is one of the few contributions I have received so far which does really suit the requirements of the type of periodical I wish to produce. Needless to say, your story is accepted without reservation. But, unless I can foster interest in the notoriously stony bosoms of the local public, neither ‘Freedom’, nor any of the other material at my disposal, will ever see light in the form of ‘Prose & Verse’.


For it is subscribers more than contributors I need now—I am not speaking of your type of contribution which is as gratefully received as it is rarely sent—for out of the 200 subscribers at 2/- each needed to cover the cost of publication (£20) I have amassed just over twenty. More will be coming this week, but that is all I have been absolutely guaranteed so far. Admittedly, I have not written to any of the people who are supposed to [be] interested in literary matters; I put the particulars and my address in the local paper, and trusted to the depth of their interest, which, I am beginning to believe, is almost legendary.


I shall wait a few days before I knock at the houses of the nouveaux riches and the Swansea bohemians, asking, in a hopeless voice, for donations; or at any rate subscriptions.


I wonder whether you could help me in a business way as much as you have helped me in a literary way. If you could gather the names of as many subscribers as possible towards ‘Prose & Verse’, & then give them into me, you would be doing a great deal towards furthering my project.


Hoping I shall hear from you in the near future,


I am,                       
Yours faithfully   
D. M. Thomas


MS: Buffalo





*PERCY SMART






	25th June [1931]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


Your letter, with its admirable suggestion and no addresses following the names, came, as you may have observed from a close scrutiny of the Post, too late to prevent my sending in our concocted notice. But it can’t be helped. I have written, (not changing the paragraph), to one or two of them but so far have had no reply. I am going to write to some more. I went up to Grey Morgans and asked if he’d like to guarantee a 2/-. Yes, he said, and what’s more, he said, I’ll give you a 10/- note, he said, to start the fund, he said. After a little natural reluctance at taking the money, I thanked him and got drunk. But—have no fears—I returned the money later from my own poor salary,1 and the note now nestles closely, like a lover on a chemise, between the pages of HAR-JAN of Cassel’s Encyclopedia!! all to the good. I saw Llewelyn John afterwards and he guaranteed another 10/- when I wanted it. All to the better. The snag is—go wary, the snark says, go wary the snag—that I have only 12 guaranteed subs: And out of 200, mind you, as the man said, lamenting at a football match over a passing crow’s sense of humour.


You can’t realize but you probably can the immense joy it gives me as an editor man—this sentence rhymes but it doesn’t scan—to receive contributions from outside people, look at them with the sardonic and blasé eye symptomatic of my godless generation, and then send them back, enclosing a note written in my worst style, advising the authors to take up pullet-breeding, & concluding with a very coarse paragraph about mid-wives in Jamaica.


A creature called Chrissie Breeze—I hope you don’t know her—sent me some poems? from Neath. Her parents are probably inmates of a cerebral institution. And she should join them. One of the poems? started


’Twas ’neath the willow’s sunny shade
I lay to dream of love,
The while, in every copse and glade,
I heard the cooing of the dove.
’Twere bliss, I think, to sit like this,
The pleasant sky above.


This is honestly what she wrote. Isn’t it too good to be true?


Only one fellow, Trevor Hughes, sent me anything worth while. It was a short story about monks, very very good. It had a clear defined style and tons of atmosphere. Its entire absence of plot or reason didn’t mar it a bit.


And now to business. Will you write something for the Post about ‘P & V’ & then send it here, not that I don’t trust what you’ll write but that I’d like to see it before publication. Say the thing isn’t progressing well. Pour shame on Swansea’s indifference and in the Post’s lack of publicity—see where they shoved our last paragraph1—appeal for contributors & donors. In short, write what you think best.


And now about the School Mag: As this is my last term as editor, I naturally want to bring out an extra good number. And no number one of us (as ex co-ed:s) edits is complete without contributions from both. I’m bound to write something. So are you. Please send something as long and as Smartian as possible.


Sorry I’m so late in writing. We business men …


Dylan


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[July 1931]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


Pardon me for my exceptional delay in writing to you, exceptional even in one whose own mother cannot call him the soul of regularity. The truth is I thought I’d written, and then I knew I hadn’t. Isn’t memory false, or, alternatively, how false is memory. Yes, yes.


I may have thanked you previously for your magazine article, which, in the absence of any other title, I have called Monomania, but in case I haven’t, thank you. I knew my call for a contribution would not be in vain. But how fortunate you are in your choice of casual companions. You go into a railway carriage and immediately start a ‘half-intellectual’ discussion about the merits of Pickwick, the paucities of Galsworthy, (that touches you on the quick, Malvolio; which does not come from any play I know) or the evils of the crossword craze. In any public place your plastic features draw out the secrets from the most reticent heart. Somebody says, ‘There’s weather we’re having’, and I say ‘yes’, or ‘you wouldn’t think this was summer would you?’ and I say ‘no’. Is the dissimilarity between the conversations we singly encourage owing to, as I have said, your plastic features and your honeyed voice, or my retroussé profile and my mellow tones? Ah.


I have arranged, in a consultation with the Principal of the Board of Education, that your parents may attend the school Prize-Day. But do not raise their spirits too high. I shall not be there, shall receive no prize, and hear no applause ring in my withered ears.


Prose and Verse is about as far ahead as when I wrote to you before. Your letter in the Post brought one literary contribution, of no merit at all.1 The only thing to do is to write for an interview to some local big wap & ask him for £10 or £20 straight away. There’s quite a valuable adjunct to our editorial forces in Hughes, a Swansea chap I’d never heard of until about a month ago. He’s thirty years old, knows a lot of people, writes good short stories, and has a typewriter upon which he types all the things for Prose & V and many letters which are sent to rich people.


I am very well, thank-you.


I have two teeth missing in the front now,


And my favourite fruit is the lemon.


Write as soon as you like on any subject you like and let me congratulate you on your charming note on Bank paper.


Dylan


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[July 1931]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


Have you had my letter, asking for a return-post reply about your prizes? In the event that you haven’t I shall again state the facts. You are due for the English & History prizes. The French, out of pity, goes to Jimmy Rees. The books must be worth not above 12/6 each; you may of course amalgamate the money and have some sumptuous edition of something or other. Dad is going slowly dotty. HE WANTS YOUR REQUIREMENTS BY RETURN OF POST.


On receiving your letter, I shall write again.


Dylan


RETURN
OF
POST
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*PERCY SMART






	[July 1931]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


This term, Ward is not to blame. I put your mags: aside, left them for a day or two, and then forgot that I hadn’t sent them. Blame not me, but my forgetfulness, which obviously amounts to the same thing. I’ve been absolutely encompassed (as Topsy says) by work lately—I’ve been writing a lot, enjoying myself in various ways a lot, mostly riotous, and am busily rehearsing for two plays to be produced by the Swansea Dramatic Club or Society—I don’t know which. One is a cheap comedy ‘Captain X’, and the other is a long one-acter ‘Waterloo’ by Conan-Doyle, in which I play a veteran soldier of 90. Henry Irving, incidentally, made his name in that part!!!


I think you’ll be pleased with the mag—I’m sorry I have only one to send you now; the other will come later when I add to my stock. I’ve changed the cover slightly. Don’t you think it’s better? There are nearly 50 pages, 49 & a bit to be exact. There is abundant variety and more photographs than ever before. I wish I was in school for another year; if I was, the mag would become really remarkable. That sounds obnoxiously immodest, but I don’t mean it. It is, as Dad is never tired of telling me, experience that counts, experience, in the magazine case, with contributors & contributions.


I don’t remember whether I’ve written to you since the paragraph in the Post appeared. If I haven’t, let me thank you. It was very good. I detected the other bloke’s comments. P & V is a big job. According to old Mr Davies, it would cost about £45 to bring out—that is 17/6 a page for roughly 50 pages. That, of course, is the utter maximum, & even then the old fool may be wrong. Therefore, as it’s not worth printing less than 300 copies, 300 definite subscribers are required at about 3/- a head. That seems too much to ask anybody. You think it out. Add things. Correct things. Improve things. I await your reply.


How are you getting on? Rather late in the letter to ask that, but, nevertheless, how are you getting on? Send particulars, and criticize the mag.


Dylan


MS: National Library of Wales





TREVOR HUGHES






	[February 1932]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Trevor,


Your letter was late, but mine is later, and the trouble is I have no real excuse, except the chronic and self-condemnatory one of innate laziness, to offer you. You will, I know, brush aside my faltering cry of ‘Work’. You have been one of the World’s Workers long enough to realise there is always time enough to complete one’s correspondence. So, humbly and with a forced smile upon my lips, I tender—what a curious word that is—apologies as sincere as they are lame. I have such little time. My right hand is injured from a colliery accident. I have no ink.


Now that the bridge of reticence is spanned (God, what style! The man’s a Burke!) and the waves of consciousness met (the man’s a Lawrence!) writing becomes distinctly easier. A phrase is a phrase again, an image an image now.


The purple of your dreams is untroubled—unstirred as you say. I am glad to hear that. What I shall be gladder to hear is that you are still writing. You may not know it, but you could, with practice & time, become a very considerable prose-writer. You’ve got something to say & a new way to say it.


My purple is turning, I think, into a dull gray. I am at the most transitional period now. Whatever talents I possess may suddenly diminish or may suddenly increase. I can, with great ease, become an ordinary fool. I may be one now. But it doesn’t do to upset one’s own vanity, and this letter is gradually becoming a cry from the depths.


I am playing in Noel Coward’s ‘Hay Fever’ at the Little Theatre this season.1 Much of my time is taken up with rehearsals. Much is taken up with concerts, deaths, meetings & dinners.2 It’s odd, but between all these I manage to become drunk at least four nights of the week. Muse or Mermaid?3 That’s the transition I spoke about. M or M? I’d prefer M any day, so that clears the air a lot.


Job4 is a very curious man, isn’t he? I agree he has no sense of humour and a dislike of alcohol, but I have heard him laugh, and he has told me, quite jocularly, that my voice, inexplicably enough, was always thicker at 3 o’clock than it was at 12.30—you see, I dine in town—(Dine? You compliment yourself, sir.)


When you write next, and I hope you write soon, enclose either a story you have written or the particulars of one you are writing. Otherwise, my insane annoyance will know no bounds.


I can’t concentrate. My mind leaps from thought to thought like a wombat. I’ll have to stop. Besides, the ink is getting low.


Don’t forget to write soon.


Is your Ma any better?


How is London treating you, if at all?1


Mermaid?


Are you writing much?


Am I writing much?


Are we writing much?


Can you write, can I write, can we write?


Clear up this lot in your next epistle. Pardon mine, it’s a Sunday morning. I’ve got a head like a wind-mill.


Dylan


MS: Buffalo





*PERCY SMART






	[1932 ?April/May]2

	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands S’sea





READ
THIS
FIRST


Percy [written boldly above a deleted Dear Trevor]


There was a time, so far away it is little higher than the grass, but Yeats gray not Oscar apple-green as grass is, high hopes had high words, and the things in the twenty-four hour dream, heartaches, irrelevancies, knowing for a moment nothing’s worth knowing, the self-consciousness, the pain, & the ribs of fire across the eyes, these were not counted. So little, they could be drowned under the high hopes. Now, if a [a word is deleted] the high hopes have dwindled, & the words drifted away, these things have all the words I know. Once in a groove call a dog he Call a dog when in a groove, dog’s no wish, or hope, of moving. Such weary thought, so crabbed its written, theres no truth in it you might say, there’s no sense you can find, but who cares for you know I don’t, and my head is burning, & my hands, their pencil silly-writing, drip damp from wrist to finger. Nerves, so the dentist says, are all on edge. The drill is lifted & moved to the sebaceous belly of the all-flaming Christ it were over, put by, all by, the white sheets & then the white sheet, put out the light, & then it does not matter, I am so comfortable, whether the light is put out or not. Look what the stream of consciousness has done for me. I have no Joyce: I must write so mad whether I like it or not.1 This is what comes out of the brain, though I prune the weeds. If these not weeds, these weak words, help, God help, the buds (tra la) that in the spring do sit & [?simper] high upon a plant’s high lap.


For the 1000th time this morning the sub-editors’ door has swung to with a noise like the falling of the walls of jericho.2 Soon, though friend may say sooner, I shall lie upon the floor & gibber; I shall swing upon the chandeliers & yap; I shall bark like a dog, showing my discoloured teeth, crying out ‘Muzzle me for the sake of Magdalena & the Eaten Heart, muzzle me, muzzle me’.


For the 1000th time this morning the telephone bell rings. Is this Mr—? [One and a half lines are deleted] No, this is Joan of Arc. Can’t you hear me sizzling. Is this Mr …? No he is away at the moment, sprinkling [?aniseed] over his grandmother, who is a staunch Tory. For the 100th time I hear the noise of the engines, I hear the voices of men I loathe & distrust, I feel them breathe upon my cheek, I am called here, I am called there, there is an accident in Landore, there is a marriage in Killay,3 there is a newly dug grave in garden & Mother has bought me a razor blade, a razor blade, to cut my throat so early.


For the 1000th time I say to myself ‘I am dying’. Once I say to myself ‘I am dead’, & 1000 times again, ‘To night, I shall be Queen of the May. Wake me early, preferably before the buds are in full voice.


The strain is telling on me. I lift my tumbler of neat acid. Your face, Edith, looks remarkably beautiful through its glass. I smile, but you are looking somewhere else. At the boxer perhaps, though I luv more than he does.4 For I have written a poem about you, which, though not beautiful, is highly coloured, & liberally tinted with the conventional exotic dyes. Never to lose her, that is the high hope, Percy [Percy is heavily scrawled, replacing an illegible name, probably Trevor]. Now she is Mother, now she is Soldier, now penny paper, now Betty, [words deleted] names are), now [words deleted] Music, now Poems, now Maisie, now Music & Poems & [all things artistic deleted] Painting, now Maisie (subtle these names are) now Tumbler, now Tumbler, now Edith, now Tumbler, now Tumbler … and that chronologically is as far as I’ve got … but always feminine so must not lose her, P. Grip her waist. Hold her tight. Kiss her, read her, drink her.


Dylan


Pome1





	War would be kind; this peace
	




	Lies sveltly on the knitter’s head,
	




	Fit for old men & geese
	




	Or rather Rodericks on their knees
	




	Praying for woman or for cheese,
	




	Is shabby, dull, & lie-a-bed,
	EXCUSE




	I would lie wounded, burst, or dead
	DRAFT




	Rather than breathe such peace,
	OF




	Be maggot-ridden by armistices
	POME




	Illnesseses & vilenesses
	





[Continuation on printed letterhead, ‘South Wales Daily Post and Cambria Daily Leader’ etc.]2


This is an after note, almost, you might say, O my large epitome of Sane Intelligence, an aftermath. The writing is, if not beautiful, at least regular. And the thought is logical.


All about me is the sane air of the morning, the sun beaming brightly from its accustomed vantage point, and the wind, as usual, attempting to blow it off the face of the sky.


The air is chill, clean. I look at the pieces of paper I wrote on last night,3 and think Christ! Have I written that? Is that rubbish mine? Was I drunk, or mad? Now, thank God, I am sober, sane. (What a disquieting thought it is—that last night’s was my real mood, & this but a superimposed sanity, a false cleanness of mind forced upon me by the wind & the English—or rather the Welsh—morning.)4


Another thing strikes me. Once you said, sententiously but truly, ‘How different people are inside and outside. No one would think you were a modern poet.’ No, they wouldn’t, would they? If you & I went—mind, I only suggest it—into an hotel-bar, which would the barmaid think the most capable of churning out unrhymed, unrhythmical, rubbish? You, yes, you. I have a weak jaw & a loose mouth, & very wide eyes & a hat at a daft angle. I am ordinary. You, outsize in intellects, are extraordinary. Yet you have more common-sense & sanity in your big toe than I’ve in my whole head. Odd, very odd.


I am not going to apologize for my very egotistical letter. Letters, I maintain, between the intervals of removing a half-chewed cigar from my pocket to my mouth, should always be egotistical. A writes a letter all about A, & B about B. A receives B’s letter & wants to hear about B. He does. And vice-versa.


Therefore your next letter, which I hope will


[incomplete]


MS: National Library of Wales





*PERCY SMART






	[Soon after 12 December 1932]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Percy,


Your letter, inside a dignified envelope, and penned, like the doctor’s in the ‘Giaconda Smile’, with meticulous calligraphy, has come at a time when I thought that London, for once and for all, had severed the immortal Thomas–Smart connections, had transformed the senior member into a black-coated gentleman with business in the city and a number of literary & dramatic interests that were never, at any time, allowed to interfere with the successful stirrings for bread-&-butter, and the junior member—my sentence is becoming more and [more] involved—into a suburban parasite, clinging on to a hermit’s uneventful life, & occasionally, when mood or calf’s insanity promotes, dropping his sugared syllables of grief upon an odd piece of vellum paper.


Here, with reluctance, I start another sentence: To one so removed from the petty machinations of provincial life as yourself, whose interests now lie in the sylphs of Sadler’s Wells rather than in the shaggy eunuchs of the Uplands, news of my departure from the staff of the ‘Evening Post’, may come in a light of the most secondary importance. But to me this departure—voluntary, may I assure my sceptical friend—may be the turning point in what has been, so far, a meteoric career, starting, that is, at a reasonable height (of both physical & mental capabilities,) and shooting, down towards (Huxley again) ‘abysms of stinking mud’ as quickly as it is possible.


I was offered a five-years contract with the ‘Post’, not so much because of my brilliance as a hack reporter—which many people, including the dyed-in-the-wool editor, (may his tribe decrease), sincerely doubted—but because I could—& many of the staff couldn’t—string a grammatical sentence together in quite reasonable time. Valiantly, however, I refused the contract …1 Five more years subjugated to the dictates of a puritanic chief reporter and a blousy combine would stamp out all the originality in the world & promise a life of suicides, alcohol, & church bazaars. Despite my disbelief in the worth of living, which you so securely and comfortably tilt at in your letter as though I had merely decided on pessimism because it is an easy philosophy & had not thought, thought, and thought for myself, facing, eventually, a blank wall, I have still a certain amount of faith in myself. Without it, of course, it wouldn’t be worth living till tomorrow. Therefore I threw what was a comparatively safe job aside, & have now taken up the very precarious profession of free-lance journalism.


I still write for the Northcliffe press, humorous articles, specials, nature notes.2 I have had a story accepted by, but not yet published in the Mercury. I have had printed a patriotic poem in the B.O.P.,3 and I have a lot of stuff in hand. Whether I could live by this method I don’t know. And, to date, I don’t particularly care.


But, yes, in a way I do. And I can’t help thinking of Lawrence’s words. Lawrence handed out more straight commonsensible truths than Jesus ever did. This is Lawrence: ‘It’s either you fight or die, young gents. You’ve got no option. Don’t say you can’t. Start & try. Give hypocrisy the once-over, & tackle the bloody big blow-fly of money. Do it or die you’ve got no option’.4


I’m trying to do, at least, which is the best thing you can say of me.


Lulu is dead. For some reason I went to his funeral.5 It was too fresh an afternoon, too full of pleasure, cold wind making commotion among trees, clear sky and warm sun, to bury a man. It was too fine an afternoon for him to be dead at all. But, wrapped in private miseries over the death of a haggard, hollow and diabetic old schoolmaster, the mourners carried on their business, shuffled, muttered as they moved. Rain, most certainly, should have fallen.


As a rule and of late I have tried vainly to disassociate myself from the emotions of others, focus, that is, my feelings on neutrality (if there is such a word) & remain unmoved at the griefs or laughter of others. Vainly, I said. I began thinking, over the old fellow’s grave, as morbidly & as selfishly as a Russian dramatist.


And when I die (I thought) will there be a procession of black-coated gentlemen, their hats at discreet angles, following me to the grave-yard where, prayers said and the last words of the minister hovering meaninglessly over the mourners’ heads, the corpse will be lowered into its ——feet of earth. Will my mother turn on her ready tap of recollections and, cloaking misdeeds with tears, dwell tenderly upon such virtues as I may present at the gold gates—my love of dogs & little children; my belief in the devil, three-toed, three-tongued, my affections for a muse wh[ich], in its turn, has returned but little of my labour.


Will the handkerchiefs flutter, white flags in a green place, the minister wipe a tear away with a sanctimonious sleeve, the wind continue to make noise along the branches, after I have stopped and refused to be wound up again?


I doubt it, doubt it. All of which—a crazy quilt of words covering a sentiment worn thin by lady novelists and moths—must come to an end.


The trouble is, you see, that I can go on writing like that all day, turning, in that case, poor old Lulu’s funeral into an occasion for precious writing, cynical, idealistic, half-baked prose; make of old Lulu’s funeral an opportunity for the higher witticisms of a low mind.


There I go again. Give me pen & paper—the trick’s done: a thousand conceits, couched in a hermit’s language spoiling the whiteness of the page. In my ivory tower of silence sit I brooding, clad in owls’ feathers, over a dubious colon, splitting an infinitive with a connoisseur’s care & purpose, dipping, on occasions, into a more exotic ink-bottle & fetching out, at the end of a J. nib, little Wilde words.


That is enough. Remember me by that.


You seem to be having a gay time in spite of licking stamps for a living, and, let it be hoped, occasionally delving into the depths of bankers’ dark intrigues. You haven’t, I suppose, seen Peggy Ashcroft, (whom the gods desire) taking part in a play called, I believe, ‘Elsa’, by Schnitzler or some other German?1 From what I gather of the plot—the play was produced in an independent theatre and is now withdrawn—you would have revelled in it. Peggy Ashcroft—close all doors!—accepts a rich man’s offer of monetary gain if she unclothes herself for him. Now, keep that naughty thought to yourself, & do not let the dramatist’s idea cause rash thoughts to enter your sane & diplomatic brain, & make you rush to the Sadlers’ stage-doors, attempting to bribe that talented actress with a week’s earnings.


In your letter you ask, though rhetorically, who, in my opinion, is the best dramatist—Shaw, Travers,2 or Shakespeare. As a young man sd in a young man’s novel:—‘My two favourite authors are Blight and Mildew’. I feel I cannot improve upon that.


Again, remember what P. G. Woodhouse sd, or rather what his character Brusilov, sd: ‘Nastikov no good; Sovietski no good. I spit me of them both. Nobody no good except me. P. G. Woodhouse & Tolstoi not bad. Not bad but not good. Nobody really any good except me.’ I cannot say better than that, either.1


As Shakespeare says, ‘Exit soldier pursued by bear’. Could any words sum up a situation more brilliantly?


Dylan


I hope you like long letter!


Why not send me one like this?


MS: National Library of Wales





TREVOR HUGHES






	[?early January 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Trevor,


In my more melancholy moods, when the brightest things can be made to appear the most drab, and when life—you probably detest such a sententious opening to a letter as much as I do—offers little more than the preferably sharp razor and the necessarily painless drug, I turn over, with a certain perverse pleasure, all my ill-fortunate experiences which amount as nearly to heartbreak as one, like myself, who has never felt the desire to fall in love, can realise.


And among those experiences I count that of losing, apparently for ever, my friendship with you. It is easier to write than to talk about it. I have a horrid fear, when talking, of plunging into a hot bath of sentimentality, but on paper the most girlish thoughts can be expressed without much fear of a sudden immersion into those wicked waters.


I realise I am writing the most utter nonsense. This is what I mean to say: When you left Swansea I thought that the end had come of a friendship, quite short, that I, at any rate, will always think of happily. We wrote letters for a time. Then they stopped for God knows what reason. Laziness on both our parts, probably. I didn’t hear from you for six months. My sister stayed the night in Torrington-square & asked where you were. Nobody appeared to know. And then the day before Christmas, a much over-rated holiday, I received a letter. Thanks for it, but don’t let it be in the way of a conscience-reliever. Don’t lie back, a smug smile on your face, & hands folded over a pious belly, thinking, ‘Well, well, everything is alright now. I’ve let the cat out, done my day’s accounts, and written to that little fellow in Swansea—what’s his name, now? Thomas I think. No, no, Williams,’ and after the strain of such concentration is over, warming your hooves before the fire, letting a contented mind dwell on the beauties of the world-to-come, where suburban gentlemen, small as agates on an alderman’s thumb, hymn the Eternal Bowler.


I am writing you a long letter, and I want to hear regularly from you. Let the mind run. If you haven’t any facts I won’t mind—I rarely have any of my own. Spin a lot of sentences out of your guts. If nothing else, it’s practice for that polished prose of yours which one day, and I don’t mean maybe, is going to earn you a respectable living and the plaudits of sound literary people. You have a solidity in your writing—for once I use that word in a complimentary, not derogatory, sense—which is bound to get you somewhere one day. It’s that solidity & perception of detail, sense of values, if you like, an at-the-root indestructibility of matter, which I haven’t got. All I may, eventually, do is to


Astound the salons & the cliques


Of half-wits, publicists & freaks.


I was cut out for little else. The majority of literature is the outcome of ill men, and, though you might not know it, I am always very ill. Logically, that means I am producing, or am going to produce, literature. But I have given up believing in logic long ago. Which is a very logical thing to do. Please believe me when I do throw a little bouquet now & then. You’ll have enough buckets thrown in your direction because of your literary sincerity. So treasure, like a squirrel, every complimentary bunch of flowers, for though the scent’s bound to wither & the stalks drop, &, of course, he who gave the flowers be utterly forgotten, the memory—bring out your tracts! How everyone nowadays is so terribly frightened of becoming maudlin!—will last for a long time. That kind of memory, & the hope that that kind of memory fosters, are among the few things that keep a man alive. Faith, he said, smoothing his tired brow with buffalo’s milk, keeps a man breathing.


When the moon sinks behind the lawn
With an old smell of camphor & collected roses,
Will you & I wait for the certain sign,
And wait for ever, one supposes,
Watching, our hands cupped holding matches,
Sun after moon, & then again
The same celestial repetition.


What you want to keep out is morbidity, even though everything is despondent. Not a forced cheerfulness, nor a preoccupation with the pleasant instead of the dirty side. But there’s a fountain of clearness in everyone. Bach found it, Mozart, D. H. Lawrence, W. B. Yeats & probably Jesus Christ. Have a shot at finding it. You may succeed. I never will. And for God’s sake don’t take to writing poetry in my style. Try Longfellow, not me. This sounds awfully conceited. Try your own style. But then, of course, that’s what you really are doing.


To answer a question of yours: I have left the Post. They offered me a five years’ contract in Swansea. I refused. The sixteen months or less I was on the staff were already showing signs of a reporter’s decadence. Another two years I’d have been done for. Not that I was afraid of the Mermaid’s grip. I still sedulously pluck the flowers of alcohol, &, occasionally, but not as often as I wish, am pricked by the drunken thorn (an atrocious image!). No, what I feared was the slow but sure stamping out of individuality, the gradual contentment with life as it was, so much per week, so much for this, for that, so much left over for drink & cigarettes. That be no loife for such as Oi! I am attempting to earn a living now—attempting is the correct word—by free-lance journalism, & contribute, fairly regularly, humorous articles to the Post, less regularly literary articles to the Herald,1 now & then funny verses to the B.O.P. (what a come-down was that, O men of Israel!) seasonable & snappy titbits for the Northcliffe Distributive Press. I had a bad poem in the Everyman,2 & a story is accepted by Squire in the Mercury,3—that’s where you want to plant your stuff. When the story ‘The Diarists’ is published, I’ll send you a copy. It isn’t particularly good.


I still write poems, of course. It’s an incurable disease. I write prose, too, & am thinking of tackling a short novel. Thinking, I said.


The purple of your dreams is, I hope, still purple. I am glad to hear official responsibilities are not preventing you from writing fiction as they have, in the past, prevented you from writing letters.


Dylan


Remember me, quite sincerely & not as a matter of form, to your sister & mother, & don’t, on any account save the imperative dictates of the angels, fail to write soon, again, & again soon.


MS: Buffalo





TREVOR HUGHES






	[8 February 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Trevor,


Thank you for your letter, & excuse mine, written in pencil on the world’s worst paper. The only thing I hope is that it is legible.


You certainly did let the mind run, scorning even the mechanical medium of the typewriter, & penning your thoughts—they were, of course, sunk in a deeper melancholy, at least the majority of them, than mine could ever be—in immaculate calligraphy. Your letter was beautifully sincere. In my little ivory temple, immune from the winds and whips of the world, shut, if you like, Proustlike in my conservatory, I find it hard to think, in any but a cynical & theoretical manner, of the blood and withering diseases you have such firsthand knowledge of.1 Beauty, you say, comes out of suffering. For we are born in others’ pain & perish in our own. That, to those who have suffered, & in spite of it are still capable of appreciating and, sometimes, creating beauty, must appear perfectly true. I can’t appreciate it, firstly because I have known little physical suffering & no actual hardships or heartbreaks, and secondly because, at the root of it all, I can’t reconcile life & art. Obviously one is born before one can be an artist, but after that it doesn’t matter what happens. The artistic consciousness is there or it isn’t. Suffering is not going to touch it. Consciousness of beauty—& what that elusive thing is I haven’t the remotest idea; woman isn’t, because she dies. Nothing that dies is truly beautiful—is born with you or not at all. Suffering is not going to create that consciousness, nor happiness, nor anything else you may experience. True beauty, I shall always believe, lies in that which is undestroyable, &, logically, is therefore very little. But it is there. Not that what you have suffered does not influence you deeply & terribly. It is bound to upset & disillusion, carry you, unless you are careful, to the margins of madness. But it is not going to touch in any way at all that which really makes you an artist—knowledge of the actual world’s deplorable sordidness, & of the invisible world’s splendour (not heaven with God clothed like a deacon, sitting on a golden cloud, but the unseen places clouding above the brain). Suffer as much as you like, that world remains. It is only the complexion of the outer, & absurd, world that changes.


Words are so misleading. I don’t urge a monastic seclusion, & preoccupation with the invisible places (you see, even my ‘facile’ flow of selfconscious images fails, & I am left with the word ‘places’, which is quite unsatisfactory). That is Roman Catholicism. (One day I may turn Catholic, but not yet.) You must live in the outer world, suffer in it & with it, enjoy its changes, despair at them, carry on ordinarily with moneymaking routines, fall in love, mate, & die. You have to do that. Where the true artist differs from his fellows is that that for him is not the only world. He has the inner splendour (which sounds like a piece of Lawrence or a fribble of Dean Inge).2 The outer & inner worlds are not, I admit, entirely separate. Suffering colours the inner places, & probably adds beauty to them. So does happiness.


You may think this philosophy—only, in fact, a very slight adaptation of the Roman Catholic religion—strange for me to believe in. I have always believed in it. My poems rarely contain any of it. That is why they are not satisfactory to me. Most of them are the outer poems. Three quarters of the world’s literature deals with the outer world. Most modern fiction does. Some of it, of course, is purely reporting of outer incidents. Not that that need condemn it. Perhaps the greatest works of art are those that reconcile, perfectly, inner & outer.


There is nothing new in what I have been saying. But it sprang to my mind when I read your reply to my sincere advice—shun morbidity (as I haven’t).


You say, or at least imply, that you couldn’t, because of your terrible misfortunes. And I say that you can. Morbidity is sickness, unhealthiness. That need play no great part in your stories. They might be very fine stories anyway. But they will be finer without. This is not a stirring plea to be British, only to let the inner consciousness, you’ve got it because you are an artist from the little I have read of yours, develop. ‘Raise up thine eyes to the hills.’


And now, when I look back over what I have written, I feel conscious that there is a terrible lot of priggery in it—intellectual & emotional priggery. It reads like a chunk of adulterated Chesterton, revised by Sir Edward Elgar. Looking over it again, I doubt its sincerity, such is the horribly argumentative, contradictory nature of my mind. Give me a sheet of paper & I can’t help filling it in. The result—more often than not—is good & bad, serious & comic, sincere & insincere, lucid or nonsensical by the turns of my whirligig mentality, started from the wrong end, a mentality that ran before it walked, & perhaps will never walk, that wanted to fly before it had the right even to think of wings.


Tomorrow, the next moment, I may believe in my beastly inner & outer. I may be believing it now. It may be facile, immature humbug. Again, it may be the expression of a real belief. The prince of darkness is a gentleman.1 But his satanic convolutions & contradictions abide by no gentlemanly conditions.


As I am writing, a telegram arrives. Mother’s sister, who is in the Carmarthen Infirmary suffering from cancer of the womb, is dying. There is much lamentation in the family & Mother leaves. The old aunt will be dead by the time she arrives. This is a well-worn incident in fiction, & one that has happened time after time in real life. The odour of death stinks through a thousand books & in a thousand homes. I have rarely encountered it (apart from journalistic enquiries), & find it rather pleasant. It lends a little welcome melodrama to the drawing-room tragicomedy of my most uneventful life. After Mother’s departure I am left alone in the house, feeling slightly theatrical. Telegrams, dying aunts, cancer, especially of such a private part as the womb, distraught mothers & unpremeditated train-journeys, come rarely. They must be savoured properly & relished in the right spirit. Many summer weeks I spent happily with the cancered aunt on her insanitary farm.1 She loved me quite inordinately, gave me sweets & money, though she could little afford it, petted, patted, & spoiled me. She writes—is it, I wonder, a past tense yet—regularly. Her postscripts are endearing. She still loves—or loved—me, though I don’t know why. And now she is dying, or dead, & you will pardon the theatrical writing. Allow me my moments of drama.2


But the foul thing is I feel utterly unmoved, apart, as I said, from the pleasant death-reek at my negroid nostrils. I haven’t, really, the faintest interest in her or her womb. She is dying. She is dead. She is alive. It is all the same thing. I shall miss her bi-annual postal orders. That’s all. And yet I like—liked—her. She loves—loved—me. Am I, he said, with the diarist’s unctuous, egotistic preoccupation with his own blasted psychological reactions to his own trivial affairs, callous & nasty? Should I weep? Should I pity the old thing? For a moment, I feel I should. There must be something lacking in me. I don’t feel worried, or hardly ever, about other people. It’s self, self, all the time. I’m rarely interested in other people’s emotions, except those of my pasteboard characters. I prefer (this is one of the thousand contradictory devils speaking) style to life, my own reactions to emotions rather than the emotions themselves. Is this, he pondered, a lack of soul?


There was a certain theatrical quality about your letter, too, a little of the purple dreams of the yellow nineties,3 the red roses, the wine, & the final falling of the final curtain. And now I wish I hadn’t said that. The histrionic quality was sincere. Your answer to my DO NOT BE MORBID statement was enough to shove me under the table. Go on writing future letters just as theatrically. Tons of good stuff comes out of the theatre. This again may sound facetious. I am not deriding what you spoke of. That goes too deep for the playhouse. The selfconscious can escape, momentarily, by dressing their soul-cries in ermine & astrakhan, & letting them stand before the footlights before the footlights fade out.


I am interested in what you say about your story writing—the quick, quiet, dream-come idea, the lifting of the pen, & then the faces of past miseries & horrors obliterating everything. I can realise why your output is so small. In your letter you say it will be something if we can help each other towards, I forget your exact image, the planting of seeds in the forests of literature or something like that. From my seat among the ancients may I, for one moment, shake a few stalactites off my frosty beard, & give you a little advice? I asked you, in a letter, to write from your guts. You did. And, of course, you do in your short stories. But why not, just for a few times, put a sheet of paper in front of you, & without thinking twice, write half or a quarter or all of a short story. Don’t begin with a polished idea in which every incident is fixed in your mind. Just shove a girl on the seashore on a summer day & let her make her own story. Write, write, regardless of everything. Your present method of story writing—the draft after draft, the interminable going-over-again, can be compared to the method of the marksman who spends weeks & weeks polishing his rifle, weeks & [weeks] cleaning it, weeks & weeks getting the exact ammunition for it, weeks & weeks deciding on a target, weeks & weeks weighing his rifle in his hand, weeks & weeks weighing it in a different way, &, at the end of the year, having a pop at the bull’s eye. Why not, for a change, fire off round after round of ammunition from any old gun you can get hold of. You’ll miss hundreds of times, but you’re bound to get the bull’s eye a lot of times, too. You’ll find the hit-or-miss, the writing with no plot, technique will help you considerably in loosening your mind & in getting rid of those old stifling memories which may, unless you are careful, get in the way of your literary progress.


I now rest my beard upon my knees again, & the crows return to their nests.


Swansea still stands where it did. No one has blown up the churches. The Watch Committee1 still stands on its one leg & hands its glass eye round from member to member. There are the taverns & cafés. There is the hospital & the mortuary. Job—I have seen him several times since I left him—still drones around the edges of the local news like a Cornish bee. My friend Dan2 still tears his fearsome chords from the entrails of a much-abused piano. I continue writing in the most futile manner, looking at the gas-oven, at periodic intervals, with a wistful glimmer in my eye. My sister is soon to be married.3 She will live in London. I shall stay occasionally with her. The London Mercury has not yet printed my story. Neither have I received a cheque for it. I have just evaded a libel action through some pot-boiling article of mine for the Northcliffe Press.1 A lone tea beckons on the table.


I have been a long time in replying to your last long letter. Please forgive me & let your next be longer.


Dylan


MS: Buffalo





GEOFFREY GRIGSON


Geoffrey Grigson (1905–85), poet, author and critic, was literary editor of the Morning Post. In 1933 he found time to start the influential magazine New Verse, which appeared every two months, and edited it until it ceased publication in 1939.






	[Spring 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Sir,


I am sending you some poems to be considered for publication in ‘New Verse’, about which I read in ‘John O’London’s Weekly’, a month or two ago. Out of a large number of poems I found it extremely difficult to choose 6 to send you. As a matter of fact, the enclosed poems were picked almost entirely at random.


If you think the poems unsuitable for publication, and if, of course, you are sufficiently interested, I could let you see some more. I probably have far better ones in some of my innumerable exercise books.2


A considerable period lies between the writing of some of the enclosed poems, as perhaps you will be able to see. Whether time has shown any improvement I find it hard to say, as I have developed, intellectually at least, in the smug darkness of a provincial town, and have only on rare occasions shown any of my work to any critics, generally uninterested or incompetent.


If you could see your way clear to publish any of these poems, or find in them sufficient merit to warrant the reading of some more, you would be doing me a very great favour. Grinding out poetry, whether good or bad, in such an atmosphere as surrounds me, is depressing and disheartening.


Yours sincerely,  
Dylan Thomas
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TREVOR HUGHES






	[May 1933]1

	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Trevor,


Many months passed between the posting of my letter, which, as you say, you found provocative of thought, and the written result. I have a very good mind indeed to send you a shallow letter. You would probably send an answer to it by return post, for the more lengthy and profound (?) my letter, the longer do you seem to take in replying. This little reprimand over, and never, I hope, to be repeated, I can now tackle your correspondence in as serious a manner as I am able.


You ask me for criticism of your story, but I would rather, if it is the same to you, and even if it isn’t, criticise the attitude of mind behind its writing & not so much the result of such an attitude.


Again I was struck by the brilliance of your letter, a subterranean brilliance, if you will, and too near the rim to be pleasant. But brilliance, nevertheless, of a high imaginative order as they say in textbooks. But how much do I prefer the passionate wordiness of your letter to the unnecessary wordiness of your story! I am not going to, even if I could, destroy your story in a couple of cheap sentences. It is a bad story, but that doesn’t matter. You are, and you know it despite your self-termed apologia, capable of a much better [story] than that. It must be as unsatisfactory to you as it is to me.


This is my main contention: Why, when you can, as you show in your letter, struggle with the fundamentals of belief, & the rock-bottom ideas of artistic bewilderment, morbidity, and disillusionment, when you can write with a pen dipped in fire and vinegar, when you have something to say, however terrible it may be, and the vocabulary to say it with, do you waste time on the machinations of a Stacy Aumonier plot and on the unreal emotions of a pasteboard character whose replica one could find in a hundred novelettes of the nineties? Why go to the cafés, and French cafés at that, for your plots? You are not really interested in people. I doubt whether you are a fiction writer at all. Why go to the cafés for worn plots when the only things you are interested in are the antagonistic interplays of emotions and ideas, the rubbing together of sensibilities, brain chords and nerve chords, convolutions of style, tortuities of new expressions?


My contention boils down to the fact that the short story is not your medium. What your medium is I can do nothing but suggest. It is prose, undoubtedly, but an utterly non-commercial prose, a prose of passionate ideas, a metaphysical prose. I repeat my last letter’s advice to you: Write, write, write, out of your guts, out of the sweat on your forehead and the blood in your veins.2 Do not think about Mr Potter’s guide to the salesmanship of short stories produced, apparently, on the lines of the Ford works. Do not bother your head about the length of the stuff you are writing. Don’t descend, that is the main point. You descended badly in the story I have at my elbow as I write. You tagged on, under some misapprehension as to the quality of the intellect of your audience, that magazine little bit about the inquest. You see that sort of ending in the Windsor and the Pall Mall periodicals, and even in the London Mercury on an off month. (Please don’t think that anything I say in this letter resembles a sneer at your work. I am honestly doing my best to help you.)


You descended from the Stygian heights—a very true paradox—of your real style, which I have only seen in your letters, when you make your pseudo-French characters say, ‘It is very difficult—difficile’, or words to that effect. Whether the addition of the foreign word is to add atmosphere, or merely to instruct junior readers, I don’t know. In either case, it’s a ghastly thing to do. What you want to do is to sit down & write, regardless of plot or characters, just as you write a letter to me. You know Middleton Murry’s1 prose and Lawrence’s non-fiction prose. Murry is not interested in plots or characters. He is interested in the symbols of the world, in the mystery and meaning of the world, in the fundamentals of the soul. And these things he writes about. These things you are interested in. Write about them. You have a style as individual as Murry’s. Murry writes with a sober, contemplative pen, and you with an inebriate pen. But it doesn’t matter a bit. Write a story (if you must write stories) about yourself searching for your soul amid the horrors of corruption and disease, about your passionate strivings after something you don’t know and can’t express. (This is one of the few ways [of] knowing it and expressing it.)


In one letter I remember telling you to steer clear as quickly as you could from morbidity and morbid introspection. Now I am telling you to delve deep, deep into yourself until you find your soul, and until you know yourself. These two bits of advice aren’t contradictory. The true search for the soul lies so far within the last circle of introspection that it is out of it. You will, of course, have to revolve on every circle first. But until you reach that little red hot core, you are not alive. The number of dead men who walk, breathe, and talk is amazing.


(I am not taking any trouble over the phrasing of this letter. You, from your peak of sultry glory where the gods of clauses and of commas walk under the exclamatory moon, might be annoyed at my rough way with words and grammar. But the faster I write the more sincere I am in what I write.)


It is not Utopian advice that I am attempting to ladle out to you. It is terribly practical. Forget the ‘annihilative reverse’ of the rejection slip, and the ‘intellectual catarrh’. Plunge, rather, headfirst & boldly into Charon’s ferry. And who knows? Charon’s ferry may turn at last into the river Jordan & purge you of ills.


You speak of a world in which the effort of thought will be unnecessary. Write of it. You speak of your ‘curious surprising of beauty’, and its metamorphosis into ugliness, your ‘charred crucifix’. Write, write, write.


You are one [of] the dark-eyed company of Poe & Thompson,1 Nerval2 & Baudelaire, Rilke and Verlaine. Be a Thompson in prose. You complain that you haven’t his genius. Of course you haven’t, but you have your own red sparks of genius. And you must not allow the old stagnant waters to put them out. You say you have the honey. You say you have nothing but honey and greyness. You have honey and senna. Mix them together, dip your pen into them, and write.


Don’t forget: To hell with all the preconceived notions of short story writing, to the world of dyspeptic editors and rejection slips, to the cardboard men & women. Into the sea of yourself like a young dog, and bring out a pearl.


Remember: you are not another Aumonier, another Manhood, another Bullett.3 You are one of the white-faced company whose tears wash the world.


To hell with everything except the inner necessity for expression, & the medium of expression, [with] everything except the great need of forever striving after this mystery and meaning I moan about.


There is only one object: the removing of veils from your soul & scabs from your body. Reaching a self freedom is the only object. You will get nearer to it by writing as I have suggested—make your own variations—than by all the writing of clever and eminently saleable short stories. And, lastly, it doesn’t matter a damn whether your stuff is printed or not. Better a bundle of pages on which you have honestly strived after something worth striving after, than a story in every magazine & an international reputation.


Come back to Wales in the Neath4 of adversity. Leave London & come to Neath. That is particularly bad advice, I’m sure, but it is written from purely selfish motives—from a desire to see you and talk to you again, to hear you speak, to read your mad prose, & to read you my mad pomes. 3 months are all too long.


Dylan
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TREVOR HUGHES






	[late July 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





I looked through a pile of old papers the other day, and found your last letter to me. Reading it again, I realised how very good indeed it was. I know of nothing, in any literature I have read, to compare with it. Among the cribbed and cabinned, the bored and strangled destructivism of so much modern writing, it stands out supremely—a vast wind of pessimism (though that is not the right word) among the despondent farts of the little men. Poe has nothing on you. He had his Ravens,1 you have a flock of monstrous carrion-pickers. Forget the Hound of Heaven2 and bay down your own hellhounds. I am looking forward to your sequel to Burton-Hughes’s Guts of Melancholia.3 If I can but make you write always as well as you can write in the letter by my side, then I shall be doing, for once in my life, something worthwhile.


I am writing this near a two-foot statue of Echo, who cocks her marble ear at me, listening to me mouth these words aloud.


Do you want your story back? I have lost it, and one of my own in which there were four characters—a dead man and three hawks. It was very pretty.


I am writing this in an odd mood, smoking, toasting my toes. I have such a bad headache that it is hard to write connected sentences. When a new thought comes I want to put it down, slipshod, in probably a most inapt place. My pen started to write ebony.


Oh, to be a critic! ‘Mr X shows promise. This week’s masterpiece. Mr Y is bad.’ So simple, no bother, no bleeding of writing. I think you bleed more than I do, God help you. Remember the Worm,4 read a meaning into its symbol—a serpent’s head rising out of the clean sea.


Think this selfconscious. A pal o’ mine’s mad, in Coney Hill, saying all the time, so his aunt says, ‘Keep a straight bat, sir’. We have a new asylum.5 It leers down the valley like a fool, or like a snail with the two turrets of its water towers two snails’ horns.


How good it is to feel that I can write anything to you. Your last letter shows me that you understand, though understand what I shall never know more than I shall know the answer to the looking glass question—‘Why is this me?’ Remember—‘Don’t be morbid’. Sometimes I want to go down to the cellar to be nearer the worms. Sometimes only a worm is companion, its grey voice at your ear the only voice.


(This, too, you might laugh off. ‘Juvenilia.’ A shrug, a slight condescension. Boys will be old men.)


I will be in London for a fortnight, from Bank Holiday on, staying on the Thames with Nancy,6 my sister, who married some months ago.


Write and tell me when I can come to see you, or where I can meet you sometime. We might go to the ballet together.


Or we might sit and talk. Or sit.


Beachcomber would love this.1


Dylan
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PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON


Soon to find her own feet as a novelist, Pamela Hansford Johnson (1912–81) was two years older than Dylan Thomas. Their literary friendship, which became a love affair after they met in February 1934, began with a poem by Thomas, ‘That sanity be kept’, published in a newspaper, the Sunday Referee, 3 September 1933. Earlier in the year the newspaper had begun a feature, the ‘Poet’s Corner’, edited by the eccentric Victor Neuburg (almost invariably spelt ‘Neuberg’ by Thomas). Johnson, who worked in a bank and lived with her mother in Clapham, submitted a poem, which appeared on 9 April, and she was drawn into Neuburg’s coterie of young writers. When the Referee published Thomas’s poem, she wrote to him.






	[about 17 September 1933]2

	Blaen-Cwm3 Llangain nr Carmarthen





Beginning this letter in the way I do, removes the necessity of using the formal, ‘madam’, the stiff, ‘Miss Johnson’, (rather ambiguous but entirely unmeant), and the impudent, ‘Pamela’, (also ambiguous, also unmeant). It removes a similar obstacle in your case.


If it is ‘gruesome’ to reply to letters, then I am as much of a ghoul as you are. I return frequently, in the characterless scrawl God and a demure education gave me.


Incidentally, when you reply to this—and let it be long and soon—don’t write to the above address. It is merely a highly poetical cottage where I sometimes spend week-ends. Reply to my nasty, provincial address.


Thank you for the poems. Mr. Neuburg has paid you a large and almost merited compliment. ‘One of the few exquisite word-artists of our day’, needs little praise or abuse from me. But, still, I must compliment you upon ‘The Nightingale’, by far the best of the three poems. Comparing that with the ‘Sea Poem for G’, one of the most perfect examples of bloody verse I have ever seen, and with other Referee poems, is like comparing Milton with Stilton. I like the other two poems you sent me, but not as much, and the first stanza of ‘Prothalamium’, I don’t like at all. Too many adjectives, too much sugar. And the fifth and sixth lines are pure cliché. ‘I write from the heart’, said a character in some novel I’ve forgotten. ‘You write’, was the reply, ‘from the bowels as after a strong emetic.’ Not that I apply that rude remark to ‘Prothalamium’; I’m quoting not because of it but for the sake of it.


Of course you are not an agèd virgin. But many of the contributors to the Poet’s Corner are, and woo the moon for want of a better bedfellow. I can’t agree with you that the majority of the Referee poems are good. With a few exceptions they are nauseatingly bad. Yours are among the exceptions, of course. Do you remember a poem called ‘1914’ printed a couple of weeks ago? Do you remember the ‘Sea Poem’? Do you remember those few diabetic lines about an Abyssinian cat? What did you think of last week’s ‘Blue Gum Tree’? That is a real test of taste. Like that, you like anything. It would be hard to realise the number of people bluffed into believing ‘Blue Gum Tree’ to be a good poem. Its sprawling formlessness they would call, ‘modern’, its diction, ‘harsh but effective’, and some of its single lines, such as, ‘The cloth of silver over a white balustrade’, would send them into some sort of colourful rapture. In reality, the formlessness is the outcome of entire prosodical incompetence, the diction is not even tailor-made but ready-to-wear, and the ‘colourful’ lines are like cheap, vermilion splotches on a tenthrate music-hall backcloth.


In the very interesting copy you sent me of the first Poet’s Corner, it is explained that when, during any week, no poetry is received, the best verse would be printed. That would be perfectly all right if it did happen. But the pretentious palming off of doggerel (not even verse) as ‘arty’ poetry is too much.


It was on the same grounds that I objected to ‘Poet’s Corner’ as a title. There was a time when only poets were called poets. Now anyone with an insufficient knowledge of the English language, a Marie Corelli sentiment,1 and a couple of ‘bright’ images to sprinkle over the lines, is called a poet. He can’t even leave his excretion in a private spot. They give him a public ‘Corner’ to leave it in. (A vulgar metaphor! I hope you don’t object.)


This is in no way a biased or personal attack. It’s the general principles of the thing I like to use as Aunt Sallies. Pray God I, too, am not ‘arty’. A physical pacifist and a mental militarist, I can’t resist having a knock—or even a blow at a dead horse—when all I put my faith in is utterly contradicted. I put my faith in poetry, and too many poets deny it.


To return to your poetry, (you must excuse my slight soap-box attitude): It shows a tremendous passion for words, and a real knowledge of them. Your grasp of form and your handling of metre is among the best I know today. And—the main thing—your thoughts are worth expressing. Have you written a great deal? When do you write? I’m interested to know all sorts of things like that, and to see some more.


What I like about your poems is that they state, not contradict, that they create not destroy. Poem after poem, recording, in sickening detail, the wrinkles on the author’s navel, fill the contemporary journals, poem after poem recording, none too clearly, the chaos of to-day. Out of chaos they make nothing, but, themselves part of the post-war carnage, fade away like dead soldiers. So much new verse (do you know ‘New Verse’?) can be summarised into, ‘Well, there’s been a hell of a war; it’s left us in a mess; what the hell are we going to do about it?’ The answer is fairly obvious. But is it worth writing about? No, you answer in a loud voice, or at least I hope you do. You are not like that, and your ‘not-ness’ alone is worth all the superlatives at my command.


So you are the same age as myself.1 You say one has enough time, when one is 21, to be modest. One has enough time ahead, too, to regret one’s immodesty. The more I think of my Referee poem the less I like it. The idea of myself, sitting in the open window, in my shirt, and imagining myself as some Jehovah of the West, is really odd. If I were some Apollo, it would be different. As a matter of fact, I am a little person with much untidy hair.


With this letter you will find two poems of mine. I am sending them to show you, or to hope to show you, that I can do much better than you think from what you have seen of mine. Incidentally, I’d better mention that the poem starting, ‘No food suffices’, is, though complete in itself, the woman’s lament from an unfortunately unfinished play. I think this needs mention; references in the poem would otherwise cast aspersions on the nature of my sex.2 The second poem you may not like at all; it is distinctly unfashionable.


After my violent outburst against the Referee poets, you’ll probably read my two poems with a stern & prejudiced eye. I hope you don’t, and I hope you like them. Whether you do or not, tell me.


Can I keep your poems for a little longer?


Dylan Thomas


P.S. The Woman poem is to be printed in the Adelphi. I can’t resist adding that, because I like the magazine so much. The Jesus poem is probably to be printed in T. S. Eliot’s Criterion, though, as a rule, the Criterion doesn’t print any metaphysic verse at all. I mention the ‘C’ for the same reason that I mention the ‘A’.3


P.P.S. I am staying, as you see, in Carmarthenshire & have forgotten to bring your address with me. I am trusting to luck that 13 is the right number. If it is, you will read this explanation. If it isn’t, you won’t. So there was no point at all in writing it. D.T.
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PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON
[September 1933] [two fragments]


Words! Words! I never seem to stop writing. Here is another sentence to add to the already growing confusion.


The two other poems I have included are very recent. For some reason I don’t think you will like the needles & the knives.1 I don’t think I do, either, but there we are!


In time you’ll have all I’ve ever written, if I send you such vast quantities at a time.


On reverse of same sheet


I have typed & bound on somebody else’s official paper sixteen short poems for you. In the past I believe I’ve only sent you the longer poems. These, as all the others, are chosen haphazardly. Two, to my dim sense of criticism in regard to my own writing, are very bad. Give me a critical study, however short, upon them. And please remember that Quotation No. is not a part of the poem it faces.
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TREVOR HUGHES






	[card, postmarked 11 Oct 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive





Dear Trevor,


First let me apologise for not having written before this, and secondly for writing such a little note now. I have, really, the most concrete excuses, too complicated to put on a post-card. The only thing of importance is this: ‘Prose and Verse’, that stillborn child, is to be resurrected. Grocer Trick2 is to do the financial and business part of it, and I, as it was arranged before, am to edit it. The high standards, formerly set, will be strictly adhered to; but there is one important, new condition: ‘P & V’ will print only the work of Welshmen and women—this includes those of dim Welsh ancestry and those born in Wales—who write in English. This condition necessarily restricts, but it is that which will make, I hope and trust, the journal an unique affair. Another highbrow periodical, especially produced from a blowsy town such as this—on the furthest peaks of the literary world—is doomed to hell from the beginning. But a new highclass periodical for Welshmen? Up Cymru! I don’t see why it shouldn’t be a great success. Already Trick is corresponding with universities, libraries, museums, and other intellectual morgues, with spinsters, knights, and philanthropists. Do you know any Welshmen who might be interested in the project? If so, tell me when you write. And when you can, send me along all your original prose still existing. I’d like to go through it carefully and critically, picking out what is suitable for publication. You’ve got four or five printed pages at your disposal. I’m not going to write any more now. Write and tell me your views.


Dylan


MS: Buffalo





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON






	[15 October 1933]1

	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Thank you. I should have been very sorry hadn’t I posted the card. The mutual outpourings of a crank and a romantic (there is little doubt as to which is which) would have been lost to posterity; creeds and beliefs, that will change as the years change us, but are nevertheless sincere, would have remained unexpressed; insults and compliments, hasty judgments, wisdoms and nonsenses, would have been unsaid; and a considerably nice friendship would have been broken up almost before it began. Even now twelve heartfelt pages are titivating the senses of a Dead Letter superintendent, and three heartfelt poems are lying beneath the pillow of some postmaster’s boy in the depths of Llangyfellach or Pwllddu. (I, too, know not a word of Welsh and these names are as fearsome to me as they are to you.)2


What have I missed in your letter? Three poems, twelve passionate pages of affirmation and denial, a thought on Shakespeare and a sob for Siegfried! Dear God, and all for three-halfpence.


There is so much to talk about in your last letter, to agree with and to argue with most violently, that I must light my cigarette, and then, with a steady hand and a more-or-less contented mind, tackle the points in order from the very beginning to the last curve on the last letter of the totally unnecessary ‘Johnson’.


1) I’m glad you’re not as riddled with silliness as I am. I should have carried on for months, never writing your name, consciously avoiding such an ordinary gesture of friendliness as calling you Pamela, or Pam, or whatever I am to call you. My unusual name—for some mad reason it comes from the Mabinogion and means the ‘prince of darkness’1—rhymes with ‘Chillun’, as you suggest. I don’t know what Pamela rhymes with, unless the very cultured way of saying ‘family’, and therefore cannot reply with a little couplet.


2) The Vicky-Bird,2 undoubtedly of the parrot variety, doesn’t appear to like what we sent him last week. But then I always said his taste was abysmal. I sent him a very short and obscure poem with one indecent line. What did you send him to be so ignominiously placed among the spavined horses? A very short and obscure poem with two indecent lines? No, I hardly think so. He doesn’t want to give too many prizes to the same people, on principle. He must print the work of others sometimes, and spread the vomit evenly and impartially over his pages. Miss Gertrude Pitt must show her mettle, rusty tin to me; and Mr. Martineau must patch his broken heart with a sentimental song.


3) I am in the path of Blake, but so far behind him that only the wings on his heels are in sight. I have been writing since I was a very little boy, and have always been struggling with the same things, with the idea of poetry as a thing entirely removed from such accomplishments as ‘word-painting’, and the setting down of delicate but usual emotions in a few, wellchosen words. There must be no compromise; there is always only the one right word: use it, despite its foul or merely ludicrous associations; I used ‘double-crossed’ because it was what I meant. It is part of a poet’s job to take a debauched and prostituted word, like the beautiful word, ‘blond’, and to smooth away the lines of its dissipation, and to put it on the market again, fresh and virgin. Neuburg blabs of some unsectarian region in the clouds where poetry reaches its highest level. He ruins the truth of that by saying that the artist must, of necessity, preach socialism. There is no necessity for the artist to do anything. There is no necessity. He is a law unto himself, and his greatness or smallness rises or falls by that. He has only one limitation, and that is the widest of all: the limitation of form. Poetry finds its own form; form should never be superimposed; the structure should rise out of the words and the expression of them. I do not want to express only what other people have felt; I want to rip something away and show what they have never seen. Because of the twist in myself I will never be a very good poet: only treading the first waves, putting my hands in deeper and then taking them out again.


But even that, to me, is better than the building of perfectly ornate structures in the sand. To change the image, one is a brief adventure in the wilderness, and the other a little gallop on an ordered plot of land.


4) I apologise for No Man Believes, but I really didn’t think it was obscure. I understood it so perfectly myself, but I was probably the only one who did. And even that’s ungrammatical.


5) But why Wordsworth? Why quote that decay? Shelley I can stand, but old Father William was a human nannygoat with a pantheistic obsession. He hadn’t a spark of mysticism in him. How could he be a metaphysicist? Metaphysics is merely the structure of logic, intellect, and supposition on a mystical basis. And mysticism is illogical, unintellectual, and dogmatic. Quote Shelley, yes. But Wordsworth was a tea-time bore, the great Frost of literature, the verbose, the humourless, the platitudinary reporter of Nature in her dullest moods. Open him at any page: and there lies the English language not, as George Moore said of Pater,1 in a glass coffin, but in a large, sultry, and unhygienic box. Degutted and desouled. Catch him in his coy moods, walking the hills with a daffodil pressed to his lips, and his winter woollies tickling his chest. Catch him in his pompous mood, his Virginity and Victoria mood, his heavy-footed humourlessness pursuing a wanton dogma down a blind alley full of the broken bones of words. I admit the Immortality Ode is better than anything he ever did (with the exception of the pantheistic creed expressed in Tintern Abbey); among the mediocrity and rank badness it stands out like a masterpiece; but judged from a proper perspective, along the lines of Shakespeare, Dante, Goethe, Blake, John Donne, Verlaine & Yeats, it is no more than moderately good. All it says has been said before and better, and all it was incapable of saying. Try to rub away its halo of fame and the mist of veneration that has grown up around it; try to forget the drummed-in fact that he is an English mystic—: and you will see it chockful of clichés, ridiculous inversions of speech and thought, all the tricks-of-trade of the unoriginal verse-writer whose bluff has not yet been called. I put by its side the poems of Matthew Arnold, and think what a delightfully loud splash the two would make if I dropped them into the river.


Perhaps you gather that I don’t like Wordsworth. I’m sorry, but he’s one of the few ‘accepted’ whom I refuse in any way to accept at all. This is my important point about him in summary: He writes about mysticism but he is not a mystic; he describes what mystics have been known to feel, but he himself doesn’t feel anything, not even a pain in the neck. He could well have written his Ode in the form of a treatise: ‘Mysticism and its Relations to the Juvenile Mind.’ Just as an experiment, read him again with my adverse opinions at the back of your mind. I changed from loving to loathing Swinburne in a day. Enough. You shall have your own back.


6) I, too, should like to meet you. This possibly can be arranged, but not before the beginning of September when I am going to see my sister near Chertsey.1


Don’t expect too much of me (It’s conceit to suppose that you would); I’m an odd little person. Don’t imagine the great jawed writer brooding over his latest masterpiece in the oak study, but a thin, curly little person, smoking too [many] cigarettes, with a crocked lung, and writing his vague verses in the back room of a provincial villa.


7) David Gascoyne2 and Reuben Mednikoff! You move in exalted company. I read the Russian Jew’s (is he?) effort in the Referee, & thoroughly agree with you—as a poet he’s a bloody good painter. But Gascoyne? And seventeen, too? Tut, tut, what are the boys coming to? I read a thing of his—before your letter came—in the new, New Verse,3 and thought he was raving mad. There are more maggots in his brain than there are in mine. But if he is so young there is a hope that the poetry will drop away from him and that the sore it leaves will soon heal. His New Verse poem is called ‘And the 7th Dream Is The Dream of Isis’. Without wishing to provide a pornographic interlude over the tea-table, I’ll quote some of the actual lines:4 This is the opening:


‘White curtains of tortured destinies
Encourage the waistlines of women to expand
And the eyes of men to enlarge like pocket cameras
Teach children to sin at the age of five
To cut out the eyes of their sisters with nail-scissors.’


And later:


‘The pavements of cities are covered with needles
The reservoirs are full of human hair
Fumes of sulphur envelop the house of ill-fame
Out of which bloodred lilies appear
Across the square where crowds are dying in thousands
A man is walking a tightrope covered with moths.’


And later:


‘She was standing at the window clothed only in a ribbon
She was burning the eyes of snails in a candle
She was eating the excrement of dogs and horses
She was writing a letter to the president of france.’


And later still:


‘The edges of leaves must be examined through microscopes
In order to see the stains made by dying flies
At the other end of the tube a woman is bathing her husband
When an angel writes the word Tobacco along the sky
The sea becomes covered with patches of dandruff
Little girls stick photographs of genitals in the windows of their homes
And virgins cover their parents’ beds with tealeaves.’


And so on. All the rest is just as pretty and just as meaningless. Ugliness & eccentricity must have a purpose. So much for Mr Gascoyne. May he teach the bats in his belfry better manners. (By the way, I just thought, I hope he isn’t a near & dear friend of yours. If he is, I’ve been very impolite.)


8) I’ve heard such a lot about ‘Cold Comfort Farm’ that I’ll have to get hold of it.1 It sounds incredible. Isn’t there a Grandma Doom in it who once saw something frightful in the woodshed?


9) The Steyning incidents2 are almost too good to be true. Mrs. Runia Tharp!3 I’ve been muttering the magic names all day. It’s enough to Runia, and I hope you’ll excuse that. Don’t take any notice of what the intellectual bullies told you. Tell ’em you’ve got more in your little finger than they have in the whole of their fact-crammed brains.


10) But for God’s sake don’t defend the Sunday Referee literary whippets any more. I’m repeating myself, I know, but I regard the verses printed (with very few exceptions—you, notably) as schoolgirl posies plucked from a virgin garden, and the saccharine wallowings of near-schoolboys in the bowels of a castrated muse. Even the Bentley bodies covering the Ford engines are badly battered. I’d like to carry the image further and say that the chassis is made from a scrapheap of dis-used spare parts. Neuburg indulges in a horrid compromise: between the outlooks of the romanticist and the theorist, the mincing tread of the ‘one-line and memorable passage taster and memoriser’, and the galumphing of the dogmatic theorist. In fact the compromise [is] between Beer and No Beer. The result is partial inebriation—his muse is never drunk enough to be really emotional and never sober enough to be really intellectual.


11) Please don’t type again; the warmest words look cold.


And now I, too, must finish, not because of any business appointment, but because I think I’ve written plenty. Now it is your turn. There are many things I want to write about, but they’ll do next time. I’ll expect a letter very, very soon—and as long as mine.


Dylan


P.S. Three poems for you. Tell me if you like them or not. And why. I’ll do the same if you’ll send me some. The ‘conversation’ poem is very violent, as you will see, the ‘Noise’ poem very romantic, and the other in my more usual style. Take your choice, mum.


MS: Buffalo




PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON






	[late October 1933]1

	Blaen-Cwm Llangain near Carmarthen





One day a very tired and bewildered young man will haunt the steps of the General Post Office, crying aloud, in broken Welsh, this one sad sentence: ‘Why, in the name of God and the angelic clerks, cannot my letters be delivered to me?’ He will be shooed away, but he will always return, crying his same question to a deaf Post Master and a malicious deity.


The trouble is that, for the last fortnight, I have been leading a very nomad existence, a few days in a rat-infested cottage in the heart of Wales, a few days with an eccentric friend, and a few days at home. Consequently, my letters are delivered to all three addresses, redelivered, and delivered again. Your last letter reached me on Saturday. I am replying with the greatest speed and at the greatest length.


When I came down here there were two letters of yours waiting for me—the proverbial twelve pages, and three typewritten sheets, to say nothing of the three lost poems. Now I reply to your collected correspondence.


I am staying, as you see, in a country cottage, eight miles from a town and a hundred miles from anyone to whom I can speak to on any subjects but the prospect of rain and the quickest way to snare rabbits. It is raining as I write, a thin, purposeless rain hiding the long miles of desolate fields and scattered farmhouses. I can smell the river, and hear the beastly little brook that goes gurgle-gurgle past this room. I am facing an uncomfortable fire, a row of china dogs, and a bureau bearing the photograph of myself aged seven—thick-lipped, Fauntleroy-haired, wide-eyed, and empty as the bureau itself. There are a few books on the floor beside me—an anthology of poetry from Jonson to Dryden, the prose of Donne, a Psychology of Insanity. There are a few books in the case behind me—a Bible, From Jest To Earnest, a History of Welsh Castles. Some hours ago a man came into the kitchen, opened the bag he was carrying, and dropped the riddled bodies of eight rabbits on to the floor. He said it was a good sport, showed me their torn bellies and opened heads, brought out the ferret from his pocket for me to see. The ferret might have been his own child, he fondled it so. His own eyes were as close-set as the eyes of the terrible thing he held in his hand. He called it, ‘Billy fach’.


Later, when I have finished this letter, I’ll walk down the lane. It will be dark then; lamps will be lit in the farmhouses, and the farmers will be sitting at their fires, looking into the blazing wood and thinking of God knows what littlenesses, or thinking of nothing at all but their own animal warmth.


But even this, grey as it is and full of the noise of sanitating water, and full of the sight of miserably wet fields, is better than the industrial small towns. I passed them in the bus coming down here, each town a festering sore on the body of a dead country, half a mile of main street with its Prudential, its Co-Op, its Star, its cinema and pub. On the pavements I saw nothing but hideously pretty young girls with cheap berets on their heads and paint smudged over their cheeks; thin youths with caps and stained fingers holding their cigarettes; women, all breast and bottom, hugging their purses to them and staring in at the shop windows; little colliers, diseased in mind and body as only the Welsh can be, standing in groups outside the Welfare Hall. I passed the rows of colliers’ houses, hundreds of them, each with a pot of ferns in the window, a hundred jerry-built huts built by a charitable corporation for the men of the town to breed and eat in.


All Wales is like this. I have a friend who writes long and entirely unprintable verses beginning, ‘What are you, Wales, but a tired old bitch?’ and, ‘Wales my country, Wales my cow.’


It’s impossible for me to tell you how much I want to get out of it all, out of narrowness and dirtiness, out of the eternal ugliness of the Welsh people, and all that belongs to them, out of the pettinesses of a mother I don’t care for and the giggling batch of relatives. What are you doing. I’m writing. Writing? You’re always writing. What do you know? You’re too young to write. (I admit that I very often look even younger than I am.) And I will get out. In some months I will be living in London. You shall call every day then and show me the poetry of cooking. I shall have to get out soon or there will be no need. I’m sick, and this bloody country’s killing me.


All of which may sound very melodramatic. I don’t want to make this letter sound like a third-rate play in which the ‘artistic’ hero boasts of his superiority over his fellows and moans of his highly poetical disease, or into a mere agony column. I hope you will excuse even the little bit of ranting and self pity I have indulged in.


I did like your illustrations, but the drawing of the oysters was far too good for the poem. I’ve given up tearing my hair at the products of the Neuburg Academy for the Production of Inferior Verse. I read them, put them aside, and try my hardest to forget. ‘To The Hen’, is the best thing I have seen in the Referee recently, but it is compensated for by the ‘Cornflowers’ of Miss Arlett. And now, to complete it all, the Sea Poem woman is assistant editor. Ah well. No more will my vague efforts adorn the Neuburg altar. Now even closer will I hug them to me.


But what’s this about form? Are you misreading my cryptic comments? Or have I subconsciously (that word has gone sour since Lawrence flung it at his own addled head, and the Vicky Bird roosted on it) written what I did not intend. Rhythm, certainly. It’s as essential to poetry as it is to music. Rhyme, certainly, but with qualifications. I’ve been under the impression that I have defended form in my recent letters and spat me of the sprawling formlessness of Ezra Pound’s performing Yanks and others. But, for all I know, I may have reiterated Geoffrey Grigson’s vast maxim, ‘Modern Art does not need logic or balance’, or Herbert Read’s1 statement to the effect that modern art need have no meaning at all.


Now to your twelve pages. Twelve pages, after all, is very little if you have a lot to say. Your flattering description of yourself, aided by the drawing in your last letter, must have given you great amusement. But don’t say the drawing’s true. And why the desire to look like everybody else? If you were the usual gutless, unimaginative, slang-flinging flapper, your adherence to a conventional style of looks would be excusable. But you aren’t. As an individual, you should look individual, apart from the mass member of society. For commercial, and sanitary, reasons, it is better to dress cleanly. But I do like colour. I don’t look a bit like anybody else—I couldn’t if I wanted to, and I’m damned if I do want to. I like conversational (your word) shirts. And I see no reason why I shouldn’t. Man’s dress is unhygienic and hideous. Silk scarlet shirts would be a vast improvement. This isn’t the statement of an artistic poseur; I haven’t got the tact to pose as anything. Oh to look, if nothing else, different from the striped trouser lads with their cancer-fostering stiff collars and their tight little bowlers.


I was surprised to hear that you had written only 30 poems; a bus-going life explains it. May the Kiddies’ Kompleat Poetry Set be put to severe work in the future, and may I, humbly and yet critically, cast my eyes upon the virgin words.


And now I have eight poems of yours to do what I like with. And I am going to do what I like with them—criticise each in turn, not very minutely, for nothing short of fifty pages would allow it, but at least in some detail. Remember that nothing I say, Pamela, is for the sake of being smart, or to relieve any acid emotions I may have bottled up within me. I mean what I say and I mean it to help. Tell me if it is worth my while and your attention. If it is, then I will willingly, more than willingly, criticise in the same way every and any poem you have written.


Sung In A Garden At Nightfall


Delius should have written this instead of that extremely literary piece of music, Summer Night on the River. His music is a rebound, or, if you like, a second mood. First comes the idea of the creation, then the mental poem, then the composition of the music: a wrong method of approach. The nostalgia that runs through him like a vein drips ‘jasmine-sweet’ from your song. I’m glad that the colour of your poem book is green, the colour of youth when a minor heartbreak or the twiddly bit on an oboe is more effective than the sight of God or the feel of a surgical needle stuck into the tongue. And this is prejudiced, I know. But I like the Garden Song, and if in places it is more intestinal than emotional, that is all to the good. And I confess to a slight retching at the phrases, ‘Woven of saffron with a weft of blue’, ‘veiled with violet’, ‘The air is jasmine-sweet’. And I confess that ‘The lashes of the rose are sealed with dew’ is very pretty. But the whole poem I should like to see upon the cover of a chocolate box; its flavours would mix well with the taste of coffee-centres and crême de menthe.


You have such a lot of the abilities that go towards making a very good poet that it seems a shame you don’t take a firmer grasp on your susceptibilities to the easier emotions and images. The best advice in the world to a poetess is—Be a poet! Think of Mrs Browning and Emily Brontë. One wrote in quite a competent, female manner, the other androgynously. It’s Neuburg’s Heshe all over again, and Lawrence’s Bull-Cow.


Laze, if you will, in a gossamer evening, confiding with your summer lover (impersonal! impersonal!); think your thoughts, and weep over the jail-like attitude of the poplars. But make more out of that experience than a pretty patchwork of derivative images and puce emotions. The garden (God wot!) must fit the mind like a glove. You yourself make it hell or heaven. Nothing is beautiful unless you think it. Make of your Woodforde-Finden garden1 a valley Wagner might have been proud of, a little place Debussy would have lolled in, a rugby field for an infant Honneger. But don’t take it as you find it. The garden was nothing. You descended on it like a bat from Chopin’s belfry, and, lo, it was saccharine.


The Béguinage


This is by far the best poem that I’ve seen of yours. It’s hard to imagine that the same mind created this and the previous song. It is beautifully simple; two of the verses are perfect. The idea, the form, & the expression, go hand-in-hand with a most satisfying delicacy. Out of more than fifty lines I can find only two that, in the slightest way, make discord. And those lines, oddly enough, are the two that begin the poem. I read them and expected Sousa orchestrated by Milhaud; I read on and got Mozart—a clumsy way of expressing my delight at fortyeight lines and my dislike of two.


Because I heap calumny on one poem, and immediately cover the next poem in an appreciative pile of roses, don’t imagine that I am so easily a victim to my emotions that my opinions are little meditated. I like to spit at what I consider bad or unworthy (and much of what you sent me is unworthy of you), and I like to enthuse over what I consider sincere, real, and valuable. ‘Béguinage’ is all these three—not a Wordsworth model, or a chic adornment from the ‘maison de Christina Rossetti’, but an individual and highly successful production from the ‘maison de P.H.J.’


Possession


See criticism one, especially the comment upon the poet and the poetess. ‘Possession’ is essentially a woman’s poem. ‘Béguinage’ belongs to neither sex. It is a poem, and that is all and enough. ‘Possession’ is, metrically, quite good, but it is aimed at too low a standard.


Promenade Concert


Like the little girl with the curl over her forehead, when you are good you are very, very good, and when you are bad you are horrid. But even in your least inspired moments—and Sir Henry, Wood by name and Wood by nature,1 seems to have had much effect upon your emotional and little upon your literary centres—good things rise out of the mediocrity as bubbles rise out of a marsh. There is, in the last stanza, an experience nakedly crystallized in a phrase:-


‘clacking of applause, without even the compliment
Of an age-old second of silence.’


And that one experience compensates for the hysteria of the preceding lines. Your sincerity is always undeniable, and your hell-paving intentions do come out in such phrases as


‘And the rivers of Eden
In the cold flute’.


But these are pearls surrounded not only by the pig’s ear but by the whole of his bristling body. The ‘burning triumph’, the ‘stinging pain’, ‘the singing and weeping for glory’, are an exhibition (not in the sense of the Steyning highbrow) of emotion rather than a condensing, a torrent rather than a regulated fall, and as such is strictly out of place in a poem. It [is] as though a painter had flung a great mass of colours on to his canvas, and said to his critics, ‘This is a landscape, for these are the colours that I see on the hills. The placing, dividing, and forming of those colours I leave to you.’


And while the colours would be bound to have some emotional significance, they no more make a painting than they do a stick of rock.


Tribute


A neat little advertisement, which might prove commercially saleable if ‘Poetry’ was changed to, say, ‘Gibbs’ Dentifrice’. One can write of mysticism without being a mystic; Wordsworth proved that. One can write of poetry, too.


Through The Night


Again, many of your merits and nearly all your faults come out in this. There is an obvious desire to say something and quite as obvious a reluctance to know what it is. There are hints of loneliness and the statements of verbosity. ‘Drenched with rose’, incidentally, is too reminiscent of de la Mare’s ‘Nod’, in which the words ‘dim with rose, and drenched with dew’ appear. My dislike of the word ‘burgeon’ is a purely personal one, as is my dislike of the word, ‘primrose’. Unfortunately both appear in this poem (I hope you notice that I have used the ‘poem’ & ‘verse’ discriminately in these tiny criticisms) to test my boast of unbias.


‘Each window pane shoots fire’, is too quick, too impetuous an image to be satisfactory. There, again, you put down the emotional essence of what you wanted to say before you put your literary intelligence to work. I don’t know how long you spent over ‘Through The Night’, but twice the time would have doubled its value, making it a consistently good poem, for it is good (careful word) in patches now. The imperative lines are very effective. So is the climax, notwithstanding the ‘mother-of-pearl into pallid primrose’, the type of line I can only call too easily pretty.


Up Train


Have I ever complimented you upon your command of conventional technique? If not, let me compliment you now, and also upon your ability to command the wider issues of form. ‘Up Train’ & ‘The Symphony’ are surprisingly effective in their set-out. Best of all, the form appears inevitable. ‘Up Train’ could have been written in no other way, the highest thing one can say of a technical experiment. ‘Seed Nursery’ has the simplicity of a nursery rhyme, set off by a remarkable diction, uninfluenced by any other diction I’m acquainted with.


‘For the mad sweet-pea he rigs
Pillories of little twigs’


gives me a most pleasant shock, a physical sensation. Few combinations of words have a physical effect upon me.


‘And he sets between, for brushes,
Meek and poodle-shaven bushes’.


This, too, and many other lines in this lovely little poem—‘little’ is the word, the littleness of a certain type of beauty, the littleness of ordered gardens, avenues, and a tidy sky—has the effect upon me of a curious and individual wine out of an old bottle marked with very colourful designs. And if these sentences are, in themselves, too rich and adjectival, blame your odd little muse & not me.


Symphony For Full Orchestra


When I read this first I wasn’t sure whether its peculiar form was entirely necessary. But slowly the voices of the orchestra insisted, and the long, drawn-out question of the woodwind became inevitable, until, at the end, I wondered why the whole question, ‘O Star In The Dark’ was not repeated. Perhaps, if I read it again, I will see a good reason why it should be as it is. The one, sudden entrance of the timpani is remarkably effective. I can hear the harps glissando-ing (can you spell it?) over their strange phrases, the sudden, unharplike sound of the word ‘cerements’, the sibilant and treble ‘Cease!’ as they begin. And now any doubts I entertained as to the inevitability of the orchestral form are vanquished. Inevitably the violins say, ‘These are his hands on your breast’ and as inevitably the brass cry out and say, ‘Return, star-crossed, The bloodshed morn is nigh.’


There is, as there was in ‘Béguinage’, only one phrase I object to.


‘… Weave the straining clouds
Into maddened shrouds’,


has too many words—& the wrong words—in it. The rhyme is a jingle. The adjectives add nothing. Polish up or remove that phrase, & I have no quarrel with the poem from beginning to end. In its limits, it is as lovely as anything I know.


And so what a strange, unequal selection of poems and verses you have sent me. You have sent me the sugariest custard, the cheapest port, & the most delicate white wine. I never remember before mixing my drinks so quickly, &, at the same time, so satisfyingly.


Never be pretty for the sake of being pretty. It’s always in your power—and yours especially—to lift prettiness into your own sort of beauty. Whether it is the ultimate beauty I don’t even care to guess; but much of it is what I understand to be beautiful. And that is all I can ever say.


But let me get off the point for a moment, and make what will probably be quite a futile attack upon your creed of simplicity. I admit that everything should be said as simply as possible, that meaning should never be smothered by conscious obscurity, that the most prized ornamentations of style and phrase have to go under when the meaning dictates it. But that all good poetry is necessarily simple seems to me very absurd. Because I can understand the English of Mrs. Beeton, there is no earthly reason why I should understand the English of Manley Hopkins—or W. H. Davies & W. H. Auden. I see no necessity why the greatest truths of the world, and the greatest variations of these truths, should be so simple that the most naive mind can understand them. There are things, and valuable things, so complicated that even he who writes of them does not comprehend what he is writing.


I admire the simplicity of Shakespeare, the easy language of Twelfth Night and the hard language of Coriolanus. I admire the simplicity of Mozart and the bewildering obscurity of the later Scriabin. Both had a great thing to say, and why the message of Mozart, because of its easiness to understand, is rated above the message of Scriabin, which is a separate message and the devil to follow, I shall never know. It is the simplicity of the human mind that believes the universal mind to be as simple.


Thank you for all you have said about the poems I’ve sent you. I profit by all criticism; yours is far from puerile, and though I am bound to disagree with much you say I agree heartily with most. With this letter I am enclosing two more poems. They are not typed, I’m afraid, but I hope that won’t prevent you from reading and criticising them carefully. There is a sort of finality about the typewritten word which the written word lacks. Spare no compliment—I don’t go all girlish; spare no condemnation—I am used to it and profit by it.


One day I want to send you ten thousand words of prose, ‘Uncommon Genesis’, a story set in no time or place, with only two characters, a man & a woman.1 And the woman, of course, is not human. She wouldn’t be. If you want it, I’ll send it to you. If you don’t, I won’t.


Whatever you do to letters, story, or poems, don’t give them the answer that so shocked the pundits of Steyning. If anyone said ‘Sez You’ after I had shown him or her a poem I think I should wither up. So, please, be genteel even if you must be condemnatory.


Laleham arrangement, though in the air, is oke by me,1 and if there is any one expression worse than ‘sez you’ this is it. You are right, of course. December it is. Yes, I do paint, but very little, and the results are extraordinary.


I should have loved to reply to your hideous drawing with an equally hideous one of myself, but no ordinary pencil can do me justice. If I can find a photograph of myself when in the very far distance I will send it to you.


Dylan


P.S. Important. I shall be here (Llangain) until Saturday of this week. If you reply before I leave, and I hope you do, send the letter straight here. It can’t go wrong.


MS: Buffalo





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON






	[card, postmarked 30 Oct 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Congratulations!2 A very long letter
will arrive in a few days—
probably by parcel post.


Dylan


MS: Buffalo





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON






	[early November 1933]3

	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Excuses


I’ve taken a terribly long time to reply, I know, but, during the last week, I have been so utterly and suicidally morbid that my letter would have read like an excerpt from the Undertakers’ Gazette. I hope, in the long week that has passed, you haven’t forgotten my existence. And please don’t be long in replying because I was. I look forward to a letter soon.


On receiving your photograph I went immediately to have my own likeness taken, there being no existent photograph of myself at this stage of decline. Either I proved too much for the delicate photographic plates, or else the photographer has gone, moaning, away, for I have had nothing from him. I don’t want to hold the correspondence up any longer, so here is a very bad and uncomplimentary passport photograph taken two years ago. It’s a poor return, but I shall send you a better and more recent photograph when, or if, it arrives. I do look something like the enclosed snap. Imagine the same face two years older, a bit thinner & more lined. The black shirt (strictly non-political) is the same. I am rarely as tidy or as well-groomed as that, and, pray God, I rarely have that cherub’s expression. Still, it has its resemblance. Add a few shadows, draw in a cigarette & ruffle the hair: there I am, in my full glory.


Kind Action


I give you full authorisation to use this new letter form. You’ll find it very useful. All you have to do is to write odd notes at different times—on whatever subject, & in whatever mood—and then bung them together under terse little headings. Go ahead, girl!


Congratulatory Hand and Helping Hand


Congratulations. Neuburg, for once, has not gone wrong. It is hardly possible to imagine that he could, for the choice was inevitable. I take as much interest in the publication of your poems as I do in the publication of my own. And if they were my own, I could not be more delighted to hear that your poems are to be published.


You will, I suppose, publish all you have written, but I do advise you to be careful in your editing of the earlier poems. There is no necessity at all why one of the printed poems should be bad, providing you use a blue pencil and a scissors with discrimination. If I can help you, in any way, to polish up the final drafts, or to do anything to help your book towards the success it is bound to be, let me know. I’ll do my best, too, to advertise the book among those who do not believe Browning to be something to do with gravy. I’ll want to buy a copy, too, and to receive a neatly autographed first edition. But don’t forget: if there is anything, anything at all, you would like me to do, I should have the greatest possible pleasure in doing it.


Physiognomical Comment


You do look formidable, my Wilhelmina. I did not expect you to be so full and bright and strong, with such a British chin. What a dominant personality! Tut, girl, what a zest for life! And here I am, small, chinless, and like an emasculate Eton boy. Ah, the waves of self pity that engulf me as I gaze first upon your features and then upon mine (even though mine is two and a bit years old, and yours as recent as this morning’s dew!) But, to pass from Jest to Earnest, let me thank you for sending your photograph. You are very, very, pleasant to look at. There is meaning and strength in your face. I shall hang you in my room. This is certainly one of the things that could have been expressed better. All I have said is probably in the worst taste [a line is deleted: And as I seem to be verging on the edge of vulgarity, I shall] (I don’t think I have sent an untidier letter. Excuse it.)


So now, if I look long upon your photograph, and you, looking upon mine, exercise your imagination in the details of age and cleanliness, we shan’t be strangers to each other. From your photograph I know the lines of your face, from your poetry the lines of your mind. I’m not a physiognomist—I can’t even spell the damned word—but I see how you bristle (images of a herd of porcupine) with individuality. Look like everybody else? No, no. But then I am biased.


Attack On Bats and Defence of Vermin


Believe me or not, the first two lines of ‘Béguinage’ are as bad as anything you’ve written. The image is smart and cheap; it falls too easily on the paper. And the attitude behind it is wrong, relying too much on a quick, admittedly vivid, visual impression, instead of upon a mentally digested experience. It is written from the mind’s eye, not even from the mind’s ear, for the sounds are unintentionally ugly. You have seized on a glimpse of what you wanted to express, and not on the still, slow scrutiny.


Your remark about the end of my Feverish poem is entirely justified. I plead guilty to bathos, but offer in excuse the fact that I copied out the poem as soon as I had written it, wanting to get it off to you and too hurried to worry about its conclusion. In the ordinary way I would never have passed it.


Leave me my ‘hatching of the hair’.1 It’s verminous, I know, but isn’t it lovely? And what is more refreshing than the smell of vermin? Hardy loved to sit beside a rotten sheep and see the flies make a banquet of it. A dark thought, but good and lively. One of the hardest and most beneficial kicks of life comes from the decaying foot of death. Uncover her face, she died young.


5. Defence of Poesie2


What you call ugly in my poetry is, in reality, nothing but the strong stressing of the physical. Nearly all my images, coming, as they do, from my solid and fluid world of flesh and blood, are set out in terms of their progenitors. To contrast a superficial beauty with a superficial ugliness, I do not contrast a tree with a pylon, or a bird with a weasel, but rather the human limbs with the human tripes. Deeply, of course, all these contrasting things are equally beautiful and equally ugly. Only by association is the refuse of the body more to be abhorred than the body itself. Standards have been set for us. What is little realised is that it was only chance that dictated these standards. It is polite to be seen at one’s dining table, and impolite to be seen in one’s lavatory. It might well have been decided, when the tumour of civilisation was first fostered, that celebrations should be held in the w.c., and that the mere mention of ‘eating and drinking’ would be the height of impropriety. It was decided by Adam and Eve, the first society lawmakers, that certain parts of the body should be hidden and certain be left uncovered. Again, it was chance that decided them to hide their genital organs, and not, say, their armpits or throats. While life is based upon such chance conventions and standards as these, it is little wonder that any poetry dealing impartially with the parts of the anatomy, (not quite impartially, perhaps, for the belly emphasises an abstruse point better than the Atlas-bone), and with the functions of the body, should be considered as something rather hideous, unnecessary, and, to say the least, indelicate. But I fail to see how the emphasising of the body can, in any way, be regarded as hideous. The body, its appearance, death, and diseases, is a fact, sure as the fact of a tree. It has its roots in the same earth as the tree. The greatest description I know of our own ‘earthiness’ is to be found in John Donne’s Devotions, where he describes man as earth of the earth, his body earth, his hair a wild shrub growing out of the land. All thoughts and actions emanate from the body. Therefore the description of a thought or action—however abstruse it may be—can be beaten home by bringing it onto a physical level. Every idea, intuitive or intellectual, can be imaged and translated in terms of the body, its flesh, skin, blood, sinews, veins, glands, organs, cells, or senses.


Through my small, bonebound island I have learnt all I know, experienced all, and sensed all. All I write is inseparable from the island. As much as possible, therefore, I employ the scenery of the island to describe the scenery of my thoughts, the earthquakes of the body to describe the earthquakes of the heart.


Fatal selfconsciousness prevents me from carrying on in the same noble vein. (How about that idiom to help my argument?) It is typical of the physically weak to emphasise the strength of life (Nietzsche); of the apprehensive and complex-ridden to emphasise its naiveté and dark wholesomeness (D. H. Lawrence); of the naked-nerved and blood-timid to emphasise its brutality and horror (Me!)


There has been a great deal of nonsense in this poetical defence. There’s some truth, too.


6. Refutation and Explanation


The ‘dream’ poem that you like is not the best I have sent you. Only superficially is it the most visionary. There is more in the poem, ‘Before I Knocked’,1 more of what I consider to be of importance in my poetry. Please, this isn’t boasting. I’m incurably pessimistic and eternally dissatisfied.


So the poor old snail has wound his horn before. It is a long time since I read the Ode to Evening, so long that my memory refuses all responsibility.1


But surely you haven’t missed one of the biggest warps in my poetry. My melting-pot is all sour. In two out of three of all the poems I have sent you, there has been a steady scheme of consonantal rhyming. The ‘Eye of Sleep’ is rhymed throughout. I never use a full rhyme, but nearly always a half rhyme.


Take the poem published in the Referee last Sunday2
(did you like it?)


[image: image]


I do not always keep to my rhyming schemes with complete faithfulness. As a rule, yes. But perhaps this elaborate explanation has been a waste of time. You may have noticed it all before, for it has a strange effect.


7. Patronising Remark


Certainly let friend Mednikoff read my poems, but don’t show him the ‘Eye of Sleep’ alone. Show him the others, and tell me what he says, won’t you, even if, with a sardonic Russian leer, he spits him of all the batch. From your meagre description of him he sounds most interesting, and I’m glad he waxed romantic over your ‘Symphony’. But what ‘circle’ does he move in? The squared circle of the Geometrists? The fleshy circle of the Academicians?


8. Stop Press


The typewriter is still labouring over its ‘Uncommon Genesis’. The story was written a year ago, but I have never typed it. The first—and probably the last,—typed copy is for you. It will be ready when I write to you next. I will keep my explanatory comments until then.


9. FORWARD THE VERSE BRIGADE!


I do not think that I have misunderstood your Creed of Simplicity. Perhaps I attacked it from the wrong angle. You were careful in your wording when you contrasted the beauty of simplicity and the beauty of obscurity, of light and dark, for if I think you a Wilhelmina (and I protest I don’t; I think you a Pamela), you think of me as some Stygian cess-hound forever plumbing the intestinal emotions. You may be right, damn you, but all the words you use, ‘beauty’, ‘simplicity’, ‘obscurity’, mean different things to different people, are based upon individual preconceptions. ‘Simplicity’ to me is the best way of expressing a thing, and the ultimate expression may still be obscure as D. H. Lawrence’s Heaven. ‘Obscurity’ is the worst way. I thought of a definition of beauty, but, like all such definitions, it is too limited. One of the greatest aspects of it is ‘acquaintance plus wonder’, but the expansion of this would lead me, through many vague pages, to the point where I started. Beauty, too, is the sense of unity in diversity. This needs no expansion.


And poetry need not appeal to the intelligent mind more than to the unintelligent. It is appreciated to the greatest extent by the unbiased mind. Each genuine poet has his own standards, his own codes of appreciation, his own aura. Reading a poet for the first time, one cannot be acquainted with him, & therefore, judging him by preconceived standards—however elastic those standards may be—one cannot fully appreciate him. One should take first an empty brain and a full heart to every poem one reads: an impossible task. The only possible way lies in the reading & re-reading, preferably aloud, of any new poem that strikes one as holding some and however little value.


The speaking of poetry should certainly be encouraged. I do hope you read aloud. I myself chant aloud in a sonorous voice every poem I read. The neighbours must know your poems by heart; they certainly know my own, and are bound to be acquainted with many passages of Macbeth, Death’s Jester, and the Prophetic Books. I often think that baths were built especially for drowsy poets to lie in and there intone aloud amid the steam and boiling ripples.


10. A Potpourri of Original and Unoriginal Satire


The Tharp that once through Neuburg’s Halls
The soul of humbug shed,
Now hangs as mute upon your scrawls
As if that soul had fled.
So sleeps the vice of former days,
So humbug’s thrill is o’er,
And hearts that once gave Tupper praise
Now praise you all the more.1


I don’t quite know what this means, but, apart from ‘scrawls’, which was brought in because it rhymed, it appears to be vaguely complimentary.


God help the Creative Arts Circle. I hope you won’t. It would probably be something like this:


‘“I will now call on Alberic Morphine to give a reading.”
The rows of young women look up; their eyes glisten; they shiver
With the kind of emotion that’s very misleading.
All have fine eyes, yellow faces, vile clothes & a liver.
They smoke a great deal, bath little, and wear no stays.’


or like this:


‘You would meet Iris, she who lives serene
In the intense confusion of the obscene,
And drags her tea-time sex affair all fresh
To the dinner table, like a cat with flesh;1
Lesbia, whose outward form proclaims at least
Some variation on the normal beast;
Onan, recalling complexes before I speak,
His childhood roles of cad and sneak,
Youth’s coprolytic loves and grosser fancies
Derive from reading Ernest Jone’s romances.’2


You would meet Mrs. Murgatroyd Martin:


‘She tells you of Pater and Pankhurst, of Tagore and Wilde,
Of man-made laws and the virtues of proteid peas,
Of Folk Song and Art and of sterilised milk for the child,
Of the joys of the Morris Dance and of Poetry Teas.’


You would hear a lot of nice things about Art, and lots of nice people would read your poems and say the nicest things, and you would go home and get sick on the mat.


But, as Ruskin once remarked to Carlyle, Please don’t go all stiff-shirted on me. ‘Doesn’t any man or woman know exactly what sex means before life brings that great experience to them?’ Yes, you wrote that, and it will need some explaining away at the gates of heaven where the phallus is taken as a fact and not as a peg upon which to hang one’s little platitudes.


11. LOVE and HATE


Scoff at this enchanted Wood,
   Ye who dare.


I wouldn’t jibe at the old war-horse.3 His hooves have beaten out time to nearly all the great orchestral pieces of the world. He introduced Schönberg to England. He arranged those stirring Sea Tunes that quicken the blood of every true-veined Englishman. What feet have not thumped to his conducting of the marches from Pomp & Circumcision. And I like his beard.


There are only two men in England whom I hate with all my heart: Sir Edward Elgar and Mr. Geoffrey Grigson. One has inflicted more pedantic wind & blather upon a supine public than any man who has ever lived. The other edits New Verse. His place is already reserved in the lower regions where, for all eternity, he shall read the cantos of Ezra Pound to a company of red-hot devils.


12. My Life. A Touching Autobiography In One Paragraph


I first saw the light of day in a Glamorgan villa, and, amid the terrors of the Welsh accent and the smoke of the tinplate stacks, grew up to be a sweet baby, a precocious child, a rebellious boy, and a morbid youth. My father was a schoolmaster: a broader-minded man I have never known. My mother came from the agricultural depths of Carmarthenshire: a pettier woman I have never known. My only sister passed through the stages of longlegged schoolgirlishness, shortfrocked flappery and social snobbery into a comfortable married life. I was first introduced to Tobacco (the Boy Scouts’ Enemy) when a small boy in a preparatory school, to Alcohol (the Demon King) when a senior member of a secondary school. Poetry (the Spinster’s Friend) first unveiled herself to me when I was six or seven years old; she still remains, though sometimes her face is cracked across like an old saucer. For two years I was a newspaper reporter, making my daily call at the mortuaries, the houses of suicides—there’s a lot of suicide in Wales—and Calvinistic ‘capels’. Two years was enough. Now I do nothing but write, and occasionally make a few guineas out of my dramatic expositions of How Not To Act. A misanthropic doctor, who apparently did not like the way I did my eyebrows, has given me four years to live.1 May I borrow that foul expression of yours—it isn’t yours, really—and whisper Sez You into his ear.


13. A Touching Experience


After my last letter to you, written from the despondency of a Welsh hill cottage, I ran out of cigarettes and walked three miles to the nearest village, Llanstephan, to buy some.


It was a fool of a night. The clouds were asses’ ears. The moon was ploughing up the Towy river as if he expected it to yield a crop of stars. And the stars themselves:—hundreds of bright-eyed urchins nudging each other over a celestial joke. It is a long road to Llanstephan, bounded by trees and farmers’ boys pressed amorously upon the udders of their dairymaids. But the further I walked the more lonely it became. I found the madness of the night to be a false madness, and the vast horseplay of the sky to be a vaster symbol. It was as if the night were crying, crying out the terrible explanation of itself. On all sides of me, under my feet, above my head, the symbols moved, all waiting in vain to be translated. The trees that night were like prophet’s fingers. What had been a fool in the sky was the wisest cloud of all—a huge, musical ghost thumping out one, coded tune. It was a sage of a night, and made me forgive even my own foolishness.


There was, of course, no cigarette machine in Llanstephan.


14. A Rude Poem


Let me explain first that this was written in a violent mood when there seemed little to do but to insult someone. After reading his comments in the last Referee, I picked on Neuburg to be that someone. It’s HARDLY CRICKET, I know, & I’m RATHER A CAD considering he is going to publish all your poems & has published a couple of mine, one very recently—but here it is:


A Sunday paper did its best
To build a Sunday singing nest
Where poets from their shells could burst
With trembling rhymes and do their worst
To break the laws of man and metre
By publishing their young excreta.


A highfalutin little bloke
Conducted (with an artichoke)
The choir of birds who weekly piped
From pages very neatly typed.
Hail to the Referee all plastered
With products of the pimp and bastard.


With each prophetic phrase or clause
Dropped from their educated jaws,
The guts of Logic turn about,
The swine of Bathos shows his snout.
With every—verse they print
Their Muse develops a worse squint.


Let all rejoice that Victor N
Is far above the run of men.
O new Messiah of the Muse
Would that we could, like those old Jews,
Place on thy head an ink-filled crown
And crucify thee upside down.


15. A Piece of Sentiment


How long have I known you? I seem to have been writing these nonsensical letters of mine for ever, and for ever to have been receiving those letters of yours. But it can’t have been for more than a few months. Yet I know you as well as I have ever known anybody in my life. Much of what I write to you is, I know, very silly, and much of it I’ve regretted as soon as I’ve posted the letters. But I have written what I wanted to write, I’ve got all sorts of things off my mind, and I have tried to be honest. I’ve found a poetess, and one, moreover, who likes my poems. I’ve found a very good friend. No, I refuse to become maudlin, but I’m glad that I’ve found you or, rather, that you’ve found me. I write to several people, but to none with the freedom that I adopt in my letters to you. You don’t take offence when I become vulgar, as I so often do, or when I say unpleasant things about the poems of yours I don’t like; you don’t mind if I attack all the windmills in the world with a rusty pen; and, though you say you find much to laugh at in my letters, you don’t, I know, laugh at what I am sincere, really sincere, in expressing. You like my letters. I hope our meeting, when it does take place, will not disappoint you. I won’t run myself down any more; by this time you know as many of my faults and shortcomings as I do myself.


This is the first time, I think, that I’ve written like this, and it will be the last. I only wanted to tell you how much I appreciate you & your letters. Enough. Enough. Let the correspondence now continue as of yore, and still the postman bear into thy house and mine the brilliant products of the Battersea & Swansea Muse, and the dazzling correspondence of two diverse but well-attuned imaginations.


Dylan


This is not a modernist design but an afterthought on a particular glowing sentence. May it stir your curiosity.


[Six lines are deleted]1


A Story For The Very Young2


Once upon a time there was a little girl. And this little girl, odd to say, was a po-et-ess. She was very ro-man-tic in her out-look, and wrote many nice ro-man-tic poems, using such words as, ‘wings’, ‘melody’, & ‘breast’, all of which was very nice. But she grew older, and vis-it-ors and rel-at-ives said, Oh, yes, she is a very nice girl, but what is she going to do? It was obvi-ous that she would be a po-et-ess always, or even something more immoral. So she went on being a po-et-ess, and a kind man put her poems in a litt-le book. But one day she became ac-quaint-ed with a little poet, who was the funniest little poet you could imagine. And he wrote vul-gar poems about wombs and things. Well, dears, the po-et-ess and the little poet went on being ac-quaint-ed, and, at last, the po-et-ess took the Wrong Turning. She, too, wrote vul-gar poems, and it was nothing for her to use the horrible word ‘Cancer’ twice in one stan-za. And the little poet went all flower-faced, and wrote a lot of verses about the sun coming up and the moon going down. But the po-et-ess grew tired of her tu-ber-cular muse, and returned to her babb-ling brooks etc. And the little po-et burnt all his so-nice poems, and returned to his vomit and vul-gar-it-y. And they both lived happy ever after.


Moral Let Cancer Be.


This seems rather a nasty and un-true story, and I don’t know why I wrote it. But, then, this letter is such a terrible hotch-potch, written in odd places and at odd times, that the story fits in with the chaotic atmosphere.


Only half an hour ago I picked up the new Referee,1 & read Mr. Vicky Bird’s glowing article of praise. How it warms the cockles of the heart. Let me very boastfully say this: Take all his praise with a barrel of salt; take mine with none at all. I mean all I have sd about you & your poems; in his pretty little cage, God knows what the editing parrot means or does not mean.


And his infantile remark about ‘never faltering in metre’ or whatever he sd. It’s as if a man sd of Wiley Post, ‘What a marvellous flyer; one of the greatest things about his success is the skilful way in which he keeps up in the air!’2 Oh God, oh Montreal! Oh Neuburg! Oh Jesus!


I agree with a lot he says, and I’ll say a lot more in my next letter.


Dylan


Pardon all irrelevancies & inconsistencies, the bad grammar & the worse spelling. And take to heart, O Battersea Stick (remark the tonal value of the words) all I have sd from the depths of a tidal, though slightly corrupted, heart.


MS: Buffalo





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON






	[week of 11 November 1933]3

	Excuse the worse than usually terrible writing!





Preface


In my untidy bedroom, surrounded with books and papers, full of the unhealthy smell of very bad tobacco, I sit and write. There is a beautiful winter sun outside, and by my side the oil-stove shines like a parhelion. On the wall immediately in front of me hangs my pastel drawing of the Two Brothers of Death; one is a syphilitic Christ, and the other a greenbearded Moses. Both have skin the colour of figs, and walk, for want of a better place, on a horizontal ladder of moons. The hot water pipes are swearing at me, and, despite the nearness of the stove, my tiny hands are frozen.


Last night I slept for the first time this month; today I am writing a poem in praise of sleep and the veronal that stained the ravelled sleeve. These twelve November nights have been twelve long centuries to me. Minute by minute through the eight hours of the dark I lay and looked up into the empty corners of this room. First I would seize upon some tiny thought, hug it close to me, turn it over and over in my brain, hoping, by such concentration, to find my senses dropping away into oblivion. But soon my lips would speak sentences aloud, and I listen to them.


‘The man of substance never walks.’ Then my lips say, ‘He only wheels a truck’, and, a thousand years later, I understand what I have spoken. Then I would repeat all the poetry I knew, but if I forgot a word I could never think of another to put in its place, unless it was a mad word and had no meaning. Then I would hear my heart beat, and count its beats, and hear their regularity.


And now, thanks to the God who looked with benevolent eye upon the antics of Lot’s daughters, I have slept. Now I can reply to your letter and do my dance around your poems.


Some of the enclosed notes—I think this newspaper style we have adopted in our last letters suits our particular kinds of mentalities very well indeed—have been written during the last and letterless week. If half your notes are composed during the period between the sending off [of] your letter and the receiving of mine, then much valuable time (the adjective depends on you, of course) would not be lost. This, for me, is a statement of great common-sense, and having delivered myself of such a commonsensible idea, I shall probably be half-witted for the rest of the week.


The moods of the notes I leave to you. One, again, was written in the bath—a striking condemnation of those of my acquaintances who do not believe I ever take one—; one in the bus from Swansea to Trecynon (you have never heard of it, but it boasts a Little Theatre where I occasionally perform); and the rest in the privacy of my pensive and worm-ridden room.


Poisonal Accomplishments and Failings


What a terribly accomplished person you are! I can’t sing, can’t play any musical instrument, and can’t draw. I paint a good deal, but quite untechnically, and the startling effects I sometimes do produce are owing to a diseased mentality and an entire lack of skill. O Wilhelmina Bernhardt! I apologise at once. I’m glad you’re an actress, and I’m sure you’re a good one. I’ve been acting on and off—mostly off—both as an amateur and as a vague professional since I was the size of your thumb. But I can’t say I’m improved much since that time. My speciality is the playing of madmen, neurotics, nasty ‘modern’ young men and low comedians—quite straight acting. At the present time I—and the Little Theatre of Wales (it sounds good) are rehearsing ‘Strange Orchestra’. Do you know it? I’m playing Val, if you do, and if you don’t, I’ll explain that Val is a nervous, unhappy writer of unpopular books, in love and yet frightened to be, full of bathetic and half-digested notions on Life with a Capital Letter. What sort of things do you play? Tell me you play hysterical young women with tumours, or erotic young things with Notions, and we’ll go round together on the provincial music-halls playing Grand Guignol.


Talking of Grand Guignol, I met Eliot Crawshay Williams last week.1 He’s an old roué with a red face and wrong ideas.


Barter


For one ‘jasmine’ I will give you one ‘belly’.


  "     "     ‘daffodil’ "    "      "      "      "     ‘senna’.


But I’m damned if I’ll swap my wormy wombs for all the fairy bubbles this side of St. Paul’s. We’re extremists, girl, one upstairs in our lady’s chamber and the other downstairs in our lady’s chamber-pot. Still, I will do my best to comb out the superfluous horrors in my beard on the one condition that you let Spring pass out next year without bestowing one single lavish spate upon its tomb.


The Publication Of a Book


I said that your book was bound to be successful, successful, that is, compared with any book of poetry recently published, and I repeat it. What harm can it do you? An unbiased reader does not expect a first book to be perfect. All he looks for are parts of promise and fragments of achievement. There have probably been no first poems ever published that have had more to offer than that. And there is certainly promise in all you’ve written. In two or three instances there has been undeniable and individual achievement. You are young, and can’t expect any more than that. Even if you were withered and corseted into shape, there would be no need for you to expect more. Great reputations have been built upon much promise and small achievement.


You are, I know, capable of achieving perfection in a certain type of poetry, a poetry born out of Christina Rossetti and the Georgian and Poetry Bookshop Gang.2 And you have failed, I know, in attempting a far higher thing—the creation of personal poetry, born out of Battersea, Mrs. Johnson, and wide and haphazard reading. Really, your future as a poetess is capable of developing in one of two ways: along the hedgerows, littered with the PreRaphaelite and Georgian corpses, to a narrow but popular perfection, or in the middle of the road, scorning the hedges and the Referee ruts, towards a wide, unpopular and very splendid failure.


You yourself have to decide which way to go, but the literary people you will associate with will certainly help you to make up your mind. I know which way Neuburg wishes, and I hope to God that my sprawling letters will help you to take the other way. Fear Neuburg and all the Creative Lifers as you would fear the Boojum.


So speaks the Snark.3


Pawky (Your Word) Remarks


Why do you call your book Dayspring?1 It isn’t as if the poems in it had sprung out of natural associations. You don’t snoop around the country lanes, looking for a ragwort to pour a bellyful of words on, or pimp in the recesses of the gasworks at the amours of stale and repetitive lovers, hoping to hear some words of love that you might jot down upon your pad of paper. Yours is a selfspring; everything comes out of yourself, and darkness, despite what you say, has infinitely more possibilities than day. There is too much doing in life, and not enough being. Proof of life lies in the answer to one question, and that question is not troubled with the mechanics of living, with the functions of living, or with the appearances of living—but with the vast verb, To Be. Age is not a matter of years, but of being. Man is pre-occupied with action, never believing Blake’s ‘Thought Is Action’. Dayspring! I may have missed the point of the title, and, anyway, God knows why I am so suddenly vehement.


Comment upon the Comments upon the Nastiness of the Present Writer


You ikkle bitch!


But seriously, it was the attitude behind what you said, rather than what you said, that called forth my singular nastiness. To call Sex the Great Experience is to call Birth the Great Adventure, and a prostitute the Lady of Dubious Morals. It is the escape of the coward-worded and the last resort of the prig-moralled journalist (neither of which applies to you). Do you remember Rampion in Point-Counter-Point?2 He painted a wild picture of a naked man and woman. ‘What do you call it?’ he was asked. ‘Some people call it love’, he replied, ‘And others call it——.’


It was not that you made your remarks—with which I thoroughly agree—too ‘pretty’; I’m not corrupted enough to ask for the language of the gutter on every possible occasion. But there are only three vocabularies at your disposal when you talk of sex: the vocabulary of the clinic, of the gutter, & of the moralist. Of the three the last is by far the worst; it is compromise and the jargon of the prude. The clinic, at least, talks from knowledge of its subject, and the gutter talks from acquaintance. The moralist, with his half learnt knowledge and his frustrated or perverted acquaintance, cloaks everything in words & symbols. The naked man & woman remain.


Pathos (and forgive the pencil, for I’ve mislaid the ink)


Four years, my sweet. 1340 days & nights. And thank you for the optimistic remarks. I don’t believe it either, but then it would be very odd if I did. You should hear me cough, though—a most pleasing sound, exactly like a sea-lion peeved.


No I don’t think consumption has very much effect on what I write. (Oh, my bravery with that not-quite-polite word.) I can’t help what I write. It is part of me, however unpleasant a part it may be, and however necessary it should be to cauterize and castrate that part. Your belief in my power to write is one of the few things that makes me deny that twice-damned, diabetic doctor.1 I have another believer—a communist grocer with a passion for obscurity & the Powys family. Both of you shall have a seat in heaven, or in my comfortable, but slightly wormy, hell.


Just after writing this, I received a rather disquieting note from Richard Rees2 of the Adelphi, who, last week, asked me to send him some recent poems. He compliments me upon the high standard & the great originality exhibited, & said my technique was amazing (One Up for Formal Me), but accused me—not in quite so many words—of being in the grip of devils. ‘The poems have an insubstantiality, a dreamlike quality’, he writes, ‘which non-plusses me.’ He then goes on to say that the poems, as a whole, reminded him of automatic or trance-writing.


Automatic writing is worthless as literature, however interesting it may be to the psychologist & pathologist. So, perhaps, after all I am nothing but a literary oddity, a little freak of nature whose madness runs into print rather than into ravings and illusions. It may be, too, an illusion that keeps me writing, the illusion of myself as some misunderstood poet of talent. The note has depressed me more than the usual adverse criticism. It shows not dislike, or mere incomprehension, but confession of bewilderment, & almost fear, at the method by which I write my poetry.


But he is wrong, I swear it. My facility, as he calls it, is, in reality, tremendously hard work. I write at the speed of two lines an hour. I have written hundreds of poems, & each one has taken me a great many painful, brain-racking & sweaty hours.


If you like, pay little attention to the following criticisms of your poems, for they are based, as what I write is based, on my own peculiar standards, which may be the standards of a theorising failure & a bilious little crank.


I now stop turning over the dirty pages of my soul, lick my pencil, wipe my cold-filled nose, light a cigarette, & write


Some Frank Criticisms
Twenty To Twelve


Your ability to romanticise an atmosphere & to catch, with some considerable skill, the visual essences of a scene, is well displayed in this. But the whole thing is very slight, and would please the Refereaders more than it does me. It hangs between verse & poetry, and can either be called frail poetry or strong verse. I would prefer to call it the latter; it is a talented piece of versifying, facile, ornamental, & hung about with skilful images. But it lacks subtlety; the images, striking as they are, are too patently obvious for the entire effect to stir much more than one’s visual senses. There is no one line I can condemn; the thing is perfect, too perfect. This is more of an achievement than many other poems of yours, but the achievement is very limited. This is to me, the wrong direction. It is difficult to explain, in a short note, where the wrongness lies, but I do hope I have made myself clear. It has, apparently, nearly everything a poem needs—an experience, a fairly original diction, & an emotive appeal. Analysed more closely, it has nothing. You haven’t given yourself enough to contend with. Knowing your own skill, you pick on something very easy to do, & do it, of course, skilfully & perfectly. Is it worth doing?


February (found the ink again)


The same thing applies. Are you going to be content with a narrow achievement or a wide promise? This, again, is pretty, skilful, and visual. And, I personally, don’t care a damn for prettiness or skill, while the putting down of what the eyes have seen (plus a few literary affectations and one or two unusual literary words) has very little to do with poetry. Unless the spirit illuminates what the eyes have mirrored, then all the paraphernalia of the winter scene is as valueless as an Academy picture of Balmoral Castle.


Requiem for Spring


The same criticism applies, with the exception that in this even the skill is a little bowed at the knees.


‘Of roses she bestows a lavish spate
The hedgerows and the garden to bedizen’


is as bad as anything the Poet’s Corner has ever printed. Indeed, every verse is. I’m glad you didn’t send it for my benefit. And God help Neuburg’s taste.


What was the matter with you when you wrote this?


Retrospect


All your skill and command of words, added, as you explain, to the cries of a halfmended (or is it fully mended?) heartbreak, make this a moderately good poem, with one or two touches of superlatively good writing. It is narrow, again, but its limits are the essential limits of the subject you impose on yourself.


‘Brown into dust upon the morning sun’ is an inevitably beautiful line, but the extraction of all the lovely phrases would mean quoting nearly every word. The pause in the last line is most effective.


Not perfect but promising. And if you’ve read all I’ve written before, (a sudden terrible thought that you show my letters to your mother), you’ll know how complimentary this is.


One thing: phrases such as ‘the mirage of eternity’ are meaningless unless you qualify them.


Black Mess


No, I can’t like it. I’ve tried very hard, but just as I’m beginning to say to myself, ‘Oh well, this is quite all right,’ along comes a revoltingly saccharine line, or some coy girlish sentiment, or a piece of very ordinary clumsiness.


The lilies, the innocent lilies, are troubled,
The trees rub their eyes awake,
And the mice, the little mice that nibble the grasses,
Crouch in the stones; their noses shiver with fear.


This is very pleasant; trivial, no doubt, but charmingly done; any moment a selfconscious Pan might come around the corner. Instead, that damned chorus starts again with all their ‘silvered intaglio, livid seraglio’ business. Occasionally I see something I like—rivers bisecting faces, ‘they are surrounding the hills in a ring’ (nice & simple), but far more often I see things that sicken me, the jimjackery and jugglebuggery of the bad and pretentious versifier. If you were bad and pretentious I wouldn’t mind, but, as I’ve repeated so many times, you have nearly everything that contributes towards the make-up of an individual, original, & satisfying poet. If I didn’t like you I wouldn’t waste ten seconds over the Black Mass. I don’t mean to be cruel, but there it is. I see, even in this very bad effort, the mentality that produced the Symphonic poem. But in this case you let your taste go down into the sugary vaults. Take a firm grip, for the Lord’s sake, on your treacherous aptitudes for prettiness, pretty chaos, & word spinning.


The Morning Sun


By far the most curious poem you have sent me, this moves in a circle of words and feeling, disregarding itself, and falling, inevitably, into its own pattern. Even the touches I do not like do not fail in the general content, but only to the critical eye and ear that, after the first unqualifying response, pursue the ghosts of syllables into the deadends of the purist lanes. Re-reading what I have written I understand very little of it. The fault, dear Pamela, lies in your stars. Your stars are not mine; they twinkle in a different heaven, higher or lower than mine I cannot tell. Perhaps it would be as well if I contented myself with saying of this very individual poem, ‘I understand and appreciate,’ without bothering to go into the details of appreciation. But I cannot do that; I want you to go on writing like this, never whoring yourself to the fingers of prettiness or the charms of a cheap simile.


All your creeds of simplicity, that surely must comply with the dictates of the ballad form rather than with the long, spongy lines of the sonnet, are obeyed. Indeed, the poem opens on a ballad note, on a naive note thrilling with innumerable and subtle suggestions. The visual element is, again, very strong—I positively can see you, poor stranger in yourself, walking along the crowded pavements and gazing wonderingly down on your ‘busy’ hips (the perfect adjective)—but, this time, justifiably so. The language is economical and true, with a few exceptions, and the experience is a poetical one, and not merely the emotions of a self-confessed romanticist or the romances of a self denied sentimentalist.


Here are the exceptions: ‘I think of sunlight & a pile of books.’ Many bad poems, imitative of Rupert Brooke’s bad poem, ‘The Great Lover’, include a catalogue of personal likes such as, ‘Green apples in the morning sun,’ ‘The kiss of rain upon the rose,’ and, inevitably, the more overpoweringly sentimental like—more overpowering because of its reversed sentimentality—of ‘rough blankets on the skin’ or ‘the smell of tweeds.’ The line of yours could easily be included in such a feminine catalogue. It is too sweet & reminds me too much of Percy Lubbock’s ‘Earlham.’1 Alter it.


‘Of brooks that gargle’


The associations are absurd, and the sound is ugly. You have said the same of phrases in my poems, but this is, strictly, such a beautiful thing that the intrusion of one discordant line must not spoil it.


‘Will be forgotten as a twisted dream.’ The adjective is wrong. You want a less sophisticated adjective, such as ‘wicked’ or even ‘ugly’, although I am not suggesting these. You will be able to find a better and more harmonious one.


For the rest I have no complaints.


‘I feel the stocking pulling at my leg,
And there is not a stranger in myself’


is severely and mystically physical, though many people won’t see it. Write like this always, and I shan’t grumble.


‘Never strain after prettiness,’ my first injunction, is now supplemented by, ‘Never use your skill for the sake of skilfulness,’ & ‘Be yourself in your poetry as you are in your letters.’ Morning Sun could have been written by no-one but yourself.


If you like, I will write more about this poem in my next letter. I have crowds of things to say about it, and some of what I say may help you.


Hymn of Despair and Hope


This is written on Armistice Day, 1933, when the war is no more than a memory of privations and the cutting down of the young. There was panic in the streets, we remember, and the food was bad, there were women who had ‘lost’ their sons, though where they had lost them and why they could [not] find them, we, who were children born out of blood into blood, could never tell. The state was a murderer, and every country in this rumour-ridden world, peopled by the unsuccessful suicides left over by the four mad years, is branded like Cain across the forehead. What was Christ in us was stuck with a bayonet to the sky, and what was Judas we fed and sheltered, rewarding, at the end, with thirty hanks of flesh. Civilisation is a murderer. We, with the cross of a castrated Saviour cut on our brows, sink deeper and deeper with the days into the pit of the West. The head of Christ is to be inspected in the museum, dry as a mole’s hand in its glass case. And all the dominions of heaven have their calculated limits; the stars move to man’s arithmetic; and the sun, leering like a fool over the valleys of Europe, sinks as the drops in a test-tube dry and are gone.


This is a lament on the death of the West. Your bones and mine shall manure an empty island set in a waste sea. The stars shall shine over England, but the darkness of England, and the sarcophagus of a spoonfed nation, and the pitch in the slain souls of our children, will never be lit.


‘And the earth was without form and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep.’ The old buffers of this world still cling to chaos, believing it to be Order. The day will come when the old Dis-Order changeth, yielding to a new Order. Genius is being strangled every day by the legion of old Buffers, by the last long line of the Edwardians, clinging, for God and capital, to an outgrown and decaying system. Light is being turned to darkness by the capitalists and industrialists. There is only one thing you and I, who are of this generation, must look forward to, must work for and pray for, and, because, as we fondly hope, we are poets and voicers not only of our personal selves but of our social selves, we must pray for it all the more vehemently. It is the Revolution. There is no need for it to be a revolution of blood. We do not ask that. All that we ask for is that the present Dis-Order, this medieval machine which is grinding into powder the bones and guts of the postwar generation, shall be broken in two, and that all that is in us of godliness and strength, of happiness and genius, shall be allowed to exult in the sun. We are said to be faithless, because our God is not a capitalist God, to be unpatriotic because we do not believe in the Tory Government. We are said to be immoral because we know that marriage is a dead institution, that the old rigid monogamous lifelong union of male and female—the exceptions are the exceptions of beauty—is a corrupted thought.


The hope of Revolution, even though all of us will not admit it, is uppermost in all our minds. If there were not that revolutionary spark within us, that faith in a new faith, and that belief in our power to squash the chaos surrounding us like a belt of weeds, we would turn on the tap of war and drown ourselves in its gases.


Everything is wrong that forbids the freedom of the individual. The governments are wrong, because they are the committees of prohibitors; the presses are wrong, because they feed us what they desire to feed us, and not what we desire to eat; the churches are wrong, because they standardize our gods, because they label our morals, because they laud the death of a vanished Christ, and fear the crying of the new Christ in the wilderness; the poets are wrong, because their vision is not a vision but a squint; they look at our world, and yet their eyes are staring back along the roads of the past centuries, never into the huge, electric promise of the future.


There is injustice, muddleheadedness, criminal ignorance, corrupted and inverted virtue, hypocrisy and stone blindness, in every sphere of life. If only for one moment the Western world could drop the veils that, ever since the Reformation, have clung around it like the films of a disease, and look, with lightened eyes, upon the cess it has created, on the greatness it has spilt & strangled, on the starvation it has fostered, on the perversions and ignorances it has taught, then it would die for shame. And we, who have not been long enough alive to be corrupted utterly, could build out of its manuring bones the base of an equal and sensible civilisation.


I will not bore you with any more propaganda, though why it should bore you God knows, for it is near to you as it is to me. Later, in another letter, I will give you a more reasoned outline of Revolution, the hard facts of communism—which is above communism for it holds the individual above everything else—and hope that you, too, may don your scarlet tie, and, striding into the Hampstead dens, scorch the Creative Lifers with an invective their poor bloody brains could never fathom.


But only if it does not bore you. The precious seeds of revolution must not be wasted, though I do not think they will be in you.


The Arty Party


The type of party you describe—and you describe it very well indeed—is a menace to art, much as I dislike the phrase. Wyndham (Tar) Lewis has struck them hard in ‘Apes of God’; D. B. (Blue Moon) Lewis has poked them gently to see if they bite as well as bark;1 Roy Campbell,2 in his ‘Georgiad’, has trampled them down under the feet of his eighteenth-century charger; but still they flourish. Still do seedy things in their mothers’ pyjamas, enthuse over some soon-to-be-forgotten lyricist, or some never-to-be-heard-of painter of nature in the raw and angular. Neuter men and lady tenors rub shoulders with ‘the shams and shamans, the amateur hobo and homo of Bloomsbury W.C.1’, while their hostess, clad in scarlet corduroy, drinks to their health in methylated spirits.


With a smattering, often incorrectly memorised, of encyclopedia learning, with the names of the transient stars of their decade on the tips of their tongues, with their men’s breasts shaped with the aid of wadding, the young women speak on. Sodomhipped young men, with the inevitable sidewhiskers and cigarettes, the faulty livers and the stained teeth, reading Lawrence as an aphrodisiac and Marie Corelli in their infrequent baths, spew onto paper and canvas their ignorance and perversions, wetting the bed of their brains with discharges of fungoid verse. This is the art of today: posturing, shamming, cribbing, and all the artifice of a damned generation.


In the corner stands an emaciated female chanting that sentimental ballad, ‘Proust A Song At Twilight’. From behind a divan rises a grisly laugh. Someone has made a joke about André Gide.


Seedy Young Thing Do you like Ibsen? P.H.J. No, I prefer Glauber.1


Oversight


Thank you for the detailed criticism of the ‘16 Poems’—a hell of a lot, really, to inflict on you in one dose—but as I haven’t kept a copy of the little book I don’t [know] which poems you are criticizing. It’s terrible: I read ‘This is a ghastly line’, or ‘this is very wormy’, and I immediately want to look up the particular poem and agree with you. But I can’t. In the next letter send me all the first lines with the numbers above them, will you? Don’t forget.


On Skeletons


I was neither surprised or revolted at the sight of your little grinning skeleton. When you do sink you sink deep enough into the sugary pits to please all the Women’s Friends in England. Don’t you dare do it again.


I, too, have a wicked secret. I used to write articles for the Northcliffe Press on ‘Do Novelists make Good Husbands?’ and ‘Are Poets Mad?’ etc.—very literary, very James Douglas, very bloody.2 I don’t do that any more now: I ran the Northcliffe Press into a libel suit by calling Miss Nina Hamnett (she wrote the book called ‘Laughing Torso’, I don’t know whether you remember it) insane. Apparently she wasn’t, that was the trouble.


Epilogue


I’ve neglected to touch on several of the points I intended to, and I’ve left many of your comments unanswered. But five of these huge, tinily written sheets are enough to give you at a time. Write very soon, not in a week but in a few days; I’m giving you a whole week-end to compose your notes. Make them as long as these ’ere. I’m enclosing one poem, just finished.3 It’s quite my usual stuff, I’m afraid, & quite probably you won’t like it. But, honestly, the one ‘cancer’ mentioned is necessary. And I will try to be good in future.


Dylan


Looking back over these notes I see many of them to be unusually aggressive & particularly humourless. Sorry!


And another thing before I forget it: If this letter is illegible—you haven’t complained of my ugly writing once yet—tell me, & my next letter shall be done on the typewriter.


About the Chertsey trip. I’m terribly dubious at the moment about when I am coming up. I want a really good excuse first. I might be able to arrange a meeting with Middleton Murry—I met him this August in Chelsea. Or even with T. S. Eliot. (God ’elp me.) More about this, & other things, again.


MS: Buffalo





T. S. ELIOT1






	[November 1933]
	5 Cwmdonkin Drive Uplands Swansea





Dear Sir,


Richard Rees of the Adelphi has already, I believe, given a number of my poems to Mr Herbert Read who wrote to say that he, in his turn, was handing them over to you for your consideration.


Last week Richard Rees asked me to send him some more recent poems. I did so, and received the reply which I am enclosing along with a selection of recently written poems.


I do hope you will be able to find time to read them, if only to corroborate or contradict the suggestion of ‘automatic’ writing, the slightest idea of which is entirely unfounded. The fluency complained of is the result of extraordinarily hard work, and, in my opinion, the absence of ‘knotty or bony passages’ is again the result of much energetic labour—however misdirected—and of many painful hours spent over the smoothing and removing of the creakinesses of conflict.


Yours sincerely,  
Dylan Thomas


PS: I hope you will not mind my sending the poems or the writing of such a troubled letter.


MS: Valerie Eliot





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON
[early December 1933]2


In The Bath


The water is lapping upon my abdominal shore, and a cigarette-end, slowly disintegrating, is being carried along by the steaming stream that runs, like a stream from the springs of hell, over my feet. No, this is not an abstraction; I am lying in the bath, smoking Woodbines, and staring, through hot mists, on to the paper that lies on my front. I cover the waterfront. The click, click of the geyser sounds like the distant champing of a lady tenor. All is very wet and white, giving rise to thoughts on life and love, on the impermanence of human emotions, the futility of personal effort, the dirty doings of Creative doctors, and the sudden alarming thought of Cinderella. Now it is hot and still. Peace, like an old hat, sits on me.


This is nonsense, of course, but it is a good opening to a letter; it tears down all formalities; it does away with many of the layers of bluff, double bluff, and self-doubt that so often prevent me from saying what I want to say; it is as intimate as the legs of the Pope’s pyjamas.


But it is difficult, in this blasted bath, to know what to write about. In the ebullience of my youth and the limitless depths of my greenaged immodesty, I confess to having opinions on everything under the sun. The opinions are often immoderate, generally impetuous, and always verbose. But that matters very little. The great thing is to think, however wrongly.


What shall I regale you with: an attack on George Too Shaw To Be Good? a defence of Lesbia? a belief in vegetarianism? But no—George is clever but visionless; Lesbia is an aestiaboginous (I can’t spell it)1 island; and vegetarianism is inevitable.


Let me, instead, scrub the marks of the roads from my little feet, cough, spit, and whistle, pull up the plug, and retire, like an emaciated Cupid with pen for arrow, to a bleak, unmaidened bed.


In The Bed


Now that the drunkenness of a too-hot bath is wearing off a little, and the water of the bath has got into the ink, I shall write in pencil a few straightforward [In the margin: oh yeah?] facts.


THOMAS: HIS IDEAS


I am looking forward to what you’ve written—or are still writing—of the ‘Woman Arisen’; I should love to add my few stanzas, or the ideas for the few stanzas (whichever you like), though my experience of waking with a woman at my side has been necessarily limited.


The medieval laws of this corrupted hemisphere have dictated a more or less compulsory virginity during the period of life when virginity should be regarded as a crime against the dictates of the body. During the period of adolescence, when the blood and seed of the growing flesh need, for the first time and more than ever again, communion and contact with the blood and seed of another flesh, sexual relationships are looked upon as being unnecessary and unclean. The body must be kept intact for marriage, which is rarely possible before the age of twenty; the physical expression of sex must be caged up for six or more years until, for the price of a ring, a licence, and a few hampering words, opportunity is presented with all the ceremony of a phallic religion. But so often the opportunity comes too late; the seed has soured; love has turned to lust, and lust to sadism; the mind has become covered and choked by the weeds of inhibition; and the union of two starved creatures, suddenly allowed the latitude of their sexes, is doomed from the start. The woman carries her marriage licence about with her as a bitch might carry the testimony of its liberated heat.


Such things may not be pleasant to talk about, but they do exist, and they are evil.


From the first months of puberty, girls & boys should be allowed to know their bodies (I am not trying to twist phrases, nor am I wishing to write down the bare words in all their ugliness). More than that, their sexual expression should be encouraged. It would be very nearly impossible for a young girl to live, permanently, with a young boy, especially if both were in school; they would not live together peaceably; they would have no money, and it would be difficult for them to earn. But the family of the girl should, for a certain time—the time of the mutual devotion of boy and girl—keep the boy in their house. And vice-versa. The lives of the boy and girl would continue individually—there would be school and school associations for both of them—but their domestic closeness and their sleeping together would blend the two individual lives in one, & would keep both brains & bodies perpetually clean. And both would grow up physically and mentally uncontaminated and refreshened.


Don’t think I’m regaling you with some crank-ridden, pornographic notion. I really believe in what I say, and no argument has ever shifted my belief. It is not a theory, but an adjustment of the present corrupted facts to uncorrupted ideals. The issues of such an adjustment are, of course, tremendous; they attack the basis of established morals and the foundations of society. But are they wrong?* [In the margin: *This is a question to you.]


To expand the argument, let me point out that some sort of attraction or devotion would have to be the prelude of the association of the boy and girl. The two sexes, on reaching puberty, would not be lumped inconsiderately together; the honest friendship of boy & girl would be allowed entire freedom and culmination, that is all. There would be no binding agreements between the two families, and boy and girl could have as many lovers as they wished, until, eventually, they find a lover with whom they could [?live] for a longer time, or for ever.


After that—and pray God it didn’t sound like Mr. Mybug in an inspired moment—let me return to the beginning. Send me the ‘Woman Arises’ with your next letter, and, conjuring up the emotions of husbandly love, I shall attempt to send it back—with additions—in my next.


But real collaboration has to be more than this. The poem has to be born in the presence of the two authors. And I hope that it won’t be very long before that is possible.


Just a Word


You were very stern about the fragments of poems I sent you. They were written when I was fourteen, remember, and they damned well had to be bad.


Uncommon


Tomorrow, when this is posted, I shall send you my ‘Uncommon Genesis’, that much-promised story. I’m afraid it’s rather long, and will take up a lot of your time. Do read it, though, won’t you, and tell me exactly what you think of it. It was written just under a year ago, written straight off and never revised. When I was typing it, I saw all sorts of sentences that, had I been more careful, I should not have hesitated to correct or cut out altogether. Not being careful, I typed out good and bad. And here it is.


The passages in red type should really be in italics. You’ll have to excuse the typing all along: in some places it’s abominable. But I’m not very nimble-fingered at the best of times, and my machine, as you’ve noticed from the poems I’ve sent you, is moody and antique. It possesses all the French accents, but, unfortunately, I write in English.


‘Uncommon Genesis’ is an uncommon story (I’m sorry to preface it with so many absurd remarks), and you’ll either like it, or dislike it very strongly. I’m hoping you’ll like it. It has to be read with an unbiased mind, for it is written in a high and wordily romantic style that could, if the attention was shifted only momentarily off its meaning, be turned to bathos. But if you do really read it carefully & without prejudice, I don’t think you will laugh. But you tell me all about it, if you will.


It’s just struck me: Since we’ve been writing to one another I’ve loaded you with an immense quantity of my stuff; crowds of my poems accompany every letter; and now here comes over 20 closely typed sheets to add to the pile. Perhaps it would be better if I gave you a little rest—not from letter-writing, I’ll be damned if I’ll stop that—but from the inclusion of so much of my stuff. I know you honestly like it—just as I honestly like so much of the little I have seen of yours—but you can have too much of a good thing.


More about Luv


Thank you for telling me about your lost, but not forgotten, lovers, and if the pages did occasionally remind me of Ella M. Ruck, that composite novelist and poet, they were none the less sincere for that.1


And that was a horribly patronising remark, the remark of an introvertive crank on the extravertism (what a word!) of a far superior person. I’m very sorry. It probably took a great deal of courage for you to tell me about the frigid reader of newspapers upon whom you wasted such a lot of your affection. And who, by the navel of St. Francis, am I to comment on it? You paid me a compliment by telling me about him, & the G.N.L., & the British boy (your taste doesn’t seem to lie in the direction of the arty & Poetical young men), & the emotional part of me thanks you very much. Never mind the intellectual part: that is nothing.


But why, if you fall in love again—& you are bound to at some time or another—will you not give again all that you gave before, not necessarily That Which Is Dearer etc., but all the energy of your youngness (youth, here, is the wrong word), your sweetness etc. (I evade saying everything, you know), your brightness & sulkiness and every other bloody mood and feeling you possess. I said your failing was the failing of loving too much. It is, and it always will be. So fasten your affections on some immaculately profiled young man, and love the swine to death. Love among the angels is a perpetual distemper.


(It didn’t remind me of Ella M., really. I loved it, only I’m too xxxx selfconscious to say so, damn my rabbit’s eyes!)


My Life. The Touching Autobiography Continued From the Last Letter But Three (or Four)


Gower is a very beautiful peninsula, some miles from this blowsy town, and so far the Tea-Shop philistines have not spoilt the more beautiful of its bays. Gower, as a matter of fact, is one of the loveliest sea-coast stretches in the whole of Britain, and some of its tiny villages are as obscure, as little inhabited, and as lovely as they were a hundred years ago.* [In the margin: *this sounds like a passage from a Tourists’ Guide.]


I often go down in the mornings to the furthest point of Gower—the village of Rhossilli—and stay there until evening. The bay is the wildest, bleakest, and barrennest I know—four or five miles of yellow coldness going away into the distance of the sea. And the Worm* [In the margin: *Perhaps this accounts for my Complex], a seaworm of rock pointing into the channel, is the very promontory of depression. Nothing live on it but gulls and rats, the millionth generation of the winged and tailed families that screamed in the air and ran through the grass when the first sea thudded on the Rhossilli beach. There is one table of rock on the Worm’s back that is covered with long yellow grass, and, walking on it, one [feels] like something out of the Tales of Mystery & Imagination treading, for a terrible eternity, on the long hairs of rats. Going over that grass is one of the strangest experiences; it gives under one’s feet; it makes little sucking noises, & smells—and this to me is the most grisly smell in the world—like the fur of rabbits after rain.


When the tide comes in, the reef of needle rocks that leads to the base of the Worm, is covered under the water. I was trapped on the worm once. I had gone on it early in the afternoon with a book & a bag of food, and, going to the very, very end, had slept in the sun, with the gulls crying like mad over me. And when I woke the sun was going down. I ran over the rocks, over the abominable grass, and on to the ridge overlooking the little reef. The tide had come in. I stayed on that Worm from dusk till midnight, sitting on the top grass, frightened to go further in because of the rats and because of the things I am ashamed to be frightened of. Then the tips of the reef began to poke out of the water, &, perilously, I climbed along them on to the shore, with an 18 mile walk in front of me. It was a dark, entirely silent, entirely [?empty] road. I saw everything on that walk—from snails, lizards, glow worms & hares to diaphanous young ladies in white who vanished as I approached them.


One day, when I know you even better than I do now, you must come & stay with me, some time in the summer. Swansea is a dingy hell, and my mother is a vulgar humbug; but I’m not so bad, and Gower is as beautiful as anywhere.


There is one bay almost too lovely to look at. You shall come & see it with me; we shall both utter words of maudlin wonder, and swoon away on the blasted heath.


My father was a master in the Swansea Grammar School, and still would be, for he is not yet old enough to retire. But the last three months he has spent in the London University Hospital, undergoing treatment for cancer of the throat. He is home now, partially cured and exceedingly despondent.1 His time limit is even shorter than mine (!). Ours is a nice ’ouse.* There is one unintelligent dog, too, with the highly original name of Spot. [In the margin: *All this doesn’t sound very nice after an invitation, however awkward, does it? I mean it, though.]


I will write more—not, fortunately for you, more of this depressing serial autobiography—tomorrow. Now I am going to wash and shave, preparatory to travelling to Gwaun-cae-Gurwen (I love introducing names like these), where a spirited melodrama will be rendered by a talented cast. Thank you.


Coplans (?) Comment


Why didn’t someone kick that perverted doctor in the bottom? Aren’t any of the Creative Lifers men of action? Here in barbaric Wales, where men are men, he would have been stoned to death by members of Y Gobaith Cymru Wrdd.2


There’s a charming incident in some novel—I can’t remember which—where a very narsty young man lies at the feet of a very nice young girl, &, looking into her eyes, says, ‘You remind me of cabbages and big brown messes—I adore you’. It’s much the same type of incident, with the exception that I am sure you do not remind anybody of such things. But, really, the astonishing part of that astonishing party—and it must be pleasant to have a literary party held in one’s own little honour*—was the way in which the narsty doctor was tolerated for so long. Creative Lifer or not, I should have bitten him severely in the calf. [In the margin: *Bah, envy!]


Your aversion to him he most certainly will put down to inhibitions on your part; perverted & unsuccessful lechers of his variety never believe that their love-making (far too good a word) could appeal only to the base of the stomach.


Interlude for Refreshments


No, I don’t really spit in the piano, so there’ll be no need to nail the top down. And I certainly indulge in the singing of lewd roundelays. I shall probably turn shy, & hide myself in the lavatory all day (up the stairs, first to the right).


My only real domestic vice is my indiscriminate sprinkling of cigarette ash over everything and everybody. Apart from this, I am not a particular nuisance, and I smell quite nice. I look about fourteen, and I have a large, round nose; nature gave it to me, but fate, and a weak banister, broke it; in cold weather it is sufficiently glossy to light up any room. When I am about on winter nights there is no need for the gas.


Cough! cough! cough! my death is marching on; the Venus in front of me cocks a marble eye in my direction, & the calendar, with a watercolour view of Lake Como, sways in the incredibly cold wind.


First Epilogue


I was sorry after sending those three sheets of socialism; they were nothing but facts, and facts, unvarnished, are always boring or bewildering. I am not going to indulge in any more propaganda in this letter; I shall keep two or three red hot notes—along with a note on W. H. Auden, the Poet of Revolution—& send them to you next time.


So the Tharp ranks oratory as one of the Fine Arts? I don’t know about that, but the speaking of poetry is certainly one of them. You shall read some ‘tweety’ poems to me one day, &, rolling my Cymric r’s, I shall reply.


Second Epilogue


This letter isn’t as long as most of the letters I send you, but the long enclosed story does more than compensate. I’ll write a very long letter next week; it will probably need a special postman to deliver it all by itself.


And if you don’t reply very quickly & at great length, I shall turn myself, with considerable magic, into a winter fly, & come and die in your hair. This is the most terrible threat I know. Let it close the letter, along with an expression of bonhomie, and Old School affection.


Dylan


[On the back of the sheet—two drawings of himself, cigarette dangling.]


I’m sorry about this. It was on the back, & I didn’t see it. I don’t always draw like that, thank God.


MS: Buffalo





PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON
[about 21 December 1933]1


Unwilling Reply


Nothing I can think of—including the personal delivery of Miss Garbo in a tin box—would please me so much as to spend Christmas with you, and to talk to you (though, really, I don’t talk as much as all that) until Boxing Day. The towel and the jar of holly, especially the jar of holly, are terribly big temptations. But I must stand like a little martyr, denying the calls of the flesh (no, I don’t mean that at all; it sounds as though you’d invited me to a pyjama party) and obeying, instead, the requests of a benighted family. My sister, brother-in-law and uncle will be down here for the holiday, and great fun will be had by all. Will it, hell! We’ll all eat too much, I suppose, read the newspapers, sleep, and crack nuts. There will be no Yuletide festivity about it, and I, in an extra-black shirt, will brood over the fire, contemplating in the coals, the shapes of past Miseries and Follies.


I’m flattered to receive a Christmas invitation from you, from you who have known me for such a little time and in such unusual ways—more flattered (and terribly pleased) than I can tell you.


(By the way, I’ve discovered a new way of getting ill. You buy an ounce of Sailors’ Plug Tobacco, a little machine for making cigarettes, and a packet of cigarette papers. Put a layer of Plug in the machine, put in the paper, turn round, draw out, and smoke the result. It’s the worst taste I’ve ever known. I’m smoking one now.)


Your mother, I suppose, is in the charming invitation, too. Give her my Christmas greetings, and tell her to write separately and give me the low-down on her daughter (how the daughter is a champion ice-skater or steeple-chaser or Derby winner, how she likes Berta Ruck so much more than James Joyce, how she writes novels in her spare time and contributes to the, say to the ‘Ladies’ Chat’ and ‘Miriam’s Weekly’).


By the way, again, have you written any prose? If so, let me see it, won’t you? I remember you told me something in a very longago letter about some stories you’d put on the fire. But aren’t there any stories not used so harshly and, I’m sure, so needlessly? I think you should be able to write very good prose. But then, as I said before somewhere, I’m very biased.


I’d love to spend Christmas with you. Circumstances say otherwise, and my father is going up to Hospital in London in the first few days of January to have, as far as I know, several very necessary glands removed.


Three Poems


I don’t honestly feel disposed to throw you a bone for your three most recent poems; you certainly deserve a whole puppy biscuit for the sixteen lines of ‘Quest’, and also, perhaps, a little bit of puppy food for the ‘Motorists’. But you don’t get a single mouthful for ‘December Trees’.


‘Quest’ This is a very slight thing but quite successful in its limits, and the last five lines are attractive because of their slightness and simplicity. ‘Weeps, just because of it’, a rather whimsy line, might be improved by the deletion of the comma which makes, to me, a quite unessential pause. I haven’t decided yet about the adjective ‘unquiet’. As a rule I dislike such negative words, except in very especial instances. If a thing is not quiet there is no real need to say that it is not; it is much better to say what it is. ‘Unquiet’ doesn’t qualify the mouse; I’ve told you of my belief as to the poetical function of the adjective before, haven’t I?—‘unquiet’ doesn’t add anything to the mouse. The thing to remember is that everyone has his different associations for every word; one person may, for some Freudian reason, associate ‘mouse’ with horrors and death’s heads, another with a certain soft material and colour. So the poet who is going to put an adjective before ‘mouse’ must say to himself: I have two alternatives; either I can create such a tremendous and universal adjective that it will embrace every association built around the word—that is, it must be an adjective that complies with all the associations from horror to colour—; or I must create an adjective that will break down all associations, and make the ‘mouse’ a new thing with new associations. Does ‘unquiet’ satisfy either of those tests. I don’t know. I rather think, despite my theories, that it is a very effective word. It must be one of those especial instances where such a negation can be used.


The Motorists This is much the sort of thing that another (no, no, please, I don’t mean that) of Neuburg’s animals produces—one Harry Hodgkinson by name. The last four lines are, unfortunately, for they are good, spoilt for me by the fact that I know a very vulgar schoolboy poem in the same metre. The poem (the ‘Motorists’, not ‘Eskimo Nell’)1 is bright and refreshing, but the sort of cheery poetry that makes me even more depressed than the ‘City of Everlasting Night.’2 That, again, is personal. As a rule I try to criticise your poems from a pure poetical standpoint, but various things prevent me from doing it with this. And down comes my omnipotent criticship with a bump. ‘And scratch her great, brown face’ is clumsy. Why the two bumpy little adjectives? Go on, tell me it’s intentional.


December Trees Just what you shouldn’t write. Leave these ‘Notes from a Rambler’s Log Book’, to other and far less talented young women. It’s the easiest and least valuable form of valueless impressionism.


‘December trees—
Brown mists above the fields’


is the sort of opening one comes across on nearly every other page of ‘The Best (or Worst) Poems of the Year,’ which is a collection of the shattered pieces of sentimental romanticism swept up by that literary charwoman, Mr Thomas Moult.3


‘October fields—
A breath of wind about the sedge,
A speckled rabbit in a hedge,
And cold white snow.’


No, girl, no. This is terribly unworthy of you. Develop—and you can develop at a tremendous speed—along the lines of ‘Quest’ and ‘I feel I am a stranger’, that lovely poem that does and always will remain in my memory. Write out of yourself, and leave the hedgerows and the visual aspects of the countryside. And another thing: don’t be afraid, at this stage of your development, to intellectualise more. Intellect alone never makes good poetry. You have the essential attributes of poetry, so can do no harm to yourself by letting your intellect have, now, a certain amount of freedom.


Hints for Recognition


The gradual shrinking you complain of is chiefly mental, for the more despondent I become the littler and weaker I feel.


Height—five foot six (about).


Weight—eight stone ten (about).


Hair—some sort of rat-coloured brown.


Eyes—big, brown and green (this sounds as though one were brown & the other green; the colours are mixed).


Distinguishing Marks—Three moles on right cheek, scar on arm and ankle, though as I generally wear socks you won’t see the little mark there.


Sex—male, I think.


Voice—I suppose it would be called baritone, though sometimes it sweeps towards tenor and sometimes droops towards bass. Except in moments of hilarity, I believe I speak without an accent.


Size of Feet—five (this is not number).


Cigarettes—Players, forty a day stuck in centre of mouth.


Food—Hay.


This is neither very funny nor very illuminating, I admit, but I must, by any method possible, steer clear of the soulful outpouring that ended my last letter. I apologise, incidentally, for apologising for the overflow of feeling. I should have known how interesting such overflowing is, because the little, pulsating bits in your letters—when you defend your theism before a pack of negative-brained scoffers, or dwell, unhappily but unbrokenly, upon the passing of juvenile loves—are of immense interest to [me], who am also pleased by the fact that I have your confidence. My little Welsh ear is open for all secrets.


But the prospect of being comforted—insubstantially, it is true, but then the substance of life is and always will be to me less than the unreality—by a nice and slant-eyed shade, tempts me to indulge in even more abysmal desolations of the spirit.


From a letter to my Aunt, Discussing the Correct Approach to Modern Poetry.





	
	To you, my aunt, who would explore




	
	The literary Chankley Bore,




	
	The paths are hard for you are not




	
	A literary Hottentot




	
	But just a kind and cultured dame




	
	Who knows not Eliot (to her shame).




	
	Fie on you, aunt, that you should see




	
	No genius in David G.,




	
	No elemental form and sound




	
	In T.S.E. and Ezra Pound.




	
	Fie on you, aunt! I’ll show you how




	
	To elevate your middle brow,




	
	And how to scale and see the sights




	
	From modernist Parnassian heights.




	 
	 




	
	First buy a hat, no Paris model




	what a line!
	But one the Swiss wear when they yodel,




	
	A bowler thing with one or two




	
	Feathers to conceal the view.




	
	And then in sandals walk the street




	
	(All modern painters use their feet




	
	For painting, on their canvas strips,




	
	Their wives or mothers minus hips.)




	
	Then sport an open skirt and blouse,




	
	For every arty thing allows




	
	Her wretchèd bosom to be loosed




	
	For men to see who talk of Proust.




	
	Remember this at every table




	
	Talk as rudely as you’re able,




	
	And never pass the peas with less




	
	Than one remark on sexiness.




	 
	 




	
	Your wardrobe done, (forget the rest,




	
	The little things like drawers and vest),




	
	You next must learn the tricks of speech




	sorry!
	(Here nothing rhymes but ‘Chelsea Reach’).1





	
	Learn to begin with words like these:




	
	‘Chiaroscuro’, ‘Bright’s Disease’,




	
	‘Timbre’, ‘soul’, ‘essential cheese’,




	
	‘The social art’, ‘the rhomboid quip’,




	
	‘The rhythmic works of Stink and Drip’,




	
	‘The Joyce of Love’, ‘the D. H. ’Ell’,




	
	‘The formal spheres of Little Nell’.




	
	With such fine phrases on your tongue,




	
	A knowledge of the old and Jung,




	
	You can converse in any party




	
	
And keep the conversation arty.




	 
	 




	
	Perhaps it would be best if you




	
	Created something very new,




	
	A dirty novel done in Erse




	
	Or written backwards in Welsh verse,




	
	Or paintings on the backs of vests,




	
	Or Sanskrit psalms on lepers’ chests.




	
	But if this proved imposs-i-bel




	
	Perhaps it would be just as well,




	
	For you could then write what you please,




	
	And modern verse is done with ease.




	 
	 




	
	Do not forget that ‘limpet’ rhymes




	
	With ‘strumpet’ in these troubled times,




	
	And commas are the worst of crimes;




	
	Few understand the works of Cummings,




	
	And few James Joyce’s mental slummings,




	
	And few young Auden’s coded chatter;




	
	But then it is the few that matter.




	
	Never be lucid, never state,




	
	If you would be regarded great,




	
	The simplest thought or sentiment,




	
	(For thought, we know, is decadent);




	
	Never omit such vital words




	
	As belly, genitals, and ——,




	
	For these are things that play a part




	
	(And what a part) in all good art.




	
	Remember this: each rose is wormy,




	
	And every lovely woman’s germy;




	
	Remember this: that love depends




	
	On how the Gallic letter1 bends;




	
	Remember, too, that life is hell




	
	And even heaven has a smell




	
	Of putrefying angels who




	
	Make deadly whoopee in the blue.




	
	These things remembered, what can stop




	
	A poet going to the top?




	
	A final word: before you start




	
	The convolutions of your art,




	
	Remove your brains, take out your heart;




	
	Minus these curses, you can be




	
	A genius like David G.




	 
	 




	
	Take courage, aunt, and send your stuff




	
	To Geoffrey Grigson with my luff,




	
	And may I yet live to admire




	
	How well your poems light the fire.




	 
	 






More Theorising


Only today, after reading for the hundredth time out of the ‘Plumed Serpent’,1 have I come to make a valuation of Lawrence. And as nearly everyone today has some sort of set ideas upon that almost legendary figure, it may interest you to know what conclusions I—on the outskirts of the literary world, if any such world exists—have reached. I don’t know whether you’ll follow all of this note; anyway it isn’t worth burrowing into the syntactical tunnels I so often lose myself in.


Lawrence was a moralist, a preacher, but his morals & his sermons were not progressive. He preached a doctrine of paganism and, to the best of his tubercular ability, attempted to lead a pagan life. But the more paganistic, sun-and-sex loving, one becomes, the less one feels the desire to write. A born writer is born scrofulous; his career is an accident dictated by physical or circumstantial disabilities. Lawrence preached paganism, and paganism, as the life by the body in the body for the body, is a doctrine that contents man with his lot. It defies the brain, and it is only through the brain that man can realise the chaos of civilisation and attempt to better it. Aldous Huxley, as his direct protagonist, preaches the sermon of the intellect; his god is cellular, and his heaven a socialist Towards. He would, as someone brighter than myself has said, condense the generative principle into a test-tube; Lawrence, on the other hand, would condense the world into the generative principle, and make his apostles decline not cogitare but copulare.
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