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Introduction


Dylan Thomas today


Dylan Thomas is still valued today as the creator of one of the most distinctive and exciting of all poetic styles – sensuous, playful, rhythmically forceful and subtly musical, full of earwormmemorable lines and passages. He is that rarest kind of author, one who, like Hopkins, Shakespeare and Joyce, permanently bent the iron of English and expanded our sense of its possibilities. Thomas’s broad appeal rests on his having written poetry which is considered to be poetic in the sense the word is popularly understood – that is, as writing distinguished from other kinds by its gestural qualities, its staking of everything on the power of its linguistic invention, music and imagery. This emphasis makes his work stand out from most twentieth-century English poetry, which is distinguished by a preference for plainer styles. A handful of Thomas’s poems, among them ‘Fern Hill’ and ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’, remain anthology favourites, and are among the best-known poems in the language. Other works, notably his radio ‘play for voices’, Under Milk Wood, are established classics, and his writings have inspired work in, and been adapted for, many different media – rock, jazz and classical music, prints and paintings, film and television, cartoon, opera and the stage. Today, almost everything Thomas wrote is in print. He is one of the most Googled poets on the worldwide web, and the recent plethora of books and exhibitions, radio and television programmes to mark the centenary of his birth in 2014 all testify to the continuing resonance of his work over sixty years after his death.


Thomas’s popularity is also, of course, indissolubly linked to his life and early death in New York in November 1953, at the age of thirty-nine. His meteor-like passing, flaring up in the grey, conformist Cold War world, immediately established him in the popular imagination as both rebel and victim, investing him with the aura of a folk hero (by 1962, for example, his spoken-voice LPs had sold over 400,000 copies). This was just the beginning of his transformation into a cultural icon, since his exuberant style and exemplary bohemian dissolution led to his adoption by the 1960s counter-culture; the favourite author of The Beatles, Peter Blake and Richard Burton, he lent his name to Bob Dylan, and became the tribal bard in Marshall McLuhan’s electronic global village. He is still, indeed, the rock-, film-star and celebrity poet of choice, cherished by figures as diverse as Patti Smith, ex-US president Carter and Pierce Brosnan.


Yet Thomas’s unusual visibility, as poets go, is qualified by the divergence between his popular reputation and his critical one. Until about forty years ago, these more or less matched each other. Despite attacks on his work, often by the Movement writers of the 1950swhodefinedthemselvesagainsttheirlarger-than-lifepredecessor, many leading critics rated Thomas highly. He was honourably mentioned in Alvarez’s seminal anthology The New Poetry (1962), appeared as a central figure in histories of British poetry, and was acknowledged as an influence on poets such as Sylvia Plath, Ted Hughes and W. S. Graham. Despite the continued suspicion of little-England and Welsh nationalist critics, by the twentieth anniversary of his death Dylan Thomas seemed to have found a place in the canon. But then, in the mid-1970s, what the US poet-critic Karl Shapiro called his ‘impossible audience’, of both academic and general readers, suddenly split. In Wales, critical activity continued, but elsewhere it fell away sharply, his critical reputation plummeting even as the popular one remained buoyed by the legend. In accounts of twentieth-century poetry he swiftly became marginal. From having a whole chapter devoted to him in A. T. Tolley’s Poets of the Thirties of 1975, for example, he came to merit just a few passing (and derogatory) references in Valentine Cunningham’s Writers of the Thirties of 1988.


This demotion needs to be set in context. In part, it reflected a natural adjustment: because he was hailed as a cultural icon, Thomas was over-exposed in the years following his death. However, this does not explain the depth and length of the neglect. A more likely cause was the re-evaluation of the 1930s as ‘the Auden decade’ by anglocentric critics in the late 1970s, and the consequent need to airbrush Thomas, Auden’s main challenger for supremacy, from the period. Another factor was the sea-change in British poetic culture, one of the many instances of conservative backlash in British society in the late 1970s and 1980s. This led to a polarisation between modernist-influenced poetry, and an anti-modernist poetry of a plainer kind, with the latter coming to exclude the former kind from almost all mainstream attention and reward. A scene that had once taken Auden and Thomas seriously, and (just) tolerated poetry influenced by both Charles Olson and Philip Larkin, shrank in scope.1 Thomas’s offence was not just that he had modernist roots, however. He was also too excessive, his work too bound up in the legend, too anomalous to be easily pigeonholed. He had written ‘Altarwise by owl-light’, one of the most formidably difficult poems in English, and ‘Fern Hill’, once voted fourth-favourite poem ever by listeners of BBC Radio Four’s ‘Poetry Please’. Although, in the 1950s and 1960s, even the densest of Thomas’s poems had been unravelled, in a divided poetry world this kind of divergence looked less like versatility than incoherence. It was easier to focus on an unrepresentative handful of late lyrics and argue that Thomas was a limited poet, and the bulk of his work merely obscure. It is this partial, simplified and rather sentimentalised version of Thomas which is prized, patronised or ignored today.


The process of simplifying and forgetting was abetted by the wild-man legend, which unhelpfully blurred the distinction between the life (or alleged life) of the poet and his work, suggesting that excessive personal behaviour meant slapdash, sound-beforesense poetry. Of course, the legend is what draws many readers to the poetry, and this is not, in itself, a bad thing. Unfortunately, because it is so potent, the legend also acts to limit interest only to work that seems biographical. And, because readers always know about the life in advance, many tend to feel they must already know what the poems mean; that they are direct expressions of Thomas’s thoughts and feelings. Biography drives out poetry, when in reality the poetry is richer than the life – even if it is truer of Thomas than of most writers that, as Yeats put it, ‘The poet who writes the poems is never the bundle of accident and incoherence that sits down to breakfast’. Thomas was, as he rightly described himself, ‘a painstaking, conscientious, involved and devious craftsman in words’, and his work explores the joyous and painful paradoxes of existence in profoundly satisfying verbal structures. To appreciate it fully, and to be able to take the poet seriously, we need to move beyond the colourful character and the limitations on our appreciation of his poems. This edition, therefore, aims to give readers, by whatever route they arrived at Thomas, the wherewithal needed to do exactly that. With just a little patience and guile, it is possible for any reader to make sense of almost any poem, and to confirm that, as Thomas once claimed, ‘every line is meant to be understood; the reader is meant to understand every poem by thinking and feeling about it, not by sucking it in through his pores’. And however obscure the narrative sense of a Thomas poem might seem, the poem itself always rewards the attention paid to it, in an ingenious form repeated nowhere else, gorgeous verbal music, a twist of black humour, some vivid image, or merely an idiom memorably reminted; a renewed appreciation of words and poems, in fact.


Biography and development


If his legend has distorted our perception of Thomas’s work, there is no doubt that an understanding of it has to start with his upbringing, on ‘the uglier side of a hill’ in the middle-class Uplands suburb of Swansea, where he was born during the opening weeks of the First World War, in October 1914. His father, D. J. (‘Jack’) Thomas, was an English master at the local grammar school, who through talent and hard work had risen from a humble background to achieve a First Class degree in English at Aberystwyth University. His mother, Florrie, was from a similar background, but in contrast to her stern, atheist husband was vivacious and a regular churchgoer; on Sundays her son was bundled along to three services at the Paraclete Congregational Church in nearby Newton, where her brother-in-law was minister. ‘From very early youth … the great rhythms [of the Bible] … rolled over me,’ as Thomas later put it; and Welsh pulpit oratory also mixed with English poetry, including ‘the quite incomprehensible magical majesty and nonsense of Shakespeare’, which Jack Thomas was in the habit of reading aloud to his son well before he could understand it. From the earliest age, Dylan was given the run of his father’s library, where he ‘read indiscriminately, andwithmyeyeshangingout’. Awordandpoetrybesotted child, he later claimed to have started writing poems when he was seven and a half. At school, he did badly in just about every subject, but was always first in English. He left, aged sixteen, to work on the local newspaper, but had already set his heart on a career as a writer.


What survives of Thomas’s very early poetry is precocious, but conventional: comic verse, elegies for the war dead, imitations and exercises. Thomas sent Robert Graves a bundle of such poems when he was about fifteen; Graves answered, telling him that they were ‘irreproachable, but that he would eventually learn to dislike them’. In April 1930, however, Thomas began the first of a series of notebooks (four would survive) in which he fair-copied poems in which he consciously tried to forge a modern voice. By this point, he was already acquainted with modern music, art and film, as well as poetry, thanks in part to his best friend, Daniel Jones, with whom he engaged in spoof radio broadcasts, cut-up word games and surrealist-style writing exercises.


The location of Swansea as a place ‘in-between’ shaped the writer Dylan would become. The town lies on the boundary between industrial and rural South Wales, and is also a port – it’s no accident that so many Thomas poems are set on what he called its ‘splendid-curving shore’, the most elemental border of all. It was also at the furthermost point of anglophone South Wales, on the border with Welsh-speaking Carmarthenshire – a division that was also reflected in the Thomas family. Thomas’s parents were Welsh speakers, but kept the language from their children because it was believed to be a bar to social advancement and was discouraged in the school system. But though he broke with his past in this way, D. J. Thomas compensated by giving his son the then almost unknown name of ‘Dylan’, which he found in The Mabinogion, a medieval Welsh text. Dylan ap Tôn (Dylan Son of the Wave) is a magical child who dashes into the sea immediately after his birth. Such borders and border-crossings, of culture, class and language, were highlighted when Dylan spent his summer holidays with Welsh-speaking relatives in rural Carmarthenshire. His hyphenated Anglo-Welshness was complex, but enabling, and he developed a hybrid nature, adept at empathy, parody and mimicry and relishing paradoxical states.


Thomas was on the border in other ways too. In an essay of 1929, for his school magazine, he defined the problem facing young would-be writers: ‘No poet can find sure ground … To-day is a transitional period.’ It was a time when, although still intimidatingly impressive, the authority of Modernism was waning, and there was no obvious alternative model. His first two notebooks, running April 1930 to June 1932, found their ‘sure ground’ in largely undistinguished free verse, which was ‘modern’ but only in a rather dated way. But 1929 had also been the year of the Wall Street Crash. As the Great Depression deepened, modernist experiment seemed increasingly irrelevant. Domestic political crises and Hitler’s seizure of power in January 1933 convinced other young poets, such as C. Day Lewis, W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender, that their generation had been betrayed, ‘born into one war and fattened for another’.2 Plain-style directness suddenly became the norm; collage was ditched in favour of traditional syntax, stanzas and rhyme, and reportage supplanted symbolist density.


Thomas was well aware of the crisis. He had been a journalist for sixteen months from August 1931, enjoyed the friendship of Bert Trick, a Labour councillor and socialist activist, and was involved in anti-fascist protests. His response, in late 1932, was irregularly rhymed lyrics, often using iambic pentameters as well as free verse, mixing social concern with personal angst, as in the poem ‘Before the gas fades’. He had already discovered many of his future themes – bodies, sex, death, madness, faith – but his treatment of them was still inert, suggesting a future as a watered-down Welsh T. S. Eliot, or Auden. However, he was about to undergo a transformation that would underpin all of his subsequent work. Thanks to the notebooks, we know the date of this turning-point, mid-April 1933, and the poem – ‘And death shall have no dominion’.


It was written in a friendly competition with Trick to see who could produce the best poem on the subject of ‘Immortality’. Thomas used regular stanzas and rhyme scheme for the first time in his notebook poetry, perhaps because he did not take such a poem wholly seriously. Yet what he had done, inadvertently, was stumble on a way of achieving the cohesion his poems lacked, by fusing Eliot’s intensities with Auden’s retro use of form. ‘And death’ is modernist in its wordplay and sense of the inhuman vastness of the universe, but it mashes these into traditional stanzas, syntax and rhyme scheme. The straitjacket of strict form, paradoxically, liberates his voice. He also discovered another feature typical of the mature poetry. The message of the poem’s biblical refrain – the promise of eternal life – and its emotive uplift coexists with, but never openly contradicts, the actual sense of the poem, which is that, after death, we simply push up the daisies. Revisions to the poem show that Thomas increased what we would now call the poem’s ‘cognitive dissonance’, getting it to say two opposing things at once, equally forcefully. Almost by accident, then, he had hit on a style appropriate to his hybrid nature, a ‘spider-tongued’ way (as he calls it in the poem ‘Especially when the October wind’) of making language speak double. This became a basic, paradoxical principle of his work. Thomas’s distance from London’s literary force-field, his hyphenated Anglo-Welshness, had enabled him to combine the two leading poetic styles of the day with a version of his Welsh rhetorical inheritance.


At first Thomas seems not to have understood the significance of the breakthrough. Perhaps this was because ‘And death’ gave the lie to his long efforts to write in a self-consciously modern, free verse style. Whatever the reason, the next poem in the notebook, ‘Within his head revolved a little world’, is irregular. But Thomas was not able to ignore ‘And death’ for long. Evidently haunted by its success, by 13 May he was using regular stanza forms once more. In July, after a month’s silence, they return: and, on 15 July, the notebook records ‘“Find meat on bones”’, a poem which goes beyond ‘And death’ in dramatising the interrelatedness of all life. By the time of the fourth and final notebook, begun in mid-August 1933, we find Thomas extending the scope of his new style on a weekly, sometimes almost daily, basis. On 6 September he wrote ‘Before I knocked’, and a month later came ‘The force that through the green fuse’. Over the winter of 1933–34 the notebook records brilliant lyric after brilliant lyric, and in April 1934 he ended it with ‘I see the boys of summer’ and ‘If I were tickled by the rub of love’; poems of Shakespearean richness, written in a sensuous, modernist Metaphysical style. It was one of the most astonishing periods of growth on record of any poet since Keats’s annus mirabilis over a century before.


18 Poems


Thomas’s self-sufficiency and precocious development can make him seem an isolated figure. But as well as Trick and his political circle, he was active in local theatre and one of the group of Swansea artists and friends now known as the ‘Kardomah Gang’. From September 1933 he was also in contact with another aspiring young writer, Pamela Hansford Johnson, who lived in London. Thomas’s many letters to Johnson, written between late 1933 and late 1934, the product of a friendship which briefly became a love affair, shed much light on the evolution of his unique style, and reveal his determination to establish himself on the poetry scene. His first London publication, ‘And death’, appeared in the New English Weekly in May 1933. Poems appeared in Adelphi and the Sunday Referee in September, and the Referee was also the outlet for ‘The force that through the green fuse’ on 29 October 1933, Thomas’s calling card to literary London. In 1934, he consolidated his position with poems in New Verse, the Listener and Eliot’s Criterion. On 22 April 1934, ‘The force that through the green fuse’ was judged the best poem the Referee had published in the preceding year, the prize being sponsorship of a poetry collection. Thomas gave this first volume, 18 Poems, as much cohesion as possible by choosing thirteen of its poems from the fourth notebook. The ‘black bomb’, as Glyn Jones called it, was duly published on 21 December 1934. Thomas had recently moved to the capital to see it through the press, and stayed on – albeit the ‘ragged life’ he lived in London meant he would still sometimes return to Swansea to recuperate in the following year or two.


18 Poems was a success among poetry-lovers, who generally welcomed the return of Jacobean colour, concrete imagery and rhythmical vigour to the English lyric in such a compelling form. Most, however, were mystified as well as impressed, because his work seemed completely unlike other poetry of the time. And although the Bible, Joycean wordplay, Blake, Donne and Freud were rightly noted as influences, the poems’ vitalism was often misread as adolescent in the negative sense, rather than it being understood that the poems used adolescence to explore the human condition more generally. Similarly, the rapid leaps of imagery were often attributed to automatic writing. This confusion was articulated by reviewers such as Louis MacNeice, who felt the ‘cumulative effect’ of the ‘nonsense images … is usually vital and sometimes even seems to have a message’, and that it was ‘wild and drunken speech, but with the saving grace of rhythm’. (Strange as it now seems, the poems’ regular syllable and rhyme schemes were usually missed.) But, using the notebooks, and the letters to Johnson and Thomas’s Swansea friends, it is possible to discern the logical structure of the poetry, and to trace its development in this most formative period.


The process poetic


What contemporary reviewers needed, and what Thomas’s readers still need, is some idea of the vision of the world he developed in his poems (and equally remarkable short stories) in 1933 and 1934. By the early 1940s critics had begun to define what this was; and the label that was eventually settled on, following Ralph Maud’s study of 1962, was ‘process’, a word Thomas himself used in a poem of February 1934, ‘A process in the weather of the heart’. The process vision is basically a belief in the unity of the universe, and the fact that it is subject to continuous change, manifested as a force of simultaneous creation and destruction active in all objects and events. The idea harks back to ancient beliefs and the pantheism of the Romantics, re-read in the light of modern discoveries in biology, physics and psychology. Thomas was au fait with the popular science of his time, having read Julian Huxley, Sigmund Freud and Alfred North Whitehead, the Stephen Hawking of his day, who had described his own ‘philosophy of process’ in 1920.


According to the ‘process’ view of the world, we are not merely born to die, or even know that we are dying as we live; conception itself is a death, ‘the golden shot’ of semen ‘Storms in the freezing tomb’ of the womb. The embryo dies in being born into the world, and elbows other beings into the grave; but their deaths are, conversely, ‘entrances’ into the life of decay and re-entry into the natural cycle. Thomas horrifyingly compresses what is ordinarily drawn out, as if in some time-lapse film, while continually contracting and expanding a poem’s scale of reference from the microscopic to the cosmic. Fusing zygotes ‘unwrinkle in the stars’, ‘clocking tides’ pulse in the blood, manifesting the amoral ‘force’ which surges through the universe, and to which everything must submit. Linear time is yet another illusion; for Thomas it is as relative as anything else, and he finds equivalence between conception, gestation, adolescence and death in poems such as ‘From love’s first fever’. From cosmic flux to quantum foam, the only certainty is that there is no certainty: even energy is matter, matter energy, and time and space are spacetime.


A good guide to Thomas’s poetic is William Blake’s statement that ‘Without contraries is no progression’ from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: life and death, dark and light, growth and decay, are all implicit and ceaselessly active within each other, and the role of poetry is therefore to present process as a ‘progression’ by such ‘contraries’, collapsing boundaries and continuously making over one state, or thing, into another. Poetry must reveal process by stripping away the illusory nature of reality, with the awareness that matter largely consists of a subatomic void, that the stable ego is a fiction, and that the hormonal soup of the blood mocks our pretensions to free will. This is why Thomas’s poems have little use for the socio-political and sociological surfaces that preoccupy the Audenesque poets, or for their irony and cerebralism. His is not a poetry of liberal humanism, but of agonising paradox. Contradictory states, as ‘And death’ showed, must be asserted with equal force, not moralised away. In ‘I see the boys of summer’, for example, ‘the dogdayed pulse / Of love and light bursts in their throats’, but ‘bursts’ is radically ambiguous. Is it aneurism or ecstasy, rupture or rapture? The context allows not just either /or, but both /and, deliberately exceeding the bounds of well-bred compromise. This is why the poetry focuses on precisely those points of human existence where process is most obviously at work – antenatal existence, dream, sex and death. Thomas’s Egyptian, Welsh and Christian symbolic shorthand can make this seem odd, but in reality it is just a more hectic, pared-back version of the philosophies of recurrence used by other, older modernist writers, such as W. B. Yeats or James Joyce.


Bodies, sex, the Gothic-grotesque


Another aspect of Thomas’s ‘process’ is the notion of the microcosm. As poems such as ‘Ears in the turrets hear’ show, Thomas felt cosmos, body and consciousness were linked, were each other, in some essential way. He informed Trevor Hughes that he hoped ‘to prove beyond doubt to myself that the flesh that covers me is the flesh that covers the sun, that the blood that goes up and down in my lungs is the blood that goes up and down in a tree’. Such biomorphic mappings resemble the visual art of the time more than anything in English literature; the ‘things of light’ in ‘Light breaks where no sun shines’, for example, can be usefully likened to the protoplasmic blobs that crawl across paintings by André Masson, Hans Arp and Joan Miró. Bodies were central to Thomas’s work because Welsh Nonconformism repressed them so severely. Like D. H. Lawrence, also from a Nonconformist background (the same revolt having taken place in England a generation before), Thomas placed sex at the heart of his work – or, to be more precise, what repression had done to sex. This is the source of poems such as ‘Our eunuch dreams’, which deal with onanism and sexual fantasy. However, Thomas is not limited by his own local circumstances; one of the triumphs of his poetry is that it raises the struggle with the miseries of repression to a mythic, archetypal plane, making it part of a more universal struggle against determinism and towards self-knowledge.


The determinism the poetry wrestles with had a social content too, and Thomas incorporated this theme in a deeper sense than the poets who simply used pylons or aircraft to symbolise modernity. We find this in the cyborg overlappings of flesh and machine so common in the early poems, in their unsettling organic–inorganic compounds – ‘mechanical flesh’, ‘oil of tears’, ‘brassy blood’, ‘petrol face’, and so on – which touch on fears similar to those explored in Huxley’s Brave New World or Chaplin’s Modern Times. In focusing on the body so relentlessly, the poems also register the increase in control over bodies, most frighteningly apparent in the political violence and mass rallies of the totalitarian states. (As war loomed closer, in the later 1930s, many other writers would use imagery drawn from the body, the one irreducible constant of human existence, in order to express the hope for human survival: Thomas was ahead of the curve on this.) The almost medieval sense of mortality and ‘fevered corporeality’ of his poems of the time was personal – in September 1933 Jack Thomas was diagnosed with cancer of the mouth, which was treated, successfully, by inserting radium-tipped needles into the tumour. However, Thomas’s Gothic-grotesque, repellent version of the body was chiefly a protest against the larger forces of control, and can be linked to William Empson’s observation that his ‘chief power as a stylist [is] … to convey a sickened loathing which somehow at once (within the phrase) enforces a welcome for the eternal necessities of the world’.


In a thematic sense the blood, bones, nerves, skulls, worms, mandrakes, Cadaver, vivisectionists, witches and psychopaths of his early poems and stories were drawn from favourite writers, such as John Webster and Caradoc Evans, and from the horror films the young Dylan had lapped up at the local flea-pit in the Uplands; a fan of Dracula, Frankenstein and The Curse of the Mummy, he could recite chunks of James Whales’s The Old Dark House by heart. Rather than mere morbidity, these elements constitute a knowing form of Celtic Grand Guignol, a critique of Welsh society. Tony Conran has noted, ‘Modernism in Wales is most at home with the grotesque’, and Thomas’s monstrosities were an appropriately lurid outing of the deformed imaginings created by Nonconformist repression, as well as a counterblast to the bloodless hygiene, the denial of the messiness of the body and its suffering, in the work of the Audenesque poets.3 But primarily they spoke of the terror and exaltation of being alive in a young body between two world wars. Thomas was as aware as his Swansea friends of the Wales of ‘stubborn bankrupt villages, the children scrutting for coal on the slagheaps, the colliers’ shabby allotments, the cheapjack cinema, the whippet-races, the disused quarries, the still pit-wheels’. His rebellion against this world did not take realist form but, as R. George Thomas noted, many readers understood that ‘the febrile grotesqueness’ and ‘nightmare quality in the drift towards Hitler’s War’ were more accurately mirrored in his work than in that of other, more ostensibly realist writers of the time. ‘The force that through the green fuse was accepted as a … realization of unknown sources of physical suffering that must lie ahead of us, most probably in gas warfare or Guernica-like devastation. None felt uneasy about the macabre images … but all detected the mixed attitudes of confident exhilaration and wry acceptance of fate that were conveyed, without intellectual resolution, in the poem’s tone and rhythm.’4


Twenty-five Poems


In 1935, Thomas developed his process style in even more radical and elaborate forms, in poems such as ‘Now’, ‘Altarwise by owllight’ and ‘I, in my intricate image’. Writing these densely intricate works slowed his output down by comparison with the winter of 1933–34. However, he was eager to consolidate the success of 18 Poems as quickly as possible. He therefore turned back to the pre-process poems in his notebooks, hastily assembling Twenty-five Poems for publication in July 1936. Most reviewers of the collection welcomed what they saw as a movement away from obscurity towards the simplicity of poems such as ‘I have longed to move away’, unaware that these had been written before the work in 18 Poems. The reviews were mixed, like the book itself, but one in particular had the effect of putting Thomas on the map in an even bigger way than 18 Poems had. It was by Edith Sitwell, a leading national reviewer, and it appeared in the Sunday Times. Sitwell’s advocacy of Thomas generated a large correspondence on modern poetry in the Letters page over the next two months, and his reputation rose from coterie succès d’estime to that of minor cause célèbre.


Religion


Although Sitwell did not mention it, one way in which Twenty-five Poems differed from 18 Poems was in its greater use of biblical and religious material, as shown by poems such as ‘This bread I break’, ‘Altarwise’ and ‘Incarnate devil’. Thomas’s use of Christian allusion has led some to describe him as a religious poet in the traditional sense, one who wrestles with questions of faith and doubt. Although the first claim is untenable, the second is true enough; the relationship between the two might be said to be encapsulated in Thomas’s claim, to John Malcolm Brinnin, that his poems were written ‘in praise of God by a man who doesn’t believe in God’ (a more ambiguously accurate form of a similar statement in the ‘Note’ to the Collected Poems of 1952 [Appendix 5]). Thomas stated that process ‘is the simplicity of religion’, and in Twenty-five Poems he considers his religious inheritance from the viewpoint of process, subsuming it within its creative-destructive ‘force’. Process now supplants religion, taking on its sacred status; its agents or indicators – time, snow, water, etc. – are often endowed with religious qualities. However, if he did not believe in an afterlife, Thomas did not feel that science had disproved what he called ‘the kingdom of the spirit’ either. He was fascinated with faith and the rhetoric of faith, and felt, like Blake, that rationalism easily became presumptuous: however much the phenomena of the universe are explained, the universe itself can never be wholly explained. Human beings can never be fully understood either, and the mystery of death cannot be argued away. In this sense, Thomas was a Metaphysical poet, fond of posing paradoxical questions (‘What colour is glory?’); Christianity, which traditionally dealt with such existential issues, had therefore to be reinterpreted, its ‘green myths’ viewed through the lens of process.


Thomas’s treatment of religion may owe something to the only figure of eminence in his family tree, his great-uncle Gwilym Thomas, a crusading Unitarian minister and minor poet whose bardic name Marles (‘Marlais’) was given to Dylan and his sister Nancy as a middle name.5 There are several similarities between Thomas’s take on Christianity and Unitarianism: for example, Unitarians believe in one God who is the primary power of the universe, but not in original sin, damnation and hell, miracles, the Trinity, virgin birth, predestination or the absolute truth of the Bible. They reject the doctrine of atonement, too; this meant that Jesus was not divine, nor the son of God except in a metaphorical sense, and his significance was to have realised, in an exceptional way, the potential for moral goodness innate in all human beings. But suggestive as the similarities are, Thomas’s iconoclasm exceeds what any religious denomination would tolerate. The poems present Jehovah as a cruel, tyrannical patriarch, whose jealousy and remoteness were responsible for the Fall and Christ’s crucifixion; guilty, according to ‘Before I knocked’ and ‘Incarnate devil’, of making Satan and Christ suffer for his own failures. ‘Altarwise’, likewise, blasphemously intertwines Thomas’s own biography with that of Jesus, overcoming his castration by the official churches in a blatantly sexual way: Christ as ‘stiff’, the cross as ‘rude, red’ phallus. Even so, as ‘Ceremony After a Fire Raid’ puts it, ‘the legend / Of Adam and Eve is never for a second / Silent in my service’; Christianity is what Thomas thinks with, even if his religious imagery is ambiguous and non-moralistic. Christ symbolises human potential, and Judgement Day represents the day of our death and re-immersion in process, no more or less.


Language


The tougher poems in Twenty-five Poems were a reminder of Thomas’s daring and unorthodox use of language in 18 Poems: ‘I, in my intricate image’, for example, offered a verbal density which might daunt any reader, while some poems, such as ‘Now’, were regarded by many as mere nonsense verse (although they are, in fact, construable). As with religion, the reasons for this difficulty lie in process. If, Thomas reasoned, everything in the universe was subject to process, then his poems and the language they were written in must be too. And this meant that, rather than simply describing process, they would have to embody it in their syntax and verbal textures. Form and content must be one. This belief lies behind the one poetic principle Thomas would repeat throughout his life – that poetry should work ‘from words’, not towards them (Appendix 1). Unlike most poets, who start with an idea or anecdote for which they then find words, Thomas felt the poet must develop a poem from an originating ‘lump of texture or nest of phrases’, as his friend Vernon Watkins called it, ‘creat[ing] music’ with his material, ‘testing everything by physical feeling, working from the concrete image outwards’. One image produced other, contrary images, in what Thomas described to Henry Treece in a letter of 1938 as his ‘dialectical’ composition technique, an amoeba-like multiplication of image-cells which fought and multiplied, each containing ‘the seed of its own destruction’ (Appendix 2).


As well as having multiple centres, Thomas’s poems try to apply process to language itself in the form of wordplay. The tendency of words to slip, slide and suggest others was crucial to Thomas because it revealed that language itself is not a fixed system but inherently changeable, subject to process. This is why, unlike many poets, Thomas didn’t regret that words elude our attempts to tie them strictly to concepts or things. On the contrary, he revelled in and exploited the mismatch, and the surpluses this produces – he loved the fact that ‘up to his ears’ can become ‘up to his tears’, that ‘capsized’ has three different meanings, that he could take the ‘v’ out of ‘drives’ to make ‘dries’, revealing a contrary sense. For Thomas, poems ought to be a critical mass of words undergoing fission, with linguistic meltdown just held at bay by the rhymes, lines and stanzas inserted into the glowing core. Indeed, he deliberately created unstable verbal situations in order to be able to bring them under control.6 And because he regarded language as a thing, he didn’t just use concrete images, but made words palpable, using rhythm, stress and sonic repetitions to replicate the pulsions of the human body: breathing, walking, digestion, gestation, sex. Thomas wanted to evoke the pleasure we take in words as infants, before we know what they mean, and tried to get his word-music to reconnect us with that point in the past where pleasure and meaning overlapped (Appendix 4). He was not unaware of the risks, however; poems such as ‘Especially when the October wind’ dramatise the dangers, showing how his relish for language could push him to the point of feeling, as he admitted to Watkins, that he was just ‘a freak user of words, not a poet’. As ever with Thomas, the swagger and bardic tone tell only half the story.


Surrealism


Such anxiety was at its greatest in 1935–37, as Thomas pursued his process poetic to its logical outcome. Poems such as ‘Hold hard, these ancient minutes’ and ‘How soon the servant sun’ confirm the accuracy of Watkins’s description ‘symmetrical abstracts’; poems that try to do with words what musical compositions do with notes, and abstract paintings with paint. For many, they were (and are) a step too far – which is a pity, since English poetry of the time had nothing which stretched and explored its medium to a comparable degree (for an equivalent, one has to wait for the early work of Frank O’Hara and the New York School in the 1950s). After Thomas sent a batch which included the first six ‘Altarwise’ sonnets to Dent’s, his new publisher, in October 1935, his editor, Richard Church, told him that he had detected the ‘pernicious’ influence of surrealism, which he ‘abhorred’, and baulked at publication. Thomas, with tongue firmly lodged in cheek, responded by denying any knowledge of surrealism, and refused to drop the poems. Church eventually gave way: ‘I have decided to put myself aside and let you and the public face each other. I am accordingly taking steps to have the book set up in type.’ It is possible to see what Church means, and even sympathise, without agreeing with him. Thomas was, in fact, up to his neck in surrealism: active in the International Surrealist Exhibition in London in the summer of 1936 (he toured the galleries with a tray asking visitors whether they would like a cup of boiled string, ‘Weak, or strong?’), he was a friend of Max Ernst, Roland Penrose and other surrealist painters, and happy to read his poems alongside the French surrealist Paul Éluard. When we encounter the Dalíesque scenarios of some of his poems, such as the opening of ‘When, like a running grave’, with its ‘scythe of hairs’ and ‘turtle in a hearse’, his denial becomes laughable.


Why, then, did he make it? Because, as we can now see, he did not want his conscious and highly crafted poetry to be associated with the merely automatic writing to which British public opinion had reduced surrealism. The real issue is what kind of surrealist Thomas was, not whether he was one. And the answer is that he was of the less well-known ‘deep’, or verbal, kind. Freud had described the ego as an ongoing struggle, or process, occurring between the id and the superego, with puns, jokes, verbal slips and wordplay revealing the inner workings of the mind. Thomas saw that this continual creation and de-creation of the self in language had implications for the lyric ‘I’. He explained to Henry Treece how he wrote by ‘mak[ing] one image, – although “make” is not the word, I let, perhaps, an image be “made” emotionally in me –’, and the very hesitancy of his account enacted, as much as it described, the imagination vacillating between conscious choice and the unconscious prompting prized by surrealists (Appendix 2). The writing of James Joyce in Finnegans Wake is the closest contemporary equivalent of Thomas’s verbal surrealism (a kind which, with its Anglo-Welsh roots, can rightly be called ‘surregionalism’). But by 1937, after two years of this style, Thomas realised he could take it no further: ‘In the Direction of the Beginning’ is its swansong. Having already complained to Watkins of suffering from ‘crabbed’ experimentalism and ‘mad parody’, Thomas now sought an escape from the impasse.



Changing styles: The Map of Love


The change in Thomas’s style coincided with his marriage, in July 1937, to Caitlin Macnamara, whom he had met just over a year before in the Wheatsheaf pub in Fitzrovia. At the time they met, Caitlin was a companion-cum-mistress to the artist Augustus John; unlike Thomas, she was a genuine bohemian, intelligent, strong-willed, adventurous, and sharing his artistic interests. Their marriage was at first a very happy one, and in 1938 the couple moved to the Welsh seaside town of Laugharne, located in an area where an AngloWelsh literary colony was starting to establish itself around the journal Wales. Their first child, Llewelyn, was born in January 1939. But the outbreak of war, in September, dashed the hopes of a future in Wales. Work dried up, and the couple finally left Laugharne in 1941 under a cloud of debt, beginning a peripatetic existence which would last until their return in 1949.


It was during this first stay in Laugharne that Thomas assembled his third collection, The Map of Love (1939) (which also included seven of his early short stories), and wrote the short story collection Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog (1940). In the latter he registers the recoil from extreme verbal densities; indeed, many of the Portrait stories are critiques of his earlier self, written in the comic, heightened realist style we recognise from Thomas’s letters and conversation. The change in his poetry was less marked, but clearly discernible. The Map of Love included pieces as dense as those of the mid-1930s, such as ‘It is the sinners’ dust-tongued bell’; but others, such as ‘After the funeral’, written in spring 1938, revealed a new, more transparent, style. The second poem is an elegy for his aunt Ann Jones, who had died in 1932, and Thomas described it as his first poem about another human being. It works by setting up, then puncturing and finally reinflating its rhetoric, in order to redeem the emblems of Ann’s dry piety, the stuffed fox and stale fern, with the pagan, loving force which she also possessed. ‘Once it was the colour of saying’, written later in 1938, formally announces this change in style but in typically ambiguous terms (the later poems would be more ‘colourful’ than their predecessors, not less). Both poems reflect the search for a more flexible, mobile style, and more varied subject matter than before. As well as poems written for Caitlin, there are several for the unborn Llewelyn, in which we find a tenderness new to Thomas’s work. Both Caitlin and Llewelyn, or the prospect of Llewelyn, impelled Thomas to some of his finest work: although rather neglected today, ‘How shall my animal’, ‘A saint about to fall’, ‘For Caitlin’ (both versions) and ‘Into her lying down head’ are large-scale, ode-like lyrics in the most demanding forms, and contain some of his greatest poetry.


Deaths, Entrances and the Second World War


Neither of these two books, which form a stylistic ‘hinge’ in Thomas’s career, did well, being published so close to the outbreak of the war. But the imminence of the conflict had propelled Thomas to the position of the leading young British poet. Auden’s departure for the USA in early 1939 coincided with the publication of the New Apocalypse anthology, the manifesto of a group of Thomas’s contemporaries who took their cue from him in fusing neo-Romanticism, mythopoeia and modernism. Thomas kept himself at arm’s length from his acolytes, just as he met the declaration of hostilities with a less sublime, conflicted blend of facetiousness, comic bluff and mounting panic; attempting to organise a writers’ forum to counter jingoism, he told one correspondent that he was going to ‘declare myself a neutral state, or join up as a small tank’. His poor physical condition saved him from conscription, but it could not dissipate the nightmares of ‘burning birdmen’, invasion and silencing which now ensued. As a pacifist he declared ‘my great horror’s killing’, but he was also a ‘mental militarist’, morally outraged by the Total War fought by the Allies as well as by Nazi barbarism, and given to provoking fights in pubs with off-duty servicemen who boasted of killing Germans. (After one such altercation, in 1944, a drunken SOE officer machine-gunned the bungalow in New Quay in which Thomas and his family were living.)


The poetry itself seemed to stumble uncertainly at this time, perhaps as a result of this moral queasiness as much as the stylistic gear-change Thomas was engaged in. ‘When I woke’ and ‘Once below a time’ are slightly awkward poems, groping towards the more shapely-syllabic ‘The hunchback in the park’ of a couple of years later. But it is one of the most admirable aspects of Thomas’s poetry that he continued to develop, never repeating successes, abandoning a form after devising it, continually moving on. Nor was it just the war which disturbed him; ‘Deaths and Entrances’, ‘On a Wedding Anniversary’ and ‘Into her lying down head’ suggest that martial conflicts exacerbated marital ones, tracking as they did the flare-ups in his marriage to Caitlin. Passion, intrigue, jealousy and betrayal, real and imagined, were mapped on to the threatened territories of ‘burning England’ and ‘many married London’, while ‘Love in the Asylum’ takes ‘asylum’ in both its senses, as ‘a haven’ and ‘a place for the deranged’.


These poems were created during the first period of Thomas’s wartime poetry-writing, running from 1939 to 1941; a second began in spring 1944 and lasted until summer 1945. The gap has been explained by the fact that Thomas started writing film scripts in September 1941, his first regular paid employment since 1932. However, it is no coincidence that both periods coincide with the two main periods of the Blitz on British cities. Thomas’s primary response to the war was one of moral outrage and profound shock at the violence inflicted on innocent and defenceless non-combatants. As the war continued, the figure of the burning child, simply a Gothic device in ‘The Burning Baby’, a story of 1936, became symbolic of the ultimate conceivable horror. It is the subject of Thomas’s two greatest Blitz elegies, ‘Ceremony After a Fire Raid’ and ‘A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London’, the first attempting to find some consolation for the dead child by prophetically invoking a surge of sexuality and fecundity; the second more sombre and less tinged with the ‘Blitz sublime’, incorporating, with immense tact, allusions to the Holocaust. The reference to the ‘long dead child’ of memory in ‘Poem in October’, ostensibly a birthday lyric, suggests that in his wartime poems of childhood reminiscence, Thomas was not just lamenting his own vanished childhood, or the actual deaths of children; the pathos in these poems, as in ‘Fern Hill’, lies in the death of the very idea of childhood.


At the same time, the war also ushered in a profound social revolution, and Thomas’s work needs to be seen in relation to its effects on the arts in general. The ‘hovel’ and ‘slum’ torched by apocalyptic-regenerative fire in ‘Ceremony’ echo the themes of his film scripts, which urged post-war urban reconstruction (‘New Towns for Old’), and helped create the climate that led to the Labour victory of 1945. Thomas was friendly with many artists in other media, and his work followed the broader impulse to adapt modernism to articulate the nation’s wartime experience, as apparent in Graham Sutherland’s paintings of Blitzed Silvertown or Michael Tippett’s A Child of Our Time as in his own work. Henry Moore’s famous drawings of those sheltering in London Tube stations (reproductions of which the Thomases pinned up on the walls of their Chelsea flat) also exemplify this trend, and like Moore’s drawings Thomas’s poems treat the child, living or dead, as the symbolic buried ‘seed’ of hope for a better future.


Faced with the atrocities of the era, and tempered by growing maturity, Thomas came to present the depredations of process in a mellower form in his wartime poems. The difference between the first and second wartime periods of poem-writing are well illustrated by the contrast between the priapically phantasmagoric ‘Ballad of the Long-legged Bait’ of 1941 and the erotic, calmly transcendent ‘A Winter’s Tale’ of 1944, the two long narrative poems in Deaths and Entrances (1946), Thomas’s fourth collection. Process is almost always negative in the early poems – ‘I sit and watch the worm beneath my nail / Wearing the quick away’, as ‘Here, in this spring’ puts it – but Thomas’s vision of change grew more benign in wartime. ‘The time dying flesh’ is now cherished, and spawning and dying are accepted as necessary parts of the life-cycle, even as graced by a kind of heroic seediness. Faced with the ever-present danger of annihilation, the ‘immortal hospital’ of the sexual body is celebrated. The emotional amplitude of the poetry is greater, too; as the verbal textures grow less dense, ever more complex webs of subtle variation are woven. As John L. Sweeney noted, the ‘meat- eating sun’ of ‘Twenty four years’ of 1938 is a benevolent figure by the time of ‘Holy Spring’ in 1945, ‘the visible father of the world, the dying and resurrected redeemer’, its allusions bent towards rebirth as ‘the father is reborn in the son’ – and in the daughter, too, we might add, since Aeronwy Thomas had been born in 1943.


This mellower, humorous Thomas was even more apparent in the radio broadcasts which he began making for the BBC in 1943, and which would give him a modicum of national fame. As the war ended, and the womb and tomb coordinates of process were uncannily realised in the new Welfare State’s promises of care ‘from the cradle to the grave’, Thomas looked like a writer who had made the transition from war to peace exceptionally well.



The later career: In Country Heaven


Thomas’s later poetry begins with ‘Poem in October’ and ‘Fern Hill’ and their search for lost innocence, often realised in pastoral form. For nearly two years after ‘Fern Hill’, however, Thomas wrote no poems at all; then, in spring 1947, he produced the ‘In Country Heaven’ fragment. This was the touchstone for a projected sequence of poems which were to have been linked by ‘In Country Heaven’, as he hinted in a broadcast of September 1950 (Appendix 3). The sequence was to have formed a retrospective imagining of the joys and sorrows of the earth by its former inhabitants, following the atomic extinction of the planet. Thomas never completed the project, but three of its parts, with ‘Lament’, ‘Do not go gentle’ and ‘Poem on his Birthday’ (which may or may not have been intended for it), were published in the USA as the chapbook In Country Sleep for his second visit there, in 1952. Whatever the viability of the project, the individual poems it gave rise to are some of Thomas’s most satisfying, and show once again his ability to reinvent himself. From ‘A Winter’s Tale’ onwards, he had increasingly woven English pastoral poetry – allusions to Hardy, Arnold, Keats, Wordsworth, Meredith, Coleridge and others abound – into poems with ostensibly Welsh locations. It may be that his confidence in dealing with the canon became greater as his own work edged towards inclusion within it; certainly, he was deliberately, mischievously setting his poems on the border between the English and Anglo-Welsh traditions, undermining assumptions about belonging and identity.


Several of Thomas’s champions present his career as that of a prodigal son: according to this, he suffered the ‘capital punishment’ of London (as he jokingly termed it), slowly learnt the error of his modernist ways, and returned to embrace realism, roots and community, in rural south-west Wales. But this is far from the truth; or, rather, is only a part of the overall picture. The later poems may be read, like so many before them, on several levels. On the one hand, they exude a strong sense of locale. But looked at closely, they are not so much poems of place (although we can take them as such if we wish) as poems that make us consider the place of ‘place’ in poetry, with their locations subtly adjusted to suit aesthetic rather than topographical ends. The ‘sea wet church’ in ‘Poem in October’, for example, cannot be the actual church in Laugharne, which is a mile inland. The beautiful, tenderly apocalyptic ‘In the White Giant’s Thigh’, a proto-feminist elegy for its barren women, complexly interweaves the landscapes of Carmarthenshire-situated, but English-speaking, Laugharne with the Dorset-located, but Celt-created, figure of the Cerne Abbas giant.


All of this suggests the subtlety in the simplicity of the later works, which Derek Mahon has seen as the ‘crowning glory’ of Thomas’s career. Certainly, their pastoral imagery is given an intenser glow, an eerie radiance from the threat of nuclear war in them – obviously in ‘Over Sir John’s hill’, with its patrolling, bomber-like ‘hawk on fire’, and in ‘Poem on his Birthday’ with its ‘rocketing wind’. Yet, as against this, ‘In the White Giant’s Thigh’ has the spirit of one of Breughel’s great bucolic panoramas of haymaking and feasting, and its gusto partakes, as Under Milk Wood does more obviously, of the carnivalesque energies of popular culture. As the later songs and verses also show, Thomas found himself completely at home in this milieu; there was serious talk of writing a radio comedy with Ted Kavanagh, one of the writers of the hit comedy show I.T.M.A. (It’s That Man Again), and Under Milk Wood, with its utopian fantasy spiced with end-of-the-pier innuendo, lies on a spectrum somewhere between The Goon Show and The Archers. Thomas was a pioneer in interweaving (and to some extent eroding the barriers between) ‘high-’, ‘middle-’ and ‘low-brow’ cultures; he had the popular touch, and his various audiences instinctively understood that he did not patronise them, or stand on his reputation. It is revealing that, by the early 1950s, he was probably the only poet who had not only run the gamut of most literary forms (if we include his unfinished novel Adventures in the Skin Trade), but had also successfully worked in all available mass media forms – radio, feature and documentary film, LP record and even television (the two programmes he made for the BBC do not, alas, survive).


However, the years leading up to his death were increasingly difficult ones for Thomas; they saw the disintegration of his marriage to Caitlin, who was increasingly unwilling to be a domestic drudge while he spent his time in London watering-holes, or to tolerate his infidelities. At the end of 1952 came the death of his beloved father, so memorably marked in ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’. To this was added the strain of three demanding American tours (with over 150 dates), his drink problem and tax difficulties (though these were caused by sheer incompetence rather than avoidance). The stress of holding writing and performing career together combined with a reckless disregard for his physical welfare to fatal effect in New York, in October 1953, on his fourth American tour. Whether Thomas would have continued to write poetry, had he lived, no one can say – although one suspects that the fascinating diffusion of his lyric gift into other forms and genres would have continued. In a sad yet somehow appropriate final irony, he had been due, after finishing his work in New York, to fly out to California, where he was to collaborate with Igor Stravinsky on an opera libretto; set after a nuclear war, it would have featured a boy and a girl who would, like Adam and Eve, begin all over again the task of inventing language and naming the world around them.


Conclusion


Dylan Thomas today is something of an anomaly. His popular reputation means that almost everyone has heard of him, but critics and poets are unable to quite say what his significance might be. Beyond a small number of poems and radio pieces, he is paradoxically almost unknown. And yet this is not just because he is seen, these few exceptions apart, as a ‘difficult’ poet. Until a generation ago, Thomas was better understood than he is today, and, once a few basic points about his vision and his poetry are grasped, most of what he wrote can be understood and enjoyed. The real stumbling block to this happening is institutional, and has to do with the fact that including him in the canon would threaten the dominant sense of what British poetry is and ought to be.


This is because his hybridity means that Thomas straddles British poetry’s internal fault-lines, thrown up at the time of The Waste Land and still not fully acknowledged. Before today’s cultural nationalism, when the idea of ‘British’ poetry still made sense, when anomalies and modernistic trends were not so actively sidelined, there was a space for his poetry. But the fault-lines became entrenched positions, and this makes it difficult to ask the kinds of question Thomas’s poetry raises. They include: to what extent should poems work from, or towards, words? Is the speaking self in poetry fixed or multiple? How radical can poetry be if it has a conservative attitude to language? And beyond these lie others about the presumed centrality of Auden to the 1930s, or whether 1940s poetry is really as bad as it is said to be, or whether today’s poetry world, as represented by metropolitan poetry publishers, national competitions and festivals, is too narrowly drawn. This is not just a problem for the mainstream poetry world. ‘Alternative’ poets also tend to look down on Thomas, partly because of his alleged selling-out to the entertainment industry. While Thomas himself mocked many of the mainstream poets of his time, he found the heroic myth of modernism suspect too; he did not set himself up as the judge of official structures, and in choosing ‘the Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive’ as a title he poked fun at the self-styled avant-garde as well as himself.


Not that this should bother new readers overmuch, of course. It’s enough to know that Thomas’s poetry is a fabulous and strangely undervalued treasure, and that now is possibly the most exciting time to be reading it. Equipped with an accurate sense of his subtlety and an ethical regard for word and world, it is possible to see a renewed, powerful relevance in his poetry. Thus, Thomas’s insistence on the body, and a poetry that ‘comes to life out of the red heart through the brain’, matches the recent rejection of behaviourism, and our modern, holistic sense of the inseparability of mind and body.7 As the first great elegist of civilians under bombardment, Thomas is also a poet of the present, his work fit for mourning the dead of ‘Shock and Awe’ Baghdad, Fallujah and Homs as much as those of Swansea, Coventry and London during the Blitz. In his later pastoral masterpieces, which cherish the natural world in the face of the threat of nuclear weapons, he is one of the first and finest of our ‘green’ poets. In a world ever more monitored, increasingly more confined by authoritative plain style and micro-managerial jargon, his insistence on the anarchic pleasures of the signifier and the transformative power of poetry keeps alive the hope that language can be reclaimed from those who wish to subordinate it to purely instrumental ends. And, finally, Thomas is a poet who challenges the empirical and anecdotal basis of much British poetry, Welsh as well as English – one of the handful who, in an increasingly interconnected world, keeps it on the map. Superficially, he may seem to belong to a small, wet corner of Wales, the ‘hymnal blob’ with which he had an ambivalently affectionate relationship; but in reality, and however unwittingly, he was a great internationalist. He was the last British poet to have a significant impact on American poetry, the first to shine a spotlight on West African literature (in a famous Observer July 1952 review of Amos Tutuola’s The PalmWine Drinkard), a poet appreciated by Paul Celan and admired by Tristan Tzara. His work has the generosity of spirit and the stature that accrue only to a poetry of genuine risk – it is a ‘fire of birds in / The world’s turning wood’ – and exemplifies the nerve and verve which this ancient ‘craft or sullen art’ will need if it is to thrive in the twenty-first century.


Poem selection, previous editions and annotations


This centenary edition of the collected poems, verse and songs of Dylan Thomas aims to provide a more comprehensive and more varied selection of his work than has appeared before in a single volume. Just over half of the items in it derive from the five collections Thomas published during his lifetime, which he collected in the 1952 edition of the Collected Poems. These ninety-one poems have been augmented by the poem Walford Davies and Ralph Maud added to their Collected Poems 1934–1953 (1988), ‘Paper and Sticks’, which was published in Thomas’s fourth collection, Deaths and Entrances, but which he left out of the 1952 Collected after having ‘the horrors of it’ at the last minute. Like Davies and Maud, I also include the two unfinished poems Thomas was working on at the time of his death – ‘In Country Heaven’ and ‘Elegy’ – although I have placed the original, longer version of ‘In Country Heaven’ in the body of the text, and the revision in the note to it. Taking inspiration from the other existing edition, Daniel Jones’s The Poems (1971), I have added all the poetry, verse and songs I feel are worth including from other published texts – The Notebook Poems 1930–1934 edited by Ralph Maud (twenty-nine poems); the short stories (three pieces of juvenilia and ‘In the Direction of the Beginning’); the Collected Letters (eight poems); Letters to Vernon Watkins, ed. Vernon Watkins (‘Poem [To Caitlin]’); The Death of the King’s Canary (four of its eleven parodies); verses from the radio broadcast Quite Early One Morning; the verse film script Our Country and a verse passage from the film script Wales – Green Mountain, Black Mountain; songs, verses and a short passage from Under Milk Wood; six journal-published poems not collected by Thomas; Letter to Loren, edited by Jeff Towns, and the ‘Redonda’ verses. Many of these items were not included in the Jones edition or Davies and Maud. I have also included manuscript material, verses from the Veronica Sibthorpe Collection at the National Library of Wales, and the hitherto unpublished ‘Song’ (1951?), made known to me in September 2013, and included here with grateful thanks to its owner, Mr Fred Jarvis. I have been able to consult, and briefly quote from, variant and draft passages of poems held at the Harry Ransom Center Library at the University of Austin, the Special Poetry Collection at the Lockwood Memorial Library at the State University of New York in Buffalo, and at the British Library. The poems are all arranged in chronological order of composition as far as can be determined.


The idea of promiscuously mingling Thomas’s different kinds of poetry in this way is in order to shed new light on it. The Collected Poems now sets the modernist ambition of poems such as ‘Light breaks where no sun shines’, with its grave and elliptical cadences, alongside the mocking, careerist sense of modernism of ‘A Letter to my Aunt’; it allows a comparison of the two ‘limit-texts’ ‘In the Direction of the Beginning’ and ‘I make this in a warring absence’, and their astonishing textual-sexual journeys; it lets us see, for example, just how the lyrical impressionism of the film script for My Country is echoed in the apocalyptic, elegiac fervour of ‘Ceremony After a Fire Raid’. This helps the reader gain important insights into how the poetry worked, feeding off itself, tackling similar problems and experiences in different ways. We also, perhaps, discover something of how Thomas himself worked, and felt about his work. However, to understand my selection more fully, it is necessary to briefly say something about its three predecessors, Thomas’s own Collected Poems 1934–1952 (1952), Jones’s The Poems (1971) and Davies and Maud’s Collected Poems 1934–1953 (1988).


The 1952 edition simply assembles Thomas’s five published collections. In a prefatory ‘Note’ he claimed it contained ‘most of the poems I have written, and all, up to the present year, that I wish to preserve’ (Appendix 5). The no-frills approach was adopted because Thomas was short of time and under stress; in the summer of 1952 his marriage was on the rocks, his father was dying, he was under pressure to finish Under Milk Wood and he was beset by money problems. As it was, he spent two months writing his verse ‘Prologue’ (which is one reason why the Note is so perfunctory). The book’s ninety-one poems include almost all of his best, but less than a third of those in existence. This was made abundantly clear in 1967 when Ralph Maud published Poet in the Making, an edition of the four notebooks, previously accessible only to scholars, which Thomas had kept between April 1930 and April 1934. They contained 232 poems, and proved that not only were the notebooks the source of most of 18 Poems (1934) but also of over twenty poems distributed across Twenty-five Poems (1936), The Map of Love (1939) and even Deaths and Entrances (1946), some reworked into completely different poems, others almost unchanged.


Daniel Jones’s edition of 1971, The Poems, was a response to this. It offered a fuller sampling of Thomas’s poetry, adding seventy-four poems from the notebooks and elsewhere. Crucially, given the revelations about Thomas’s extensive use of the notebooks, it arranged the poems in chronological order of composition. A far better sense of Thomas’s poetic range was given and also, for the first time, a sense of exactly how his work had evolved, and of the relationship between individual poems. Yet Jones was not an academic, and his edition did not have a proper editorial apparatus.


At the end of the 1980s, Dent replaced The Poems with two paperback volumes, the Collected Poems 1934–1953 (1988) and a revised paperback edition of Maud’s Notebooks of Dylan Thomas of 1967, The Notebook Poems (1989). All the notebook poems were now available, rather than just a selection of them, in paperback. But the Collected Poems itself reverted to the contents of the 1952 edition. Although the fifty or so notebook poems Jones had included were transferred to the other volume, the rest of his additional poems, two excepted, were dropped. Davies and Maud also reverted to the 1952 edition’s non-chronological ordering. The advantage of their edition was its impeccable scholarly apparatus, which established definitive texts, gave punctuation, spelling and other variants, and publication histories.


Like the Notebook Poems, its companion volume, Collected Poems 1934–1953, is still essential reading for scholars. But as well as lacking the poems Jones had included from the stories, journals and letters, its abolition of chronology prevented readers from following Thomas’s poetic development. Although a major advance on Jones, the annotations could be patchy, over-biographical, and they reflected only one critical viewpoint. Davies and Maud’s case against Jones, which charged him with including ‘trivial’ poems and cited Thomas’s ‘all … I wish to preserve’ claim, is also less than convincing today; criteria which applied decades ago are not binding on later editors, and certainly not in the case of a text for the general reader who may not wish to buy nine or ten more books and pamphlets in order to get hold of Thomas’s other poems.8


Davies and Maud’s charge that Jones’s chronological ordering made it difficult to know where some of the revised notebook poems fit in is more compelling. Even so, it is hard to see what any editor can do except follow his own informed judgement on this question. There is no absolutely objective way of determining the issue, and it seems to me that the benefits of chronological arrangement far outweigh its pitfalls. In this edition I have used, of necessity, a range of the potential responses to the issue, dealing with each poem pragmatically on a case-by-case basis. The original version of ‘How shall my animal’, for example, has been included (as one of the best very early notebook poems) as well as the later, quite different poem Thomas made of it. On the basis of the amount of revision Thomas carried out, I decided that ‘Not from this anger’ should move to its date of revision, in January 1938, whereas ‘We lying by seasand’ should stay in its original place in the third notebook. ‘O make me a mask’ and ‘The spire cranes’ move for the same reason as ‘Not from this anger’, while ‘Foster the light’, revised two or even three times after entering the fourth notebook in February 1934, appears at the date of its most substantial revision, in late summer/ early autumn 1934. Details are given in the Notes for each poem affected in this way. For those who are interested, Thomas’s (and Davies and Maud’s) own arrangement of the Collected Poems may be found in Appendix 6. And, as my discussion suggests, in this edition I have adopted Jones’s catholic, flexible approach to selection and arrangement, while aiming for Davies and Maud’s high editorial standards.


Finally, how does one annotate Thomas’s poems? In doing so, it is hard not to recall his own claim that ‘I don’t want to give the reader crutches, I want to give him a push’. Thomas’s poems often seem designed to defeat paraphrase – in fact, this is an essential aspect of several of them. In his first three collections, even poem titles are spurned because they were felt to pre-empt the unmediated encounter between reader and poem Thomas desired. Yet Thomas also wanted his poems to be understood – ‘craftsmen don’t put their products in the attic’, he once observed – and it is a fundamental assumption of this edition that annotation has a duty to recuperate the gist of past explications. In doing so, I have taken into account the substantial amount of work done on Thomas since the last Collected Poems – archive material and editions of the broadcasts and film scripts have been published, a DVD of the films issued, and new critical approaches, including those of feminism, Marxism and post-structuralism, have been brought to bear on Thomas’s work for the first time.


For each poem, the dates and details of composition, first publication and book publication are given first. (It can be assumed that all poems published in individual collections appeared in the previous three editions, and that all notebook poems appeared in Maud’s edition of the notebooks.) Editing or rewriting details then appear (since the priority in this edition has been to include the maximum number and range of poems, variant passages and poems will be included in a future Guide). A brief account of the poem follows, followed in turn by line-by-line glosses of terms, cruxes, allusions, minor textual variants, puns, and so on. The most disturbing kinks in syntax and sense created by delayed and disguised verbs, appositive clauses, ambiguous punctuation, and so on, are also glossed.


Nicholas Moore claimed as early as 1948 that Thomas’s poetry was ‘almost silly with allusion’, but allusion in his work is particularly difficult to spot, especially in the early poems, because it is concealed by context. Thomas has a habit of wrenching his materials sharply from their original contexts, although whether to strike a blow at authority or to avoid the pretentiousness of parading it is difficult to determine; whatever, the way allusion is used is part of what it is saying to us. Shakespeare – Hamlet in particular – furnishes the early poems with the devices of soliloquy and riddling speech, images of rotten states, suicide, sexual frustration and ghostly doubles. Other favourite poets include Blake, Lawrence, Donne, Herbert, Owen and Whitman, while less obvious ones – Stevens and Fulke Greville, for example – may be detected, as well as the odd prose writer, such as Sir Thomas Browne. The point is not the identification of all of these, so much as to suggest the layered richness out of which the work emerges, an indication of the considered nature of the poems, and Thomas’s awareness of the criticism of Eliot and Empson, and their readings of the Metaphysical poets in particular. The elusive allusiveness of most of the poems is what explains the disconcerting sense of great originality and familiarity we often get when reading Thomas’s poetry; a feeling that his voice is murmurous with other voices just beyond the horizon of identification. With the change in his poetry from 1938 on, Thomas drew other elements into his intertextual mulch, among them Djuna Barnes’s novel Nightwood, while after 1944 we find a more overt form of allusion, often to ‘smoother’ and more canonical English poets than hitherto. In several of his final poems, Thomas uses a kind of homeopathic pastiche, conjuring up other poets, but in an idiom that remains entirely his own. ‘Lament’ and ‘In the White Giant’s Thigh’, for example, remind us that Thomas told Watkins that he thought Yeats was the best poet of the century, and that his favourite was Thomas Hardy.




1 For an account of these developments, see Andrew Crozier, ‘Thrills and frills: poetry as figures of empirical lyricism’, in Alan Sinfield (ed.), Society and Literature 1945–1970, Methuen, London, 1983, p. 227.


2 Francis Scarfe, Auden and After: The Liberation of Poetry 1930–41, Routledge, London, 1942, p. xiii.


3 Tony Conran, Frontiers in Anglo-Welsh Poetry, Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1997, p. 113.


4 R. George Thomas, ‘Dylan Thomas and some early readers’, in Poetry Wales: A Dylan Thomas number, 9:2 (Autumn 1973), p. 12.


5 For a fascinating account of the possible Unitarian influence on Dylan Thomas, see M. Wynn Thomas, In the Shadow of the Pulpit: Literature and Nonconformist Wales, University of Wales Press, Cardiff, 2010.


6 ‘Grief thief of time’, for example, originally had a standard grammatical form, with commas after ‘grief’ and ‘time’ in its opening line. Thomas removed these in order to make it possible to construe both ‘grief’ and ‘thief’ as adjective and noun; this meant that the poem enacted the interactions and fluidity of process more thoroughly, if at considerable cost to its transparency.


7 Dylan Thomas, Early Prose Writings, ed. Walford Davies, Dent, London, 1971, p. 165.


8 Walford Davies and Ralph Maud, ‘Concerns about The Revised New Directions Dylan Thomas’, P. N. Review, 31:2 (November–December 2004), p. 67.




Table of Dates


1914


27 October: birth of Dylan Marlais Thomas at 5 Cwmdonkin Drive, Swansea, the second child of Florence and D. J. (‘Jack’) Thomas.


1925


December: Thomas’s first published poem appears in the Swansea Grammar School Magazine, to which he will henceforth contribute regularly.


1927


14 January: first poem to be published in a newspaper, ‘His Requiem’, in the Western Mail (in 1971 this will be shown to be the work of Lillian Gard, purloined by Thomas from the Boys’ Own Paper). A poem, ‘The second best’, appears in the Western Mail in February.


28 July: poem ‘If the Gods had but given’ also published in the Western Mail.


1929


10 October: two lines from a poem Thomas submits to a competition are quoted in the journal Everyman.


December: essay ‘Modern Poetry’, displaying wide acquaintance with contemporary poetry, is published in the school magazine, which Thomas now co-edits.


1930


27 April: starts the first of the four surviving notebooks into which he will fair-copy his best poems until April 1934.


1931


July: leaves school and starts work as a reporter for the South Wales Evening Post in Swansea. Joins the Swansea Little Theatre, to which his older sister Nancy also belongs, acting in productions in the Swansea area over the next three years.
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