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Introduction

From the first, the poems of R. S. Thomas have been challenging statements about isolation, written in isolation. The early ones are clearly, uncompromisingly and in detail concerned with the people and landscapes of the remote depths of rural Wales in which, as a young clergyman in the Church in Wales (that is to say, the Welsh Anglican Church), R. S. Thomas chose to live and work after his ordination in 1937. Born in Cardiff, educated in Holyhead, he was not brought up in a Welsh-speaking background. But he firmly committed himself to learn the language while he was following his theological training at St Michael’s College, Llandaff, so that he would be able to speak to his parishioners in their own first tongue.

Nevertheless, though he mastered Welsh for these purposes, he has always used English as the language of his poems. Further, he was an educated man moving among people he was not afraid to call ‘peasants’, however regretful he may have been to use that word. He was an Anglican minister living among parishioners who were mainly Nonconformists. He was troubled by religious doubts which could not easily be revealed to those whose faith was more fervent. And the places in which he lived and ministered were harsh, depopulated, deprived. All these factors underlined his sense of isolation.

His first two books, slender ones published by small Welsh firms, drew on work which in the early 1940s had appeared individually in journals which were not parochial or local: Horizon, Life and Letters, Poetry London; and in London anthologies – of Modern Welsh Poetry (Faber and Faber) and in The Little Reviews Anthology (Eyre and Spottiswoode). But it was not until the editor Alan Pryce- Jones and the novelist James Hanley separately recommended Thomas to Rupert Hart-Davis that there was a real breakthrough. Song at the Year’s Turning, published by Hart-Davis in 1955, carried an introduction by John Betjeman – an English urban poet, not then at the peak of his fame and not, on the face of it, someone whom one would take to be an obvious admirer of such poems.

Betjeman said: ‘This retiring poet had no wish for an introduction to be written to his poems, but his publisher believed that a ‘‘name’’ was needed to help sell the book. The ‘‘name’’ which has the honour to introduce this fine poet to a wider public will be forgotten long before that of R. S. Thomas.’ From then on, Thomas became a force to be reckoned with in English poetry. The book was widely praised, often by unlikely people such as Kingsley Amis, who called Thomas ‘one of the half-dozen best poets now writing in English’. He continued: ‘To describe the effect of his work it is enough to say that he often moves to tears, and that certain lines of his impress themselves instantly, and perhaps ineradicably, upon the mind. His example reduces most modern verse to footling whimsy.’ Buoyed up by such reactions, Song at the Year’s Turning rapidly went into several impressions.

Since then, in the past forty years, Thomas’s books have proliferated and his reputation has grown to such an extent that for some time he has been seriously presented as a candidate for the Nobel Prize for Literature. I doubt whether Thomas has been much moved, if at all, by this acclaim – whether emanating from Wales, which has honoured him in its own way, or from the world beyond. He is occasionally persuaded to go out and perform what he has wryly called ‘cultural excesses on Saxon territory’ (that is, read his poems to audiences in England). But, both before and after his retirement from the clergy in 1978, his isolation has largely prevailed.

Thomas’s poems are an embodiment of Robert Frost’s dictum: ‘You can’t be universal without being provincial.’ From the 1940s until some time in the 1960s, this was almost literally true. The world of his invented type-character, Iago Prytherch – and of all those others, Twm, Cynddylan, Davies, Morgan, Ceridwen, Evans, Walter Llywarch, the Puws – is restricted, constricted, confined to a few narrow Welsh acres, struggling with a day-to-day life that has no horizons; only occasionally – and probably sentimentally – aware of some sort of historical inheritance which has been squandered, handed over long ago to the English.

Though he has in more recent years become a committed Welsh nationalist, Thomas is – in his poems – ambivalent and without illusions about the Welsh. Again and again he registers, sometimes bitterly, sometimes wearily, a conviction that his people have connived, been complicitous, in allowing their language to decline, their values to become money values, their country to become a quaint museum for tourists:


Where can I go, then, from the smell

Of decay, from the putrefying of a dead

Nation? I have walked the shore

For an hour and seen the English

Scavenging among the remains

Of our culture, covering the sand

Like the tide and, with the roughness

Of the tide, elbowing our language

Into the grave that we have dug for it.



But there is affection too, and compassion, for the young, the old, the vulnerable, the hopeless. And, sometimes wincingly, there is a tart, bleak humour, as in the group of poems he published in 1974 called What is a Welshman?, which includes ‘His Condescensions Are Short-Lived’: a patronising recital about the shortcomings of the English, ‘victims of their traditions’, that the listener, the poet, gently but decisively punctures:


I admired him

there, as he sat nonchalantly

in his chair, flicking the ash from

his cigarette – supplied, by the way,

as most things in Wales are

supplied, by English wholesalers.



This quotation also serves to prompt some remarks about the stylistic change that gradually became apparent in Thomas’s poems during the late 1960s and early 1970s: a gradual abandonment of metres which had until then been based, however loosely, on received forms. Some critics have been bothered by this, saying that the ‘new’ poems – however finely and intelligently written they may be – are simply lineated prose. On the page, this may seem to be so; but I would argue that, read aloud, they dictate their own distinct cadences.

More importantly, there came at the same time a change in the landscapes of the poems and in their preoccupations. To put it more brashly than Thomas ever does, he took on the big problem of God, not confined to narrow acres or even to Wales, but faced in a metaphysical landscape: faced as someone, or something, who was probably universal, possibly non-existent, endlessly to be sought, yearned for, questioned, argued with, perhaps settled for, never quite rejected even at moments when he, or it, seemed to have absconded:


For some

it is all darkness: for me, too,

it is dark. But there are hands

there I can take, voices to hear

solider than the echoes

without. And sometimes a strange light

shines, purer than the moon,

casting no shadow, that is

the halo upon the bones

of the pioneers who died for truth.



In what Thomas has called his ‘linguistic confrontation with ultimate reality’, he has more and more come to a language and a form both very plain and challengingly intense. He has never been a poet to be quoted effectively in odd lines or blindingly memorable phrases: he works his way through an observation, a situation or a conundrum with a bleak wholeness. There is little of cheery comfort in Thomas, early or late; but his is a voice that cannot be ignored, however quietly he speaks. Right through his long career, the mood and tone of his poems have been those of fastidious brooding: he may seem to stand aloof; but as Ted Hughes, quoting Lorca, has written, his poetry ‘pierces the heart’.
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A Peasant



	Iago Prytherch his name, though, be it allowed,


	Just an ordinary man of the bald Welsh hills,


	Who pens a few sheep in a gap of cloud.


	Docking mangels, chipping the green skin


	From the yellow bones with a half-witted grin


	Of satisfaction, or churning the crude earth


	To a stiff sea of clods that glint in the wind –


	So are his days spent, his spittled mirth


	Rarer than the sun that cracks the cheeks


	Of the gaunt sky perhaps once in a week.


	And then at night see him fixed in his chair


	Motionless, except when he leans to gob in the fire.


	There is something frightening in the vacancy of his mind.


	His clothes, sour with years of sweat


	And animal contact, shock the refined,


	But affected, sense with their stark naturalness.


	Yet this is your prototype, who, season by season


	Against siege of rain and the wind’s attrition,


	Preserves his stock, an impregnable fortress


	Not to be stormed even in death’s confusion.


	Remember him, then, for he, too, is a winner of wars.


	Enduring like a tree under the curious stars.






Affinity



	Consider this man in the field beneath,


	Gaitered with mud, lost in his own breath,


	Without joy, without sorrow,


	Without children, without wife,


	Stumbling insensitively from furrow to furrow,


	A vague somnambulist; but hold your tears,


	For his name also is written in the Book of Life.


	 


	Ransack your brainbox, pull out the drawers


	That rot in your heart’s dust, and what have you to give


	To enrich his spirit or the way he lives?


	From the standpoint of education or caste or creed


	Is there anything to show that your essential need


	Is less than his, who has the world for church,


	And stands bare-headed in the woods’ wide porch


	Morning and evening to hear God’s choir


	Scatter their praises? Don’t be taken in


	By stinking garments or an aimless grin;


	He also is human, and the same small star,


	That lights you homeward, has inflamed his mind


	With the old hunger, born of his kind.






Peasant Greeting



	No speech; the raised hand affirms


	All that is left unsaid


	By the mute tongue and the unmoistened lips:


	The land’s patience and a tree’s


	Knotted endurance and


	The heart’s doubt whether to curse or bless,


	All packed into a single gesture.


	The knees crumble to the downward pull


	Of the harsh earth, the eyes,


	Fuddled with coldness, have no skill to smile.


	Life’s bitter jest is hollow, mirthless he slips


	To his long grave under the wave of wind,


	That breaks continually on the brittle ear.






A Priest to His People



	Men of the hills, wantoners, men of Wales,


	With your sheep and your pigs and your ponies, your sweaty females,


	How I have hated you for your irreverence, your scorn even


	Of the refinements of art and the mysteries of the Church,


	I whose invective would spurt like a flame of fire


	To be quenched always in the coldness of your stare.


	Men of bone, wrenched from the bitter moorland,


	Who have not yet shaken the moss from your savage skulls,


	Or prayed the peat from your eyes,


	Did you detect like an ewe or an ailing wether,


	Driven into the undergrowth by the nagging flies,


	My true heart wandering in a wood of lies?


	 


	You are curt and graceless, yet your sudden laughter


	Is sharp and bright as a whipped pool,


	When the wind strikes or the clouds are flying;


	And all the devices of church and school


	Have failed to cripple your unhallowed movements,


	Or put a halter on your wild soul.


	You are lean and spare, yet your strength is a mockery


	Of the pale words in the black Book,


	And why should you come like sparrows for prayer crumbs,


	Whose hands can dabble in the world’s blood?


	 


	I have taxed your ignorance of rhyme and sonnet,


	Your want of deference to the painter’s skill,


	But I know, as I listen, that your speech has in it


	The source of all poetry, clear as a rill


	Bubbling from your lips; and what brushwork could equal


	The artistry of your dwelling on the bare hill?


	 


	You will forgive, then, my initial hatred,


	My first intolerance of your uncouth ways,


	You who are indifferent to all that I can offer,


	Caring not whether I blame or praise.


	 


	With your pigs and your sheep and your sons and holly-cheeked daughters


	You will still continue to unwind your days


	In a crude tapestry under the jealous heavens


	To affront, bewilder, yet compel my gaze.






Iago Prytherch



	Ah, Iago, my friend, whom the ignorant people thought


	The last of your kind, since all the wealth you brought


	From the age of gold was the yellow dust on your shoes,


	Spilled by the meadow flowers, if you should choose


	To wrest your barns from the wind and the weather’s claws,


	And break the hold of the moss on roof and gable;


	If you can till your fields and stand to see
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