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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is an edition of the prose of Vernon Watkins 

(Welsh poet, 1306-1367). It includes nearly all of Watkins' pub- 

lished prose: essays, book reviews, notes on poems, broadcast 

scripts, answers to questionnaires, and introductions. Several 

unpublished pieces, taken from manuscripts, are also included. A n  

introduction shows that Watkins' prose was directly related to, and 

influential upon, his poetry, and summarizes his poetic theory and 

its importance for the modern rea'der. A biographical sketch of 

Watkins, based on research in Wales, is provided, as are explanatory 

and critical notes on each individual piece of prose. 

The methods of investigationlused to complete this thesis 

were standard bibliographical procedures, personal research in Wales 

(mainly interviewing friends of Watkins), and critical analysis 

based, whenever possible, on Watkins' own comments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It was one of Vernon Watkins' quaint convictions that he 

"never wrote prose." The purpose of this edition is to show 

that he did, and that his prose is useful to the reader of his 

poetry in several ways. Scattered throughout the prose are cer- 

tain explicitly stated assumptions and conclusions about the 

nature, purpose, and source of poetry. These assumptions are 

the foundation on which his work was built; so exactly did he 

write as he believed that the prose can be used as an aid toward 

understanding the poetry, and the poetry can be seen as illus- 

trating the principles contained in the prose. 

This edition contains nearly all of Watkins' published 

prose: essays, reviews, broadcasts, letters to newspapers, intro- 

ductions to books, and comments on his own poema. Seven unpub- 

lished pieces are added, leaving uncollected, so far as is known, 

only fragments and personal letters. Typographical errors have 

been corrected without notification, and in the case of some 

manuscripts, a choice of best reading has been made without tex- 

tual variants being noted. 

The miscellaneous pieces that make up this collection were 

written, for the most part, to order, or for an occasion. Watkins 

had a highly developed sense of occasion; again and again in the 

prose, a situation, or a challenge from another author, enabled 

l~he exceptions are three items still in print, which ere 
listed in the bibliography, p.:?:jijbelow. 



him to formulate his thoughts on a particular subject. How- 

ever, these thoughts may have been searching for an outlet for 

some time, and one should not conclude from its form that this 

prose is merely woccasional.n Though he never developed a 

system, metaphysical or aesthetic, Watkinst scattered statements 

about poetry are coherent, and from them one can piece together 

his poetic theory, The importance of his prose for the general 

reader lies in this theory, in which he defends a concept of 

inspiration which is as unpopular today as it was anciently 

revered . 
Vernon Watkins believed in the imagination, which was for 

him the divine spark in every man, raised to a creative force in 

some by "an inner experience which changed the man. He believed 

in direct divine inspiration, that the content, and often the form, 

of a poem is given: "I believe in the gifts of instant and un- 

alterable truth which a poet cannot predict.w2 His faith in the 

imagination originated, along with his religious beliefs and sev- 

eral of the most important metaphors of his poetry: in one 

shattering, transcendent event in his youth. Though he rarely 

referred, save in metaphor, to his wconversion,n his initial mys- 

tical experience, there are indirect references in his prose: 

"1 do not know when my love of poetry was born, but I can remem- 

ber when it changed, and changed fundamentally. Since that 

fun he Second Pressure in Poetry, p.160 below. 

3~or example, images of rebirth, the end of time, darkness 
in the midst of light, and of "seeing the world in a grain of sand." 



change it is true to say that only that poetry seems to me 

authentic in which the passing of time is dominated by the 

vision. A poem is shaped by belief. In all good poetry the 

transcience of human life becomes an illusion. **' Five years 

after writing this passage, Watkins, using as symbol for him- 

self and for the living imagination the figure of the Welsh 

poet Taliesin, wrote "Taliesin and the Spring of Vision," which 

includes these lines: 

Earth's shadow hung. Taliesin said: "The penumbra of history 
is terrible. 

Life breaks, changes, scatters. There is no sheet-anchor. 
Time reigns; yet the kingdom of love is every moment, 
Whose citizens do not age in each other's eyes. 
In a time of darkness the pattern of life is restored 
By men who make all transcience seem an illusion 
Through inward acts, acts corresponding to music. 
Their works of love leave words that so not end in the heart."2 

The prose passage quoted above aids in the understanding of 

this poem. The "men who make all transcience seem an illusion" 

are poets, whose works are winward actsn because they rely on 

the imagination rather than on external stimulae. Their acts 

correspond to music because (as he says in "Contextw) "Poetry is 

closer to music than to prose." The vision spoken of in the 

prose quotation is both the "gift of instant and unalterable 

truth" and the mystical vision described later in the poem as 

"the soul's rebirth." 

Watkins was directly in the tradition of English mystical 

poetry, his poetic ancestors being Vaughan, Blake, and Yeata. 

pro he Poet's Voice," p. 20 below. 

'From Cypress and Acacia (London, 1959), 20-21. 



It is characteristic of mystical poets to emphasize the imag- 

ination over any rational or psychological explanation of 

creativity, and to stress the religious, but not necessarily 

theological, duties of art, In "The Healing of the Leper," 

these concepts, frequent in Watkinst prose, are expressed in 

terms of that dislocation of the senses so characteristic of 

the mystical experience: 

0 ,  have you seen the leper healed, 
And fixed your eyes upon his look? 
There is the book of God revealed, 
And God has made no other book. 

Plotinus, preaching on heaven's floor, 
Could not give praise like that loud cry 
Bursting the bondage of death's door; 
For we die once; indeed we die, 

What Sandro Botticelli found 
Rose from the river where we bathe; 
Music the air, the stream, the gro~nd;~ 
Music the dove, the rock, the faith., . 

Since its origin in the Greek Muse, the concept of poetic 

inspiration has been defended, assumed or attacked by nearly 

every poet and critic, much according to the philosophical and 

religious fashions of the day, Blake alone defended it in his 

time, and Watkins, one of its few supporters today, owed much to 

Blake's example. Both poets felt the imagination to be the di- 

vine in man, and that all men are, theoretically, capable of 

inspiration; that imaginative acts are imperishable, and will 

eventually lead to the establishment of a New Jerusalem; that 

the inspired man is in a state beyond that of the ordinary man, 

and need not wait for death to experience Eden; that art is 

 he Poet's Voice," p.26 below. 



non-competitive; that deductive and inductive reasoning are 

equally false; that sense impressions, history, and the contem- 

porary scene are material for the imagination, and have their 

meaning in the artist's perception of them; that there could 

never be a natural religion; that the imagination conquers time; 

and that the artist must oppose society when art is at stake. 

Such gnomic statements as the following remind one of Blake: 

The epic depends upon exactness of detail: the 
larger the theme, the more minute its organization. 

Defects of the imagination are always reflected in style. 

Lyric poetry at its best is the physical body of what 
the imagination recognizes as truth.1 

Watkins' emphasis on tradition lends a practical dimension 

to his theory of inspiration. Reminding young poets that ins- 

piration in itself does not write poetry, he would urge them to 

learn their trade from the great poets of the past: "A true 

style cannot be learnt from contemporaries. " He felt that imi- 

tation of living poets was merely fashionable, that only that 

poetry which had survived fashion was suitable for a model, His 

oft-repeated statement "Write for the deadn (meaning that poetry 

ought to be recognizable as such by its forerunners) reminds us 

of his own use of traditional elements: natural imagery, myth- 

ological characters and symbols, traditional forms and phrases, 

and the eternal theme of life and death, This traditional bias 

"'poets on Poetry, " p.lO3below. 



is typical of many mystics and mystical poets, who express 

their beliefs, however unorthodox, in the context of a partic- 

ular religion or poetic tradition. 

Obeying his own advice, Watkins never ceased to learn from 

his poetic ancestors; his style was still evolving when he died. 

He learned, too, from his own writing experience; in fact, writ- 

ing prose seems to have stimulated him poetically. Working in 

a foreign medium allowed him to stand apart from poetry for a 

while, and getting back to his real work was invigorating. 

Prose passages suggested lines and phrases in poems. In addition 

to the Taliesin example quoted above, he echoed "The Poet's Voiceft 

in the poem "Woodpecker and wre-Birdt1;' "Poets on Poetryt1 is 

echoed in the poem "Affinitiesw2 and in several poems in Fidel- 

itieso3 and the articles on Dylan Thomas are prophetic of the - 9  

poems on Thomas. 

The ordering of Watkinsl thoughts in the starkness and 

immediacy of prose assisted in the development of his poetry from 

the florid, symbol-laden Romantic style to the spare, elegiac 

style he called Metaphysical. During the earliest pericd of his 

work, prior to 1937, he wrote very little prose, and read little 

beyond that of Yeats, Kierkegaard and a few mystics. The poetry 

of this period is often vague, inorganic or imitative; though 

very beautiful, the poems bear little relationship to the world 

"'written to m Instrument, " p. 50 below. 

'Affinities (London, 19631, 19. 

3~idelities (London, 1968), 19-22, 05-57, 71-72, 102-103. 



outside their own carefully measured cadences. The later poems 

are simpler, more direct, and more assertive. The difference 

was due uainly to Watkins' increasing experience, his growth in 

Christian faith and grace, and the intense struggle against the 

forces that threatened the stability of his mlnd, but the writing 

of prose helped by holding at bay his tendency toward what one 

critic has called "scatterbrained diffuseness." He found it 

necessary to make statements in prose, and he began making state- 

ments in poetry. 

But he never overcame his reluctance to make statements that 

could be construed as attempts at a system. Partially for this 

reason, and partially because he hated abstract thinking in art 

and literature, his criticism belongs to no school. He was only 

vaguely aware of the combats of critical theory in this century 

and had little patience for the theories of the past; though he 

was aware of the archetypal theory and used archetypal figures in 

numerous poems, he was not a follower of Jung, Bodkin or Frye. 

Those beliefs he held about the value and proper methods of crit- 

icism echoed his general beliefs about art. As one would expect, 

he felt that poets make the best critics; in fact, he felt that 

practical explication should be done only by the poet: "Dante 

went in for prose analysis in the Vita Nuova, so it mustn't be 

despised, but only the poet can do it satisfactorily, and if he 

doesn' t want to, he shouldn' t . "l 
The pseudo-scientific vocabulary of much modern criticism 

1966. %ernon Watkins in a letter to the present writer, November 



was anathema to Watkins, for it seemed to him an attempt to 

drag poetry down into the world of sense. He was opposed to 

any psychological gambit which relegated poetry to the level 

of neurosis, but despised anyone who sought "normality." If 

his criticism could be described by any one word, "impression- 

istic" would be closest, but only if it is used to mean simply 

that the critic records his own emotions and reactions to a work 

of art rather than attempting to apply rules to it or to deduce 

standards from it. He did occasionally proceed from an "impres- 

sionistic*' stand to draw conclusions relevant to his own beliefs, 

but this occurred only where he recognized an influence on his 

own work. 

The "impressionisticw quality of his criticism is a measure 

of his attitude rather than the result of ignorance. His 

knowledge of the periods, movements and individual authors of 

English literature was immense. In addition to translating from 

French, German, Spanish, Italian and Magyar, he studied the tra- 

ditions within these literatures and kept aware of contemporaries 

by reading journals as well as by personally knowing many of the 

poets involved. When discussing his favorite authors, English 

or Continental, he always referred to the historical, philosoph- 

ical and theological influences upon them. He was widely inter- 

ested in all the arts, from painting to lacework. Though he 

professed to have little use for scholarship, errors of dating 

and quotation never escaped him, and he had the scholar's memory 

for manuscript versions, misprints and other textual matters. 

This scholarly cast of mind was a function of his incontestable 



honesty in dealing with any matter of literature or art. For 

Vernon Watkins, being true to himself, to others, and to art 

were one and the same. 



A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF VERNON WATKINS 

Vernon Phillips Watkins was born June 27, 1906, in Maesteg, 

a amall town in southeast Wales. Both his father, the local 

Lloyds Bank manager, and his mother, the daughter of a gentle- 

man farmer, were Welsh-speaking, but he was not taught modern 

Welsh as a boy. His father, though an intelligent man, not only 

missed this educational opportunity but also did the boy actual 

harm by forcing him to depend wholly on his mother. 

Watkins' education began in Swansea at Uirador School and 

Swansea Grammar, both of which Dylan Thomas, later his friend, 

would also attend. He then attended Tyttenhanger Lodge, Repton, 

and one year at Cambridge. Family financial difficulties and 

disappointments at Cambridge (none academic) led to his return 

to Swansea, where he became a clerk in Lloyds. He was then 

eighteen. Though there could have been no one less suited for 

this job, he kept it forty-one years. 

In his early twenties, suffering from nervousness, sexual 

difficulties, and a severe identity problem, he experienced a 

temporary loss of contact with "reality." But during his madness 

he began the long-avoided struggle with God that is the mystic's 

first step toward spiritual rebirth; and from then till the day 

of his death, love of God was foremost in his life. He emerged, 

not whole, but determined to become whole, and convinced that he 

was a true poet, that he had been born to write poetry. 



11 

At the age of six, Watkins had decided to become a poet, 

and he began writing then. Sut the experience that made him a 

poet also turned him against publication; it was not till 1937 

that Dylan Thomas persuaded him to begin journal publication, 

and it was not till 1941 that his first book, Ballad of the Mari 

L w d ,  was issued by Faber and Faber. His success frightened him 

a little; though he began new poems nearly every week of his 

tnirty-year publishing career, the total of poems from both jour- 

nals and collections is only 339. 

The release of - Mari coincided with the mobilization of its 

author. Six years in the R. A. F. changed Watkins. He became 

aware of his superb fitness and mental superiority, thereby gain- 

ing a quiet confidence which led to his discovery of, not girls 

but one girl. Gwen Davies, seventeen to his thirty-six, was in 

many ways his opposite, vivacious where ne was solemn, practical 

where he was clumsy, and adaptable where he was stern. He did 

not court her, he did not promise happiness; he simply announced 

that they were to be married. Her many, valid, and strongly ex- 

pressed objections to this situation had no effect on his obstin- 

acy, and she realized that whatever one felt about him, one could 

not ignore him. But he knew that he had chosen well, knew, some- 

how, that she would be as necessary to his work as to his life. 

His stubborn tactics were successful: they were married in 

London, October 2, 1944. 

In January of 1946, though awaiting Intelligence duties in 

Germany, Watkins received a compassionate discharge. Lloyda 

welcomed him back, and he moved, with his wife and baby, to the 

Uplands in Swansea. 



The following twenty years saw a gradual increase in Watkina' 

popularity as a poet, reader and lecturer, his slow rise marked 

by occasional conspicuous honors. He was made a fellow of the 

Royal Society of Literature in 1951, and twice received, in 1952 

and 1956, the b 200 Travelling Scholarship of the Society of Authora. 

He also received the first Guinness Prize, the Levineon bize of 

Poetry Chicago, the Quarterly Review of Literature Prize, and two 

Fulbrights. But in Watkins' eyes these honors were unimportant, 

though the money involved was always necessary. He cared only for 

the writing of poetry, ensuring the security of his growing family, 

and making new friends. 

In 1966 Watkins retired from Lloyds. He was saved from the 

necessity of supporting himself and six others on a tiny pension, 

however, by University College, Swansea, which gave him a D. Litt. 

and created for him the post of Gulbenkian Fellow in Poetry. 

Amazed ash was at this metamorphosis from bank clerk to professor, 

Watkins began his duties with great enthusiasm--which gradually 

turned to distress as he realized that his students did not share 

it. More congenial to his concept of poetry and the poet's mission 

was the next position offered him, that of Visiting Professor at 

\ the University of Washington, where he had previously taught for 

one term. Though he was not well and did not want to leave Walea, 

he accepted the offer for financial reasons. 

Watkins' ahy, gentle nature masked a stubbornness that cared 

nothing for fate or the opinions of others. He had never allowed 

his dutiea, whether occupatianal, familial, or military, interfere 

with the writing of poetry, nor did he ever let practical matters 

influence his imagination. Similarly, his very active life was 



symbolic to him of fitness and youth, and he refused to admit 

that illness and age could change him. Furthermore, all his 

competitive tendencies had been forced into sports; and when 

friends his age refused to play tennis or squash, he would seek 

younger opponents. When he arrived in Seattle, he accepted sev- 

eral offers to play tennis as casually as he did invitations to 

tea. 

Watkins died Cctober 8, 1967 on the university tennis court, 

after playing for nearly four hours. October was his favorite 

month, ternis his favorite sport, Sunday afternoon his favorite 

time of the week; he was exhilarated and content. He did not 

fear death: if there was a moment for him to realize that hia 

heart had stopped, he welcomed death. There is no doubt he died 

happy 



Review of David Jones1 In Parenthesis 
Wales, 5 (Summer, 19381, 184 

This slight review, Watkinsl first published prose, accur- 

ately indicates his reading interests at the time: Gerard 

Manley Hopkins, Wilfred Owen, and David Jones. Typically, he 

does not relate this work to its original context, the first 

World War, nor to the coming war, but to an eternal source of 

art. It was of equal irrelevance to him that Jones carried a 

rifle, that Owen was killed carrying one, and that he would 

soon be shouldering one himself. 

By contributing frequently to Walea early in his career, 

Watkins deliberately emphasized his Welshness. Even here he 

chooses to compare an Anglo-Welsh author (David Jones, of ~ngliah 

and Welsh parentage) with two others who have frequently been 

called Anglo-Welsh (Hopkins was of Welsh ancestry, lived in 

Wales, and wrote some Cymric; Owen was of Welsh ancestry). 



THE PROSE: OF VERNCN WATKINS 

1938 

A Review of In Parenthesis by David Jones 

David Jones has contrived a magnetism of all wars to one 

focal point. It is a prose tempered in the same fire where 

Gerard Panley Iiopkins forged his, as though the centre of the 

Earth had trained its edge and sudden shining. Yet none with 

such a weapon could have killed a man. Always though in another's 

armour Launcelot is recognized; always men look back to some 

primary bias of strength and the universe of the artist is 

suspect. How astonishing are the likenesses to Owen: on page 

77 we find: 

"Down on the right they were at it intermittently, and far away 

north, if you listened carefully, was always the dull toll of The 

Salient--troubling--like somebody else's war." 

and in Owen's Exposure: 

"Northward, incessantly, the flickering gunnery rumbles, 

Far off, like a dull rumour of some other war." 

C.F. also page 110 and Owen's Spring Offensive. 

In Parenthesis is a unique writing--such as Wilfred Owen - 

might have written had he survived the war. 



Replies to the Wales Questionnaire 
Wales, VI, 2 (Autumn 1946), 23-24 

This questionnaire was one of several attempts by Wales 

magazine to define "Anglo-Welsh." Most of the writers who re- 

plied, including Watkins, H. Idris Bell, David Jonea, Saundere 

Lewis, and R. S. Thomas, did not feel that the term could be used 

to indicate their respective works. Here Watkins calls himself 

an English poet because he wrote mainly in English; later he 

would call himself a Welsh poet because he was born in Wales of 

Welsh parents. 

While he did not write in Welsh, as he admits here, critics 

have been wrong in assuming that he knew no Welsh. In his youth 

he studied medieval Cymric and its literature with his father, a 

translator of some accomplishment, and was acquainted with the 

works of the major Welsh poets. He remained sufficiently inter- 

ested in the language to provide a glossary for the Welsh words 

used by David Jones in his "Tutelar of the Place. Ill 

The remark about Tlato was a favorite saying of his, around 

which he wrote a little poem: 

The Stayers 

Others migrate to heaven from doubt, 
But Earth needs heroes for her own. 
I'ld not, like Plato, keep them out, 
But leave them till the rest have flown. 2 

"Haigha" is a character in Through the Looking-Glass. 

'Originally published in Poetry Chicago, XCVII, 4 (January 
19611, 209. 

'~rorn a manuscript in my possession. Twenty versions later, 
this poem became the one printed on p. 61 of Fidelities. 



Replies to the Wales Questionnaire 

2. Do you consider yourself an Anglo-Welsh writer? 

No. I am a Welshman, and an English poet. Wales is my 

native country, and English the native language of my imagination. 

I would be Anglo-Welsh only if I could write also in Welsh. I 

wish I could; but even then, English being the first language 

I learnt would remain my first language as a poet. 

2. For whom do you write? 

Everybody; and, more particularly, for a succession of 

natures stretching as far back and as far into the Future as 

possible for whom the values of the imagination are at once flrst 

and unchanging. I am concerned chlefly with paradoxical truths, 

and my poems are addressed to tnose who underestimate the subtlety 

of life and death. 

3. What is your opinion of the relationship between Literature and 

Society? 

The impact of literature on society may not be felt for 

several generations, but ultimately it is bound to be felt. In an 

ideal republic everyone would be a poet, and Plato would be left 

outside until he became one. But in the world as it is we must 

be satisr'ied if a country honours but does not flatter its artists. 

An artist's reward is his work, and a country's reward is the 

relationship of that work to tne world. The highest good that can 

come from art is found always in the individual, who receives both 

rewards. 

4. Should "Anglo-Welsh Literature" express a Welsh attitude to 
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life and affairs, or should it merely be a literature about 

Welsh things? 

The best Anglo-Welsh literature will always be that which 

abhors Anglo-Welsh llmltations, Wales is ~ncomparable. Then 

why compare it? And wlll a Welsh attitude to life ever be more 

serious than Haigha's Anglo-Saxon attitudes? 

5, Uo you believe that a sense of Welsh nationhood is more 

consistent with one particular attitude to life and afrairs than 

any other? 

Yes, I think Wales should be proud of being the humblest 

country in the world, 



"The Poet's bsice" (sixth in a series of that title) 
Broadcast 25 September 1347 from Cardiff on the Welsh Home Service 

1 Parts of Watkins' rehearsal script of tilis talk are crsssed 

out, presumably because the original was too long for the fifteen 

minutes allowed it, but the entire text is given here. 

As a bewildered and extre~nely unimportant member of tte Koyal 

Air Yorce, Watkins alternated between remarkable incompetence and 

surprising success. He received no corrmission because he failed the 

oral examination ("They asked me about buttons, how far the buttons 

were from the lapel.. .very- f'unny.") , but he placed first in his 
training as a military policeman. Though totally inept at polishing 

boots, making beds and drill (he was once bodily removed by a very 

superior officer from an important parade), he was rapidly promoted. 

Temporary duties as a sentry were incomprehensible to him, so he 

adopted his own criterion for admittance to the base: a bar of 

chocolate. 

It is strange that he tries to give the impression that no one 

knew he was a poet. According to Gwen Watkins and Neville Masterman, 

both of whom spent their military careers with Watkins, the base at 

Bletchley was a home for misplaced intellectuals who, between bomb- 

ings, would entertain each other with their respective talents. 

Watklns gave poetry readings and lectures on Yeats. Forh comentary 

on one such occasion, see tile introduction to Philip Larkin's The 

North Snip. 

All the poems in tllis talk arc from 'L'he Lady with the Unicorn. 

'The original of t!iis script, with Watkins' corrections and 
signature, is in my possession. 



The Poet's Voice 

As this talk is about my own poetry I ought to begin by 

saying what my attitude to poetry is. I find this difficult 

because, although I have been writing poetry for more than thirty 

years, I an aware that my poetry is in an early stage of its 

growth. Yet I am sure that it will not change in certain essen- 

tials. 

I cannot remember when my love of poetry was born but I can 

remember when it changed, and changed fundamentally. Since that 

change it is true to say that only that poetry seems to me authen- 

tic in which the passing of time is dominated by the vision. I 

now feel that a poem is shaped by belief. In all good poetry the 

transience of human life becomes an illusion. Those who read or 

hear a poem should remember that a good poem has two audiences; 

it is addressed to the living and the dead at the same time. If a 

poet dismisses the living he becomes morbid; if he dismisses the 

dead he ceases to be a prophet. 

During the war I found myself in an environment and in a role 

which I had never expected. I was an R e  A. F. policeman, and 

guarding a camp where I was always losing my way, since I invar- 

iably confused one bullding with another. In circumstances such 

as these there seemed to be no place for my poetry, nor, indeed, 

for ae; but at night when I stood at the gate examining passes I 

had a critic's authority, for my task was to understand in a 

moment all that was set before me. The passes were enigmatic, but 

at times the faces and photograpl~s under lamplight were disturbing. 



1 never  spoke about my poe t ry ,  bu t  I d i d  w r i t e  a l i t t l e  poem, 

c a l l e d  

Why should t h e  l i v i n g  need my o i l ?  
I s e e  them, and t h e i r  eyes  a r e  b l e s t .  
No, For those  o t h e r s  I must t o i l .  
I t o i l  t o  s e t  t h e  dead a t  r e s t .  

Yet when I watch i n  solemn t i d e s  
The d r i f t l n g  crowds, each l i f e  a ghos t ,  
I mourn them, f o r  t h e i r  t r u t h  ab ides ;  
Nor is one loved,  till he is l o s t .  

I t  does n o t  m a t t e r  t o  me how long  a poem t a k e s  t o  wr i t e .  The 

work of poe t ry  proceeds from a s i n g l e  moment, and t h e  process  is s o  

u n c e r t a i n  t h a t  i t  may t ake  a few hours  o r  many y e a r s  t o  f i n i s h ,  b u t  

t h e  f i n a l  poem should correspond as c l o s e l y  as p o s s i b l e  t o  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  v i s i o n  o r  idea .  It m a y ,  however, be enr iched  by new 

moments i n  t he  course  of composition, o r  a new poem may grow o u t  

o f  an old one a f t e r  a  l a p s e  o f  time. 

Las t  y e a r  my s i s t e r ,  who w a s  i n  Greece, came t o  Arakhova, a  

v i l l a g e  below Parnassus ,  oppos i t e  Delphi ,  and s a w  t h e  p l ace  where 

i n  1929 my f r i end  David Cochrane f e l l  t o  h is  death. My reco l l ec -  

t i o n  r e tu rned  sha rp ly ,  and I wrote a new poem which I c a l l e d  

ARAKHOVA AND TEZ DAELON. I have used t h e  Greek word Daemon, meaning 

t h e  s o u l  o f  t he  dead. 

She, on t h e  pa th  where he had goxe, 
Even now assembles rock. To touch 
The pu lse  o f  water  t h a t  runs  on 
Is t o  have l o s t  and found so  much. 

'lias it n o t  t h e r e  t h a t  he caught ho ld ,  
iVhere Delphi hea r s  t h e  hidden sp r ing?  
And t h e r e  Prometheus' f i r e  l i k e  gold 
Under t h e  e d p  o f  t h a t  g r e a t  wing 

Suddenly caught h i s  n ine t een  y e a r s  
A s  thunder ing,  whirling waters  go, 
I n t o  whose s t ream t h e  mind's eye s t a r e s  
Where t h e  l i g h t  g a t h e r s  a l l  we know. 



Light on Parnassus: tne re ,  keen-brained, 
He s t ruck  i t  from the  r l i n t  he held,  
And halfway up the rock a t t a i n e d  
A sky no o ther  man beheld, 

Wrought of old c i t i e s  l i k e  a ske in  
Gathered from ga te  and burled wall ,  
Whirling about t h a t  s i n g l e  vein. 
Wnat mountain eagle  watched him f a l l ?  

His crooked climbing, out  of j o i n t ,  
Possessed the  S ioy l  i n  he r  c e l l ;  
And s t i l l  she looks t o  Cocnrane's Point 
S i l e n t ,  a s  though he r  bro ther  f e l l ,  

There i n  Arakhova men say 
He climbed by moonlight; o the r s  guess 
Tuat the  sun dazzled him, He l a y  
Long near a precipice.  Pages press  

Live l i k e  a flower,  A myth is l a i d  
Mute, where these guardian t r e e s  surround 
The c h i s e l l e d  s tone  a workman made. 
Under t h a t  rock h i s  bones were found; 

And seventeen years  a r e  gone, where now 
Light,  l i k e  a new-found blossom, breaks. 
I ponder t h i s ,  much marvell ing how 
H i s  daemon haunts tiie path she takes 

Who never saw him. Yet he s t ruck  
F i r e  from the  rock with a l l  he sa id ,  
H i s  daemon so transforms t h a t  rock 
That the  rough world, not  lie, is dead. 

I would give a g r e a t  many poems t h a t  a r e  found i n  most 

anthologies  f o r  the two which Donne wrote i n  h i s  deathbed; and 

t h a t  is  because I am a Chr i s t i an  poet and be l ieve  t h a t  a poet 

should not  o f f e r  mankind l e s s  than the whole t r u t h  of h i s  integ-  

r i t y ,  ?Amy of ny poems spr ing  from a paradox, from a t r u t h  wilich 

m a t e r i a i i s : ~  could never have dreamed possible .  I th ink  of a very 

old warnan who had made l ace  a l l  her  l i f e  and who, l i v i n g  i n  g r e a t  

poverty, a t  l a s t  f in i shed  a l a c e  a l t a r - c l o t h  f o r  her  church, but 

rerused t o  accept any money f o r  it. She is tne  charac ter  behind 

the poem I s h a l l  now read,  which is c a l l e d  



Lined, wrinkled face, 
Fingers of Samothrace, 
Making so secretly move 
In a fragile pattern of lace 
Your untranslatable love: 

Cark, withdrawn from delight, 
Under the water-bowl light 
On a cushion spread In iour room 
Pricking the stretch of night 
With secrets old as the womb: 

Patient, you toil alone. 
Eighty years are gone 
Since first your fingers tossed 
Those bobbins one by one 
In a craft that is almost lost. 

Flashing in failing skies, 
Gay Kitty Fisher's Eyes, 
As they call these Buckingham beads, 
Restore that far sunrise 
To your pensive wldow's weeds; 

And your snadowing, birdllke hand, 
Eigrated from a young land, 
Brings, llke a midnight lark, 
Whiter than whitest sand, 
Light running out of dark: 

Fine sand, too quick to tread, 
Crossed by the sea in your head 
In a hundred thundering tides 
Breaking In foaml the thread 
White, unlost, llke a bride's 

Eeautiful, gathered lace, 
Foretelling the lover's pace, 
That lover of foam, the hot 
Sea, for one hour, one place, 
Cne moment, caught in a knot. 

Ro sooner come than gone: 
Lo  light, ~t is not weighed down 
By any ti-ought that will stay. 
You have seen time's flood that would drown 
Surpassec in butterflies' play, 

Yet intrjcately surpassed; 
For rather you chose to fast 
Than sell that delicate stream 



Of lace on the altar cast, 
A gift, for night to redeem: 

Lace, fragile, fine, 
In a magic, a moving design, 
A silence, In which I see 
Through the sea-engendered vlne 
A glory, not of the sea, 

From that poem of a long life I pass to a poem of a sfiort 

life, consecrated by the same timeless moment, Joy, for the poet 

especially, springs always from such a moment, from an understand- 

Ing that life is a gift. 

This is a 2oem called TIE BUTTERFLIES. 

High, lost in light, they pair, 
Butterflies blue. so fair. 
Blind in stopped8flight, . 
Twined on a thread, 
Then drop where light, effaced, 
Shuts, in the dread 
Secret of sepalled alr, 
Their petals chaste, 

Hid, neadow-masked from sight, 
fiushed near the pulse of light, 
They magnify 
With big round eye 
Antennae'd, that gold place 
From which the sky 
Seizes tiieir still delight, 
Inventing space. 

Suddenly they spring up, 
Blown from a butter-cup, 
Alight, elude, 
And reunite; 
They mingle their blue wings 
Dazzling the sight, 
Like a blue wind, then stop, 
Sit, and are kings. 

That crooked life would seem 
Vain, did no falling stream 
Chine a strange year 
Time-changing here, 
And yew-tree with no sound, 
And murmuring weir, 
Catch on a weaver's beam 
The thread they wound 



Past the farm wall, where grieves 
An aspen, whose wild leaves 
Toss, where roots brawl 
On fosse and wall, 
Gathering their green and white, 
Strain, feign to fall, 
And cast across the eaves 
A changing light: 

A dancing thread, how much 
More fragile, hard to touch, 
Brighter in flight, 
More light tam theirs 
Or spiderst threads in air. 
Fugitive players: 
It was a pain to watch 
A twine so fair 

Flying, so quickly gone, 
Stretching their dalliance on 
From plot-to plot, 
Not to return, 
Past hedge and flowering rose, 
Falling in turn, 
As though the hour had shone 
For none but those. 

The last poem I have chosen for this talk also celebrates 

the moment, this time the moment of faith, the moment which is 

decisive for life and death at the same time. The lofty thought 

of the Greek philosopher Plotinus seemed to me transcended by an 

image in a painting by Botticelli, by a face whose Christian 

faith expressed a willingness to die and live at the same time. 

THE HEALING OF THE LEPZR 

0, have you seen the leper healed, 
And fixed your eyes upon h i s  look? 
There is the book of God revealed, 
And God has made no other book. 

The withered hand which time interred 
Grasps in a moment the unseen. 
The word we had not heard, is beard. 
What we are then, we had not been. 

Plotinus, preaching on heaven's floor, 
Could not give praise like that loud cry 
Burstlng the bondage of deathts door; 
For we die orlce; Indeed we die. 



What Sandro B o t t i c e l l l  found 
Rose f r o u  the  r i v e r  where we bathe; 
Music the a i r ,  t he  stream, tne  ground; 
Uusic the  dove, the rocic, the f a i t h :  

And a l l  t h a t  music w h r l e d  upon 
The eyes '  deep-sighted, burning rays ,  
Where a l l  the  prayers of  labours done 
Are resurlaected In to  pra ise .  

But look: h i s  face  is l l k e  a mask 
Surrounded by  he beat  of wings. 
Because ue knows t h a t  anc ient  task  
H i s  t r u e  transfiguration springs.  

A l l  f i r e s  the  prophets '  words contained 
Fly t o  those eyes, t ransf ixed  above. 
Their awful precept has remained: 
"Be nothing, first; and then, be love". 



"The Translation of Poetryw 
The Gate, I, 3 (1947), 35-39 

Watkins began translating poetry almost as early as he 

began writing it, while still a schoolboy. He learned French 

and German as a boy, and was able to practice these languages 

during Continental vacations. As he preferred to read poetry 

in its original language, he went on to study Italian (to read 

Dante), Spanish (to read Juan de la Cruz), and medieval Welsh 

(.to read Taliesin). His attempts at modern Welsh and Homeric 

Greek were not very successful. 

Among his translations are The North sea1 from Heine' s 

Die Nordsee, The Salzburg Great Theatre of the world: five 

cantos of Paradiso (which were read on the BBC), and many lyrics 

from Josef Attila, Baudelaire, Tristan Corbiere, Eichendorff, 

Fort, Gautier, Ricarda Huch, Francis James, Erich Knatner, 

Morike, Rilke, Schiller, Verlaine, Valery, and 

%ernon Watkins, The North Sea (New York: 
1951) . 

van der Vogelweide. 

New Directions, 

'~ugo von Hofmannsthal, Plays and Libretti (New York: Pan- 
theon, 1963). 



The Translation of Poetry 

/ / "Savez-vous pgurquoi Jeremie 
A tant pleure pencant sa vie? 
C'est quten prophete 11 pr6voyait 
Qu'un jour Lefranc le traduirait." 

---Voltaire 

" 0  thou whom Poesy abhors, 
Whom prose has turned out of doors! 
Heardst thou that groan? proceed no furtr~er 
'Twas laurelled aartial roaring 'Murther!'" 

---Burns 
(on Elphinstonets Translations of Martial's Epigrams) 

The translation of' poetry can be sharply divided into two 

scriools which are complementary to each other, the poet's and the 

scnolar's, I do not mean that there are no poets who are not 

scholars and no scholars who are not poets, but that one school is 

governed by the instinct of poetry, the creative instinct, while the 

otnel- 1s governed oy retrospective scholarship, the instinct of 

research, Both are, I think, necessary to each other, for the one 

is there to supply the lack of the other: if a poet departs *om 

the text, a scholar w~ll supply lt; a scnolar's translation lacks 

the poetry of the origmal he must wait for a poet to make it 

apparent, 

As regards tne respective merits of the two methods I hold a 

biased new, belng more attacnea to poetry than to scholarship. 

Yet I am certain that the best translations of poetry are made by 

poets, I do not even think that the scholar's method is the more 

industrious one, for the approach of scholarship appears to stop 

at tile original poet's written text, but the translator who is a 

poet is concerned with tne whole orbit of the poet's thought during 

the period of composition; the written text is tne track of' a 



secret and more elaborate movement to which he alone, througn 

an affinity of mind, nas the key. I should say briefly that the 

scholar is likely to know the historical background of the poem, 

but that the intuitive and aural background is better understood 

by a poet, A poet, too, is more llkely to know when the choice 

of a word, perhaps not the best word, is forced on the original 

poet by the exigencies of language. A poet, then, seeks the 

migration of the mysteries of language from one country to another, 

and he seeks an equivalent poem which will make use or every advan- 

tage offered by the new language. For the first condition of a 

translation by a poet is that it should still be a poem, and that 

it should read like an original poem. In this sense translation 

is a creative art like the art of poetry, 

I am sure that what Shelley in his "Defence of Poetry" called 

"The curse of Babel" can be a blessing. Shelley wrote: "Hence 

the vanity of translation; it were as wise to cast a violet into 

a crucible that you might discover the formal principle of its 

colour and odour, as seek to transfuse from one language into 

another the creations of a poet. The plant must spring again from 

its seed, or it will bear no flower--and this is the burthen of 

the curse of Babel." This judgment is, I think, true only of 

translations in which the poetic faculty has been sacrificed. 

The stubbornness of language in yielding its treasures must 

never be forgotten, though Shelley seems to have forgotten it in 

writlng aoout translation; for surely the poet's task is not easy 

and requires all his patience and tenacity to be accomplished. 

There are as many pitfalls for the original poet as for the 



translator, and a poet may well find obstacles in his own 

language which only patience and the force of character can 

overcome, for a clear articulation to eaerge victorious over the 

forces of imprecision, In Shelley's own poetry one 1s not 

conscious or the same conflict witn language one lmds in Donne 

or Yeats, and his poetry would be stronger if it were there. In 

the same way a good translation is likely to be a victory over a 

great many possible bad translations. 

In some translations of poetry the idiom of the original 

poet 1s retalnea, anu thls may be called the "imitative kindn. 

In others the idiom is transfused in such a way that the idiom or 

the translating poet doainates the text. One aoes not read Pope's 

translation of rioiner to read Homer, but to read Pope. If there is 

a strong affinity of idioms uetween poet an2 traudator a master- 

piece mtiy result, and such uasterpieces belong to the category of 

creatlve poetry. An exainple of such miraculous grafting oS one 

poet's ~diom upon another's is found in Marlowe's translation or 

Ovidts "Amores" where the verse, while still holding the force of 

the Latln, carries tne rull glory and musm of aQarlowe8s Englisn. 

Translation, tnen, has not only a utllltarlan value, that of 

introducing masterpieces to Sorelgners wno ao not know their 

language, but a creative mu westhetic value too, wnlch would be 

valld if the original dld not exist. It 1s also one of tne most 

nourishing arts, and one of the most valuable T'or a poet to learn. 

For a poet needs, besides his inspiration, an art wtilch belongs to 

time, and besides his prophet's vocation, the role o f  ~nterpreter. 

Eustache Deschamps called Chaucer 



+ "Grant translateur, noble Geoffroy Chaucler", 

and Villon, a century later, was able to use Chaucerqs material 

In his own verse because both were translators, both Europeans. 

A critic of our time has said that every great age of poetry 

is also a greaL age or translation, This 1s very likely to be 

true. The dlizabethan age was certainly both, and it seems no 

coincidence that the best German translations of Shakespeare came 

in the great era of German poetry, at the beginning of the nine- 

teenth century, from Tieck and Schlegel. The recent renaissance 

of German poetry, too, was accompanied by Stefan George's fine 

translations from French, Italian, Spanish and English, including 

a magnificent version of the entire sequence of Shakespeare's 

Sonnets, 

The Victorian age in England was not rich in translators, 

except for Rossetti, who projected Dante faithfully in his own 

translator's idiom, in a series of Pre-Raphaelite pictures; and 

Fitzgerald, who made the Rubaiyat, a most musical poem, out of the 

slender material of Omar Khayyam, giving it everything but life. 

Browning, who had scholarship, and a fine ear for his own poems, 

failed completely in his attempts to translate Greek tragedy. And 

Tennyson never even began. 

Yeats, on the other hand, twenty years ago, with no knowledge, 

or very little, of Greek, was able to translate Sophocles into 

language as moving as any that has been heard on the modern stage. 

A translation should be fresh and vigorous; it should be 

alive. That is the poet's first condition for keeping a transla- 

tion, though it is often the scholar's last consideration. Great 



translations have been made by poets who were not scholars, by 

poets who did not even know the language f'rom which they were 

translating; and scholars who understood all that they were read- 

ing have left translations that are for the most part pedantic and 

dull. It would be absurd to suggest that scholarship is a hin- 

drance; the more scholarly a poet is, the better. Yet it is certain 

that a poet will often grasp a work better by instinct than a 

scholar through exammation and knowledge; for no scholarship is 

adequate which does not wait upon the instinct of poetry. A poet 

who does not know the language of the original labours under a 

disadvantage as he depends upon a scholar's translation for his 

material; and thls, though reproducing the substance of the original 

poetry, may miss many subtleties implied in its cadences, meanings 

accessible to the ear which escape the analysis of the mlnd. 

Often a poet may make use of a third language when he does 

not know the language of his original. I am told that Powys Mathers, 

who did not as far as I know write poetry of his own but who is 

certainly a poet in his translations, made all his translations from 

Eastern languages by means of French versions. It is possible for 

the original work, after suffering two sea-changes, to emerge more 

wonderful than ever, as though the third language by refraction had 

lent it a new iridescence; and the translation Mathers made of the 

Fifty Stanzas of Chauras, a first century Sanskrit poem, which in 

his English version he called "Black Marigolds", is one of the most 

beautiful poems in our language and a masterpiece in its 'own right. 

It is a good rule for a translator of poetry that the shape of 

a leaf does not change if it is transplanted; and if his object is 



to reproduce an equivalent poem in his own language he should 

allow the form of the original to work upon him in such a way 

that the same form is reproduced in his translation. This is 

often very difficult, sometimes ~mpossible. A language like 

Italian, for example, so rich in rhyming feminine endings, lends 

itself to terza rima, but English does not; which explains why 

there will probably never be an English translation of the Divine 

Comedy which even approaches the beauty of the original. Among 

short poems there are lucky instances of a poem falling beauti- 

fully from one language into another, but there are few instances 

of a closely rhymed poem of short lines being perfectly rendered, 

The reason is obvious: the longer the lines are, tne more alter- 

natives of juxtaposition are presented to the translator, and he 

will be able to pick his most natural rhyme from these without 

having it forced upon him, Yet rhyme is the least of the diffi- 

culties. In translating from French, especially, the hardest thing 

is to reproduce the texture of the original, I should say that 

Villon presents his greatest difficulty in the words upon which 

he rhymes, usually uncompromising nouns, but that Verlaine has an 

almost lrreproducible musical texture (only Dowson seems to r~ave 

come near to it in ~ngllsh), while Iliallarme, whose fastidlous love 

of language, finding words as tnough each were a dlamond, gives 

his poems their incomparable detachment, detles translation.   gain, 

I llave seen no English translation which reproduces the assonances 

of Spanish lyric poetry satisfactorily; and it seems that of all 

the major European languages German is the one best adapted to trans- 

lation into English. 



There are, of course, instances of very good translations 

where the translation has taken a new form, the form being partly 

dictated by the translator's language. In such cases it is more 

likely that the compatriots of the translator will be satisfied 

with his work than the compatriots of the original poet. To me, 

for ~nstance, A. L. Lloyd's translation of Lorcats "Lament for the 

Death of a Bullfighter", wLicn has the force of orlginal poetry 

though it lacks the assonances of the original, is magnificent; 

but I am sure that a Spaniard would be disappointed in it. 

In conclusion, then we zay s a ~  tnis: that the translation 

of poetry presents a great many difficulties which may be largely 

overcome by the genius of the translator, but that certain forms 

and certain languages present more difficulties than others. A 

great unrhymed 2oem nay often turn out to be more difficult than 

any because, like the words in Shakespeare's tragic speeches, each 

word has an unalterable value, an inevitability on relation to the 

whole passage. Yet, just as Shakespeare and Racine were both able 

to make the highest use of Greek tragedy, so the highest poetry 

will always bear frult in other languages even ~f it does not always 

find the form of direct translation. 

There reaains the question of reduction or Innovation if a 

literal translation cannot be achieved. It was Xeats who said 

that "poetry should surprise by a sweet excess"; but a poet turning 

in hls grave might find this particular excess a bitter thing. He 

would see something in the translation which was not in his original 

work. Does it matter? I do not think so, if it is something 

essential to the fulfilment of the translated ?oem, something he 



himself would have chosen. And if something is 

more serious; but it is better to lose a detail 

lost? That is 

than to lose unity. 

The original poet is not infallible; tiis work might sometimes bave 

been better. 

1 quote a poem Goethe wrote in his seventy-ninth year to show 

that poets are not always dissatisfied with the work of translators. 

EIN GLEICINIS 

Jungst pflucktl ich einen Wiesenstrauss, 
Trug ihn gedankervoll nuch Haus; 
Ca hatten uon der warmen Hand 
Die Kronen sich alle zur Erde gewandt. 
Ich setzte sle in frisches Glas, 
Und welch e m  Wunder war air das! 
Cie Kopfchen hoben sich empor, 
Die Blatterstengle im gmnen Flor; 
Und allzusammen so gesund, 
Als stunden sie noch auf Lhttergmmg. 

So war mlr's, als ich wmdersam 
Mein Lied in frernder Sprache vernaham. 

I picked some flowers that I saw bloom 
Ir, a field, and thoughtfully carried them home; 
But soon their heads, in the warm hand bound, 
Iiad fallen, and limply riung to the ground. 
I pat them in water, ir. a fresh glass; 
Kext, what a wonder came to pass! 
The little heads lifted up straightway, 
And the stems of the leaves in green display; 
And altogether so healthy and sound 
bs if they still stood 2n their mother-grou~d. 

Ss seezed it to me wllen xirecle-sprung 
1 heard my song in a foreiw tonee. 



'*The Poetry of W. B. Yeatst' 
The Listener, January 22, 1948, 143 

Watkins visited the aging and ill W. B. Yeats at his 

Riversdale home near Dublin in the summer of 1938. The great 

Irishman received him with slightly amused tolerance, conde- 

scending to discuss poetry, the Psychical Research Society, the 

clergy in Ireland, Hitler, flowers, critssm, the BBC, and many 

poets, including Dylan Thomas, Blake, Burns, Kipling, Valery, 

Verlaine, Synge, Dowson, Johnson, Elouard, Edith Sitwell, and 

W. E. Henley. The Welsh poet, panting with adoration, burst into 

passionate praise of everything Yeats ever wrote just as he was 

about to leave; Yeats, smiling, did not reply. Immediately 

after this conversation, on the way home, Watkins began the bal- 

lad Yeats in Dublin. Yeats1 letter thanking Watkins for this 

long commemoratory poem is the only record of his impression of 

Watkins; a shame, for it would be nice to know what Yeats thought 

of being told that The King of the Great Clock Tower was his best 

play 

Of itself this visit had no effect on Watkins' poetry, for 

he had always admired Yeats, nor did he accept the opinions Yeats 

advanced on psychic phenomena or French poetry. But Watkins was 

delighted to find that he composed much as Yeats did, that they 

agreed on fundamental matters of poetry and philosophy. This 

agreement, coupled with thorough knowledge of all Yeats' work and 

awareness of sharing sources (Blake, Plotinus, von Huge1 and others), 

made Watkins feel more qualified than any critic to comment on 

Yeats. Therefore, here and elsewhere, he adopts a tone of finality 

when speaking of Yeats. 



The Poetry of W ,  B. Yeats 
( A  Letter to The Listener) 

1 listened with great pleasure to aar, James Stephens' second 

talk on W. 8. Yeats, the talk devoted to his poetry. It is better, 

perhaps, to state one great truth about a poet than a great many 

half-truths, M r .  Stephens stated such a truth. Yeats's poetry is 

founded on certainty, on affirmation; and Xx, Stephens was able to 

indicate how patiently that certainty at the core of his composition 

walted, through years of' revision, for its final effect, Yeats's 

certainty, or faith, as Blake would have called it, was of so deep 

a character that where he doubted he made of doubt a positive thing. 

There is an instance at tne end or the poem which opens his book, 

Responsibilities, the poem addressed to hls old f'athers: 

Pardon, that for a barren passion's sake, 
Although I have come close on forty-nlne, 
I have no child, 1 nave nothing but a book, 
Nothing but that to prove your blood and mlne. 

The question 1 would like to ask Ur. Stephens is whether a 

draft or plan exists of the third 'Byzantlum' poem to which he 

referred. Mr. Stephens called the second 'Byzantium' poem the 

strangest poem in the language; but in the light of Yeats's actual 

journey, described In 'Sailing to Byzantium', and of the imagina- 

tive journey to which this corresponded, we recognize again the 

sustained development of his later thought, in which Byzantim is 

a recurrent symbol of vision, In this poem Yeats again examines 

the soul's relation to works of art; he finds that architect and 

goldsmith have set up miracles of workmanship to stand in mockery 

of 'all that man is'. Yet this is only half of what they have done, 



for the works of art, the cathedral dome, the mosaic pavement 

and the golden bird, continue to have a nower of purgation over 

all 'blood-begotten spirits' who come near them. Certainly 

'Byzantium' is, in isolation, a very strange poem; but as soon 

as it is related to the rest of Yeats's work it loses much or its 

strangeness and gains incalculably in power. 

Finally, Kir .  Stephens' talk left the impression that 'Byzantium', 

written in 193C, was Yeats's crowning achieveaent. Yet the thought 

inherent in 'Byzantium' was carried still further in the last 

poems. It is found again in 'Lapis Lazuli', a stranger, tl'ough 

less dazzling masterpiece, where Yeats, with a subtlety he never 

excelled, recalls that ancient miracle, the joy underlying suffer- 

ing, the inviolable joy of creation, artists as world-builders 

triumphing over suffering and death. 

He describes three Chinamen in a lapis lazuli carving climbing 

a mountain above a scene of desolation: 

There, on the mountain and the sky, 
On all the tragic scene they stare. 
One asks for mournful melodies; 
Accomplished fingers begin to play. 
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes, 
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay. 

Yet it was always the relation of perfection to the soul that 

Yeats examined. The poet in Yeats never set up an idol in his 

art; he was never, in any sense, a Parnassian. 



"The Lady with the Unicornw 
The Listener, January 20, 1949, 110 

This short letter is included here because it is Watkinsg 

only comment on one of his most difficult poems. The "sense of 

harmony, valid for all agesn of which he speaks here is one of 

the main themes of The Lady with the Unicorn, and of all his 

poetry. It is the ecstatic moment that transcends time yet, 

somehow, includes all time; it is seeing the world in a grain of 

sand while at the same time being aware of every Minute Particular. 

Several of Watkins' poems are based on works of art. "The 

Healing of the Lepern was suggeated by Botticelli's painting of 

that name, "The Cave Drawingn by the caves at Lascaux, "Depositionn 

by Ceri Richards1 painting of the crucifixion, and "Angela's Adamn 

by the Sistine. (The first two of these poems are in The Lady with 

the Unicorn, the third In Fidelities, ana the fourth in Affinities.) 



'The Lady with the Unicorn' 
( A  Letter to The Listener) 

A number of critics, including your own reviewer of my 

book The Lady with the Unicorn, seem to have mistaken the back- 

ground of the title poem. 

This series of tapestries, showing the five senses and the 

sixth, was woven in France at the beginning of the sixteenth 

century. The origin of the tapestries is unknown, but it is 

thought that they were ordered by Jean Chabannes-Vandenesse in 

honour of his fiancee Claude Le Viste. The tapestries hang in the 

~us6e de C l u n y  in Paris. In my poem I have tried to interpret the 

sense of harmony, valid for all ages, which those tapestries gave 

me when 1 saw them for the first time at the Paris Exhibition of 

Tapestry in 1946. 



"Mr.  Dgtlan Thomas--Innovation and Traditionw 
The Times, November 10, 1953 

This often-quoted obituary shows no sign of the near-despair 

under which it was written. Watkins was with Daniel Jones, 

another old friend of Thomas, on November 6, 1953, when Jones 

telephoned St. Vincent's Hospital in New York to relay medical 

information from Thomas' Swanaea doctor. They were told that 

their friend was in great danger. Upon arriving home, Watkins 

received a request from The Timee to write Thomas' obituary. 

He never forgot that shock; it was somehow the culmination of 

all the shocks and pain in his friendship with Thomas. His love 

for Dylan Thomas was never repaid, and probably never understood. 

When they met in the summer of 1935, Watkins and Thomaa were 

delighted to discover that their styles, developed separately, 

were very similar. 1935 to 1940 was an important transitional 

period for both poets; Thomas was working toward simplicity, 

Watkins away from it. Yet their few war poems are also similar, 

particularly in content, perhaps because they were criticizing 

and helping each other's writing as late as 1945. After the war, 

they saw each other rarely. 

Letters to Vernon Watkins (London: Faber and Faber and Dent, 

1957), Watkins' edition of Thomas' letters to him, is the main 

source of information about their friendship, both personal and 

literary. 



YD. Dylan Thomas---Innovation and Tradi t ion  

(The - Tines Obituary) 

Dylan Marlais Thomas was born a t  Swansea i n  1914. He was 

educated a t  Swmsea Grarnmar School, wnere h i s  f a t h e r ,  who died 

last year ,  was sen io r  English master, He began wr i t ing  ea r ly ,  

and a t  the age of 1 2  he was able  t o  show h i s  parents  and h i s  f r i e n d s  

poems which seeaed t o  have no d i r e c t  ances t ry  i n  Engllsh poetry. 

These poems already bore the marks of the  s t rong  individuality 

i n  pattern-making and choice of language which was t o  d i s t i n ~ u i s h  

nim from a l l  h i s  fellow-writers I n  maturity. 

IIe had developed a t  school a passionate f e e l i n g  f o r  language 

winch was sharpened and intensif ' ied by an acute  des t ruc t ive  

judgment, Re took no repu ta t ion  f o r  granted, Me approached the  

g r e a t  masters o f  h i s  a r t  with an iapudent suspicion, because, from 

the  first, he d i s t r u s t e d  the  acadeqic approach. Yet, when they had 

walked with hlm through the furnace of h i s  own Imagination and 

emerged unscathed, tilere was no man who loved them more. Indeed, 

no poet of the  English language has so hoodwinked and confuted h i s  

c r i t i c s .  None has ever worn ;nore b r l l l l a n t l y  the aask of  anarchy 

t o  conceal the t r u e  face  of t r a d i t i o n .  There was nothing God 

ever made t h a t  Dylan Thomas, the  revolut ionary,  wanted t o  -1lter. 

The c a r e f u l  cozlpounaer of explosive imagery believed only in  calm. 

A t  the  age when Rimbaud xro te  tlis p e w  Lylan Thomas had l e f t  

school and vras working as a r e p o r t  ?r f o r  tile South ':/ales Evening --- 

Post. I i i s  fir: t poems. a p r t  i'ro:r~ tidose vlr,,~cli hacl a p p e a r t i l  In  the 

school xagazlnr., were pr inted i n  t ;le Sunday -a - Rcr'eree. Ile had a l s o  



at this time begun to write short stories. Then, finding 

newspaper writing and hls o m  work incompatible, he left the 

newspaper ana lived for a tine In London, sharing a flat with 

two of his Swansea friends. Here his literary work continued, 

and he developed rapidly his researches into the power of language. 

He directed his various gifts to the concentration of verbal 

energy in a pattern at once musical and compact. His poems re- 

flected the fiery, Blake-like passion of his vision, while his 

early stories explored the relation between immediate reality and 

archetypal symbols. 

The Early Poems 

When in 1934 Dylan Thomas's first book, Eighteen Poems, was 

published, its impact was immediate and profound. It was at once 

realized by discerning readers, aEong whom Edith Sitwcll was one 

of the first, that this poet had created an idlom; that he had 

disturbed the roots of our language in an organic way and given it 

a new vitality. There was nothing stale or imitative in the book: 

The poems were fastidiously worked; they were poems of a man who 

had listened, not once but a hundred times, to the minute effects 

of words. It is true that still, in 1936, when this was followed 

by Twenty-one Poems, the poet had not yet found his inost permanent 

and compelling medium of expression. Yet there was nothing topical 

in his work. The most mistaken of his admirers were those who 

loved it for its novelty. It was, even in its first phases, an 

ancient poetry, not rejecting antiquity for the present but seeking, 

with every device of' langdage, the ancestry of the moment. 

"The Xap of Love" 

If the poetry of idis first two books had been admired for the 



wrong reasons, the poems printed in his third book, The Map of 

Love, could hardly suffer the same fate. Whereas the first book - 
leaves an impression that the poet could extend his stanzas from 

the fund of invention and verbal felicities at his comand, and 

that the ssme prescription could produce new poems, there is no 

such inpression left by the poems in The Map of Love, Each is an 

experience perceived and controlled by the religious sense and 

each answers its own questions. Ee has pared his imagery without 

losing any of his force; and these poem close with the statement 

at the end of the poem for his twenty-fourth birthday: 

In the final direction of the elementary town 
I advance for as long as forever is. 

The Map of Love contained also a set of stories which were 

clearly the work of the same hand, and these were followed two 

years later by the humourous stories, in quite a different vein, 

which Dylan Thomas collected under the title A Portrait of the Artist 

-0 These stories, about the poet's own boyhood, 

written from direct experience in Swansea and the Gower peninsula, 

may seem to some to carry the fault of exaggerated statement, but 

they are as true to life as his own personality was to his friends. 

lnnovations in the Stanza 

It is, however, upon the poems in Deaths and Entrances (1946) 

and the few poems of t h ~  slim volume In Country Sleep, published 

in America in 1251, that his re2utation as one of the greatest. 

masters of English poetry is likely to rest. In these Dylan Thomas 

has not only used to perfection the idiom he hlmself created but 

has invented stanza forms whicn are themselves organic and whlch 

redouble the force of the entlre poem. These ~oems form the final 



section of his Collected Poems, published last year. 

During the war Dylan Thomas, who was always interested in 

the cinema, made several documentary filss. Bis book, The Doctor 

and the Devils, published earlier this year, is the first instance 

of a film-script being printed before any film of it has been 

made. Among his unpublished works are several poems and a radio 

play, a part of which was printed in the half-yearly Italian 

review, Botte~he Oscure. The scene of this play is a Welsh village, 

and parts of it have been performed in New York. 

Gift for Mimicry 

In recent years Oylan Thomas had made several tours of American 

universities, giving readings of poetry and lectures. His reading 

of poetry, and particularly of his own poems (which he confessed 

that he did not like reading) was unrivalled; and he was almost 

equally accomplished in reading humourous scripts of an unparalled 

adjectival richness, which were among the most popular wireless 

features of our tlme. His gift of mmicry could make each char- 

acter of his stories distinct and unforgettable. IIe loved people. 

Ile did not write only for the few but also "for the lovers.. .Who 

pay no praise or wages Nor teed my craft or art." 

Dylan Thomas had intended, before returning to England from 

this last tour, to work with Stravinsky on the libretto of an 

opera. It is llkely that by his death the world has lost a inaster- 

piece. What it has not lost is the work of a poet who was able to 

live Christianity in a public way, and whose work distilled it-- 

a poet narrow and severe with himself and wide and forgiving in his 

affections. Innocence is always a paradox, and Cylan Thomas presents 

in retrospect, the greatest paradox of our time. 



"Written to an Instrument" 
Broadcast November 25, 1353 on the Welsh Home Service 

Watkins speaks here of his "natural clw~siness" as if 

"clumsiness" were the opposite of "facility." He means, 

rather, that he had facility which was really a hindrance, 

for his great skill (he could versify anything) was not accom- 

panied by the ability to criticize his own work. "I am as 

critical of my poems as Hopkins was of his music," he would 

say. That is wily he needed the "instrument" of which he speaks 

here, the inner voice that told him whether or not a poem was 

finished. Most critics would say that the "instrument" soae- 

times failed him; then the facility took over, and he wrote good 

magazine verse. 

The first poem in this typical reading, "Woodpecker and 

Lyre-Bird," echoes "The Poet's Voice" (above, p. ) in the last 

stanza, where he says "The poem is shaped by belief." The second 

poem here, later entitled "Taliesin and the i!lockers," was sug- 

gested by tne Welsh Ilanes Taliesin. "Waterfalls" was not pub- 

lished in a volume until 1963, when it appeared in Affinities in 

a slightly different form. "iNoodpecker and ~yre-Bird" and "The 

Caryatids" (dedicated to Watkins' first ciiild, his daughter 

Rhiannon) are from The Death Bell, "Loiterers" and "Peace in the 

Welsh I!illsn are from - C x e s s  and Acacia, and "Taliesin and the 

Xockers," with its companion-piece "Taliesln's Voyage," is from 

Affinities. 



Written to  an Instrument 

The poems I am going t o  read were a l l  wr i t t en  t o  an ins t ru -  

ment. I am not ab le  t o  descr ibe the  instrument; I only know i t s  

demands. When I have made twenty o r  t h i r t y  d r a f t s  o f  a poem i t  

is the instrument t h a t  t e l l s  me t h a t  i t  is  s t i l l  not  r i g h t .  

There is  no harder work, but I suppose i t  would be unnecessary 

if I were not na tu ra l ly  so clunsy. 

I began wr i t ing  l y r i c  poems when I was very young. The 

impulse t o  wr i te  came from a sense t h a t  my imagination had been 

l i b e r a t e d ,  a s  if by an oracle .  The word had been spoken, and my 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  was over: I had only now t o  impose rqy freedom 

upon the poem; any rev i s ion  would be an a c t  of in ter ference ,  an 

impure ac t .  

There a r e  c e r t a i n  kinds of  poetry i n  which tile spontaneous 

method of composition, such a s  I have described, i~ b e t t e r  than 

any other .  It  is a question of ineens i ty ,  and of I'reedoa. You 

can, if you a re  a poet,  wr i te  i n  f r e e  forms and l e ~ v e  the imagin- 

a t i o n  i n  chams;  o r  you nay, by a pure accident ,  produce the  

exhilaration pecul iar  t o  g r e a t  poetry. Where t h l s  happens i t  w i l l  

be found, on c l a s e r  examination, t n a t  the passage has a s t r i c t  

form: i t  was a s t r i c t  accident  i n  t r ~ e  flow of freedoxi. This 

persuades me t h a t  t he  freedoa offered to  a poet is not  offered 

on easy terms; a l y r i c  poet must re fuse  r h e t o r i c ,  and be ar. tentive 

t o  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of freedom within the  r e s t r a i n t  of the poem, 

a freedom much g r e a t e r  and more rewarding t o  the  imagination tftan 

any other.  The l y r i c  poet who neglec ts  the instrument has ck1osen 

an e a s i e r  freedom because he could not  wait  f o r  a freedom inore 



intense, more difficult to obtain. 

The first poem I am going to read was suggested to me by 

the flight of a green woodpecker. This heavy flight, never 

leaving earth for long, represented to my eye the burden of 

poetry; and 1 called the poem: 

WOCDPESKER AND LYRE-BIRD 

On gorse displaying that greenish 
Glittering enamelled plumage, 
Startled, he skimmed rock, leaving 
A stone-grey socket of light. 

He had seen me, sudden to vanish, 
Gone, bequeathing an image 
Of weighted brilliance, achieving 
In loops its ponderous flight. 

Too shy at heart, of a hurt 
I would never do him possessed, 
IJe cut through these rocks like a cordon. 
I looked: again he was there. 

The green-sunned wings, head alert, 
Keen talons and scarlet crest 
On a cry evicted, low burden, 
Too rich, too heavy for air. 

Why did the ancients fear them? 
Wisdom belongs to the birds. 
They seek for their preservation 
A wit they teach to tileir young; 

Fly when a foot comes near them, 
Kake light of sibylline words, 
Turn leaves with a murmurati.on 
Or naked cry of the tongue, 

Where the woodpecker chances to rest 
He changes hollow and fold, 
Zakes f~llow and rocky places 
Vibr~te, as tiiougi-1 to a bell. 

They ruffle the ground who best 
Refine the hori.zont s gold; 
The design of outer spaces 
In the ~nxost they excel. 

Primeval music is inost 
Itself that escapes the throng, 
Catches fire from a thorn, 
Of the nearest leaf takes hold. 

Taliesin, body and ghost, 



Compelled his muscular song 
To gather glory unborn 
From a glory already old, 

This lyre-bird holds to man 
The covenant caught in a leaf, 
All space, all distance treasured 
By the architectural wing. 

Lost art's unsearchable span, 
The poem is shaped by belief: 
If the song is justly measured 
The dead may be heard to sing. 

The Welsh poet Taliesin, who claimed to have lived in all 

ages, is to Welsh poetry the archetype of inspiration, as 

Orpheus was to the Greeks; and I have put into his mouth my next 

poem. It is addressed by Taliesin to his master, Elphin. Elphin, 

looking for salmon in his weir, has found the child Taliesin caught 

there in a coracle. He asks the child who ne is, and this is 

Taliesin's answer; 

Before men walked 
I was in these places, 
I was here 
When the mountains were laid. 

I saw black night 
Flung wide like a curtain, 
I looked up 
At the making of stars. 

I stood erect 
At the birth of rivers. 
I beheld 
The designing of flowers. 

God prescribed 
The paths of the planets. 
His fingers scattered 
The distant stars. 

He shaped the grave shore's 
Ringing stones 
And gave to the rocks 
An echoing core, 

He bound great mountains 
With snow and ice 



And bathed in glory 
The lesser hills. 

He made the sun 
Of sulphurous fire; 
From secret darkness 
He called the moon. 

Under her voice 
And moving light 
He chained the tides 
Of the great seas rolling, 

Still upon Zarth 
Was no live creature. 
Barren still 
Was the womb of the sea. 

Marrowed with air 
He made the birds. 
Fish He sowed 
In the restless wave, 

Antelope, horse 
And bull He made. 
From caves of ice 
He released the stormwlnds, 

He numbered the meadow's 
Drops of rain 
Caught in the cloud 
And the teeming rose-bush, 

Lions He reared 
In lonely places, 
Fiery sand 
And the beasts of burden. 

He gave to the trees 
Mysterious fruits, 
And twined in the husk 
Miraculous corn, 

Where lizards breathed 
In the pathless desert 
He gave each atom 
A hidden sun. 

Last, all labour 
He bent on dust. 
Out of the red dust 
Made He Idan .  



He b u i l t  f o r  hlm 
H i s  e t e r n a l  garden, 
Timeless, moving, 
And y e t  i n  time. 

He c a s t  on him 
Dark v e i l s  of sleep. 
Out of h i s  s i d e  
He took the  Female. 

Ask my age: 
You s h a l l  have no answer. 
I saw the bui ld ing  
O f  Babel 's  Tower. 

I was a lamp 
In Solomon's temple. 
I, the  reed 
Of an auguring wind. 

What do you seek 
I n  t.he salmon r i v e r ,  
Caught i n  the  n e t ,  
'#hat l i v i n g  gold? 

What do you seek 
In  the weir, 0 Elphin? 
You must know 
That t h e  sun is mine. 

I have a g i f t  
Far I have nothing. 
I have love 
Which excels  a l l  t reasures .  

Certain there  were 
Who toucned, who knew H i m .  
Blmd men knew 
On the road t h e i r  God. 

~ o c k  me and aock: 
My music s tands  
Before and a f t e r  
Accusing s l lence .  

Lly  next poem is almost conversational, a shor t  poem evoking 

childhood. Its t i t l e  is: 

LOITERERS 

This my b i r thplace?  No, f r i e n d ,  t h i s  is Xanion's, 
He, the owner of t h a t  yellow barley.  
Mischievous chicory was a l l  I planted: 
Blue-eyed, we played here. 



0 ,  could the mayfly of memory wing back 
Through bee-bustle and waspish digressions, 
Certainly here it woulcl find us standing, 
Left in this cart-rut. 

There the house glinted, near the tiltlng hay-rick, 
Down through rose-ramblers to the prosperous earth-mould, 
There the sky flashed to the windows, and the windows 
Flashed to our young eyes. 

Dawn's early singers, missel-thrush and skylam, 
Still makk the track we ~ollowed to the cornf'ield. 
Foxgloves in rnldge-light hid the turning river 
Swept by the swallows. 

Fallen is the house to the earth-mould, fallen, 
Quick, for we lag here. If the dust is pollen 
Robbed by the butterfly, stolen by the mayfly, 
Why should we sigh, then? 

The next poem, WATERFALLS, is an elegy, and equally short. Nothing 

is so evocative as water, This is a poem about returning to a 

particular place and finding that people one always took for 

granted are no longer living there. 

WATERFALLS 

Always in that valley in Wales I hear the noise 
Of waters falling, 

There is a clump of trees 
We climbed for nuts; and high in the trees the boys 
Would cross, and branches cracking under their knees 
Would break and make in the winter wood new gaps. 
The leafmould covering the ground was almost black, 
But speckled and striped were the nuts we threw in our caps, 
Secret as chestnuts when they are tipped from a sack 
Glossy and new, 

Always in that valley in Wales 
I hear that sound, those voices. They keep fresh 
What ripens, falls, drops into darkness, fails, 
And glides from village memory, slips through the mesh, 
And is not, when we come again. 

I look: 
Voices are under the bridge, and that voice calls, 
Now late, and answers; 

then there is only the brook 
Reminding the stones where, under a breath, it falls. 

Now I shall read a poem addressed to a sleeping child, She sleeps 

in a house on the top of a cliff above a stormy sea, and I imagine 



her guarded by tall, erect figures, Caryatids, bearing upon their 

heads urns of patience and inspiration, 

How still the Caryatids 
Hold up their sleeping urns 
Above the dreaming lids. 
Harkt and the sound returns 
Of time's remembered wrack, 
Loud the wave breaks, and loud 
The dragging wash ebbs back, 
Threading a moonlit shroud, 

In dread of lightning now 
A towering breaker brings 
Blackness beneath the Plough 
And scatters seabirds' wings 
Sleeping upon its crest. 
The wild Earth wanders there 
Stunned by the moon's unrest 
Where seaweeds like gold hair 

Cling to a dazzling shell. 
Cold are these waters, cold 
The tale no bps can spell 
Asleep in that white fold; 
Yet the grave arms how strong, 
Supporting, while seas broke, 
The balanced urns of song 
Under the lightning-stroke, 

Agresslve candour plays 
Already in your eyes 
Teaching you daring ways, 
Lending your bold replies 
An elemental charm 
Pure as the light of' dawn. 
And how could I disarm 
A truth so finely drawn 

From the dark sheath of sleep? 
You are not six gears old; 
Yet the first wash will keep, 
Whatever life re-mould 
With brush or palette-knife 
Afterwards on the page, 
And I, who watch your life 
Against the uncertain age 

ivlomentously at rest, 
Already see divined 



The joy by which we are lest 
Moving in eyes declined. 
How should I pray? My prayer 
Found in closed eyelids stands 
While seawaves pierce night's air 
And pound the unyielding sands. 

There all the reckoned grains 
Obey the rock-like Word 
Whose lightning love remains, 
Waiting to be restored. 
And still how patiently 
They watch above your bed, 
Nor touch the form I see. 
Like footprints on the sea, 
How near is love to dread! 

Poetry is a struggle between spirit and pattern. Thet is why a 

poem dominated by a pattern is bound to be unsatisfactory. To my 

ear, at least, the demands of the instrument are shallow in relation 

to pattern but profound in relation to cadence. 

The last poem I am going to read is called PEACE IN THE 

WZLSK HILLS. This poem, which is in blank verse, is a poem of 

double impact, out of which I have tried to make a single impression. 

In looking at the extraordinary tranquillity of the hills of 

Carmarthenshire and Cardigan I was remembering the tranquillity of 

certain towns in Northern Italy whlch I had seen a couple of months 

before. 
PdACE IN THE TNELSII HILLS 

Calm is the landscape when the storm has passed, 
Brighter the fields, and fresh with fallen rain. 
Where gales beat out new colour from the hills 
Rivers fly faster, and upon their banks 
Birds preen their wings, and irises revive. 
Not so the clties burnt alive wlth fire 
Of man's destruction: when their smoke is spent, 
No phoenix rises from the ruined walls. 

I ponder now the grief of many rooms. 
Was it a dream, that age, when fingers found 
Satisfaction sleeping in durnb stone, 
When walls were built responding to the touch 



In whose high gables, in the lengthening days, 
Martins would nest? Through crops, though lives, would fail, 
Though friends dispersed, unchanged the walls would stay, 
And st111 those wings return to build in Sprlng. 

Heret where the earth is green, where heaven is true 
Openlng the windows touched with earliest dawn, 
In the first frost of cool September days, 
Chrysanthemum weather, presaging great birth, 
Who in his heart could murmur or complain: 
'The light we look ror is not in this land'? 
That light is present, and that distant time 
Is always here, continually redeeaed, 

There is a clty we must build with joy, 
Exactly where the fallen city sleeps. 
There is one road through vlllage, town and rield 
On whose robust foundations Cnaucer dreamed 
A ride could wed trle opposites in man. 
There proud walls may endure, and low walls feed 
Tne inaginatlon if they have a vine 
Or shadowy barn aade rich wlth gathered corn, 

Great mansions fear from their surrounding trees 
The invasion of a wintry desolation 
Filling their rooms with leaves, And cottages 
Bring the sky down as flickering candles do, 
Leaning on their own shadows. I have seen 
Vases and polished brass reflect black windows 
And draw the ceiling down to their vibrations, 
Thick, deep, and white-washed, like a bank of snow. 

To live entwined in pastoral loveliness 
May rest the eyes, throw pictures on the mind, 
But most we need a metaphor of stone 
Such as those painters had whose mountain-cities 
Cast long, low shadows on the Umbrian hills. 
There, in some courtyard on the cobbled stone, 
A fountain plays, and through a cherub's mouth 
Ages are linked by water in the sunlight. 

All of good faith that fountain may recall, 
Woman, musician, boy, or else a scholar 
Reading a Latin book. They seem distinct, 
And yet are one, because tranquillity 
Affirms tile Judgment. So, in these Welsh hills, 
I marvel, waking from a dream of stone, 
That such a peace surrounds me, while the city 
For which all long has never yet been built. 



"First Choicew 
The Poetry Book Society Bulletin 9 1 (Idlay 1954) 

The Poetry Book Society's faith in The Dtath Bell, its 

first choice for subscribers upon being founded in 1954, was 

justified by the many excellent notices it received and its 

almost immediate reprinting. The book established Watkins' 

reputation and made it clear that he was not an Apocalyptic 

hangover from the middle forties, but a modern poet with his 

own idiom. 

The few coments Watkins makes here iriclude his only ref- 

erence to his ballads. 



First Choice of the Poetry Book Society 

I prefer my poems to speak for themselves, but I have been 

asked to supply a note about the poems and also about my method 

of composition, 

I began writing when I was very young. I collected the 

English poets one by one, starting at the age of seven, My 

imagination was stirred by lyric poetry more than by any other 

kind of reading, Twenty years later I became aware that writers 

of poetry are of two kinds, those who write to an instrument and 

those who neglect the instrument for the sake of action, leaving 

it, as it were, in the next room. f Q  own poems all belong to the 

first category. I believe that the freedom offered to a lyric 

poet is not offered on easy terms; he must refuse rhetoric, and 

be attentive to the possibility of freedom within the restramt 

of the poem, a freedom much greater and more rewarding to the 

imagination than any other. The poet who makes fifty drafts for 

the sake of one knows this, and he understands that the poet who 

neglects this instrument has chosen an easier freedom because he 

has not the patience or perserverance to listen. Poetry is the 

interest of many, but the vocation of very few. 

I have been told that the occasional expositions of my poems 

which I have read on the air are more obscure than the poems 

themselves, and perhaps this is inevitable. A poet is able to 

throw light on tine source or a poem, but he cannot slmpllfy it; 

he can only make it more difficalt, The true simplicity of a good 

poem is always intricate and difficult, and the false simplicity 



of a prose paraphrase is bound to render it inaccessible. The 

most one can do is to state the theme. Perhaps I should go no 

further until I have quoted an example. Here is a note I made 

stating the theme of one of the poems in this book The Death Bell , 
'Egyptian Burial, Resurrection in Wales': 'In ancient Egypt the 

mummified body of a queen was commonly swathed in masterpieces 

of art written upon papyrus. Wine-vessels, money, and ears of 

corn were laid close at hand as they would be needed on the soul's 

journey. These were for sustenance and the manuscript for pro- 

tection. The mummy and the tomb were thenselves works of art 

in which every detail was important. The rarefied nature of the 

dead would carry with it all that was purest and richest in llfe, 

and only that. 

'The first three verses of the poem SLOW the confidence of the 

workmen in the power of art to overcome all evil splrits. They 

are possessed by tile faith that the dead life is enriched in the 

measure in which they have enriched its tomb. 

'In the last three verses of the poem the confidence of the 

workaen is shaken by the soul's experience, and the muruny herself 

now knows that the widow who cast her two mites into the treasury, 

which was all that she had, riad aade the rigi~t preparation for 

death. Ewptian burial represents pre-Christian exaltation; 

resurrection in Xales represents Christian humility. Emerging 

from one into the other, the mumuy has died, and is born.' 

I should say sometiiing also about my ballads. The ballad 

form is, of course, as old as poetry itself, and one of the laws 

attaching to it seems to be that it aust be haimered and beaten 



and knocked i n t o  shape u n t i l  it is  a s  hard and anonymous as a 

pebble on the shore. 

My own bal lads  have a g r e a t  d e a l  i n  common with those of  

the  t r a d i t i o n .  They a r e  a l l  rhythmical and intended t o  be read 

aloud; and i n  some I use a r e f r a i n .  They a r e  not  i n  any sense 

p r iva te  poems. Yet here the l ikeness  ends. These ba l l ads  a r e  

elemental and they belong t o  nyth,  but they do not  belong t o  

h is tory .  I n  these i t  is  not  the  n a r r a t i v e  but the metaphysical 

s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  counts, and the  symbols surrounding the  s i t u a t i o n .  



"Dylan Thomas and the Spoken Wordw 
Times Literary Supplement, L I I ,  2755 (November 19,  19541, 731 

T h i s  personal, rather than critical, review of Quite 

Early One Morn& is remarkable f o r  its hunour and a few q u i c k  

"snapshots," as it were, o f  Thomas. 



Dylan Thomas and the Spoken Word 

( A  Review of Quite Early One Xorning) 

August Bank Holiday. A tune on an ice-cream cornet. A 
slap of sea and a tic~le of sand. A fanfare of sunshades open- 
ing. A wince and whinny of bathers dancing into deceptive 
water. A tuck of dresses. A rolling of trousers. A compromise 
of paddlers. A sunburn of girls and a lark of boys. A silent 
hullabaloo of balloons. 

I remember the sea telling lies in a shell held to my ear 
for a whole, harmonious, hollow minute by a small, wet girl in 
an enormous bathing suit marked "Corporation Property." 

I remember sharing the last of ay moist buns with a boy and 
a lion. Tawny and savage with cruel nails and capacious mouth, 
the little boy tore and devoured, Wild as seed-cake, ferocious 
as a hearthrug, the depressed and verminous lion nibbled like a 
mouse at his half a bun, and hiccuped in the sad dusk of his cage. 

So begins "Holiday Memory," broadcast by Dylan Thomas in 

1946, the fifth of the twenty-two talks and parts of talks col- 

lected in this volume. It is a characteristic passage. To say 

that the style of these talks is inimitable would be a consider- 

able understatement. Many writers have been able to evoke the 

pictures of childhood, but none has done so through the particular 

medium which Dylan Thomas chose, The excitement is conveyed, not 

through narrative, but through an exact and intuitive use of words. 

Verlaine used to try his words by repeating them, rolling them on 

his tongue and spitting them out, alone in his room. Yeats some- 

times used a similar method, and Dylan Thomas certainly did. When 

he was looking for an adjective in his poetry he would try fifty 

or a hundred, and reject them all, Even in his prose, which came 

to him much more easily, he studied with great diligence the effects 

of words, and his imagination was satisfied only with such word- 

linkings and juxtapositions as matched a rooted common experience 

to anarchy and the element of surprise. 



Like all great clowns he was sad; but the gaiety and exuber- 

ance of this book are posltive and indestructible, We are told in 

the nblurb'' that it was proposed by the author just before he left 

on what was to be his last journey to New York; and Xr. Aneirin 

Talfan Dauies, of the B. Be C. Welsh Service, who has carefully 

edited the talks, says In his preface that this collection consti- 

tutes with Under Milk Wood all that can be preserved In print of 

his contribution to the broadcasting medium in this country, It IS 

regrettable that more has not been preserved, for there were many 

other talks. One wonders what has happened to his dissertation on 

Abadan, or why the scripts of his two appearances on television, 

particularly the second, which was printed in The Listener, could 

not have been added to the book. The editor, who does not refer to 

these omissions, has divided the talks into two parts, the first 

twelve relating to the poet's experiences in childhood and after- 

wards, and the last ten relating to writers and to poetry. 

It is impossible to close the book without regret, without an 

infinite sense of loss, Dylan Thomas as a broadcaster was unique, 

His place in sound radio was equivalent to Chaplin's place in the 

silent film, The depth and range of these talks is extraordinary, 

and extraordinary in its depth and subtle variations was the voice 

which gave them life. When he broadcast he found it necessary to 

take off his coat, for he used a great deal of invisible gesture, 

This was his true medium. In television he was magnificent, but 

physically uneasy, and he wore his coat. 

In hi0 poetry Dylan Thomas worked with great patience. He 

believed there was no harder work than the making of poems, a d  he 



understood, too, that the sole purpose of that work was to wait 

upon those accidents which would make the poem magical and per- 

manent. He expressed these beliefs in a discussion with James 

Stephens, his part of which is the last itex in the book, The 

discussion itself was perhaps the least satisfactory of all the 

broadcasts, No sympathetic contact was made between the two poets, 

and all that emerged from their embarrassing proximity was one 

irreconcilable monologue impinging on another in a discordant 

friction, The moral of this was clear: Dylan Thomas's imaginative 

world was a very complete one, and he was at his best when he was 

left alone, It is possible to resent interference of another kind, 

though this occurs only at the beginning, The first and earliest 

of these talks, broadcast at the beginning of 1943, was originally 

called "Nostalgia for an Ugly Town"; and it ended in a piece of 

direct statement, The last sentence of the talk, "The fine, live 

people, the spirit of Wales itself," did not belong to the original 

script, but was diploinatically added, there being an unwritten rule 

that all talks on the Welsh service should end with the spirit of 

Wales, At the same time the title was changed to the dull and much 

less personal "Reminiscences of Childhood," lest the ugly town which 

he loved should be offended, It is true that there is no evidence 

of interference with tile script itself, every phrase of which, except 

the last, rings true; but even such a small concession, which to a 

writer means really a very big one, would not have been made a few 

years later, Producers had then become wiser, and Dylan Thomas was 

wiser, too, 

Which of these talks is the best? How is it possible to decide? 



In only one, *on Sir Philip Sidney, does Dylan Thomas wear for a 

short time a mask which does not seem to be his om. Even this is 

full of brilliant things, but there is less spontaneity because one 

feels that he would not have carried an historical background to 

Sidney's poetry in his head, unless he had to, Historical data 

did, to a certain extent, cramp his style, as though he were colla- 

borating. The most dazzling of all the talks is perhaps "The Fest- 

ival Exhibition, 1951," and the most moving "Return Journey." In 

"Return Journeyw he used a soft, quick and intimate voice, the 

exact tone of his natural conversation. This is the most intimate, 

the most strictly autobiographical of all the talks, and the most 

Welsh. It describes his return after the war to bombed Swansea, in 

search of the child he had ceased to be. He tells it, and the 

script is dramatized for other voices. The journey ends in the park 

of the "Hunchback in the Park" poem, Cwmdonkin Park, where he had 

played as a child. When he was gathering material for this talk he 

expounded his plan and he took great trouble to get the exact sequence 

of shops in the Swansea streets which had been obliterated in the 

fire-raids of February, 1941. 

It was these talks, into which Dylan Thomas poured all the 

echoes and vitality of his extremely sociable life, that made possible 

his final masterpiece, Under Xilk Wood. In one of them, written in 

1945 when he was living in Newquay in Cardiganshire, the first seeds 

of that masterpiece are already apparent, This is the talk from 

which the book takes its title. The author walks through the small 

Welsh sea town in the early morning and watches it waking up, 

The town was not yet awake, Birds sang in the eaves, bushes, 
trees, on telegraph wlres, rails, fences, spars and wet masts, not 



for love or joy but to keep other birds away. The landlords 
in feathers disputed the right of even the flying light to 
perch and descend. 

The characters of Under Xilk Wood are foreshadowed: 

What big seas of dreams ran in the captain's sleep? Over 
what blue-whaled waves did he sall through a rainbow hail of 
flying-fishes to the music of Circe's swinish ~sland? Do not 
let him be dreaaing of dividends and bottled beer and onions. 

And in the closing verses of the talk, where each verse is given 

to a character, we meet one of them: 

Open the curtains, light the fire, what are servants for? 
I am Mrs. Og~nore Pritchard and I want another snooze. 
Dust the china, feed the canary, sweep the 3rawing-room floor; 
And before you let the sun In, mlnd he wipes his shoes, 

Incidentally, lt is a pity that the first sentence of this title- 

talk has a misprint, a full-stop that should not be there, and that 

the first verse of "The Hunchback in the Park" has the same mistake; 

but the book is carelessly printed. 

Two of the talks were recorded at the same time, and they are 

the last of all: the fragment "Laugharne" which he wrote for a 

broadcast about the village where he lived for fifteen years and 

is now buried, and the sardonic but prophetic "A Visit to America." 

Both are as witty and original as anything in the book, the first 

packed with affection, tile second seething with a tolerant disgust. 

He allied merciless penetration to an acute gift of mimicry and 

self-parody, He loved life, He loved people, and in certain places 

he loved the way they lived, but in other places it sickened him. 

"Laugharne" is the very last thing he wrote for this book, The 

recording of it was broadcast four days before he died. The first 

broadcast of "A Visit to America," which was written a good deal 

earlier, was scheduled for the day which turned out to be the day of 



the poet's funeral, so it was postponed until Earch, 1954. 

From his first beginnings, both in poetry and prose, Dylan 

Thomas had moved from a haunted, confused and symbol-charged 

shaping-place in the direction of the living voice. Even at twenty- 

four he had begun to find it, and from that time the natural world 

engaged his imagination with increasing power. It was no longer 

artificial symbols, but living people, and dead people, that he 

cared for. Iie never, however, lost his preoccupation with words, 

and it is doubtful whether any writer, cramming his work with life, 

joy an2 gaiety, has used words with greater cunning. The writer 

he most resembles, in his inexhaustible spring of language and 

ideas, is Dickens, especially in his list of people at the Festival 

Exhibition in 1351: 

...p eople too bore2 to yawn, long and rich as borzois, 
who, before they have seen it, have seen better shows in 
Copenhagen and San Francisco; eccentric people: men with 
deerstalker caps tied with rope to their lapels, who carry 
dried nut sandwiches and little containers of joghourt in 
hairy green knapsacks labelled "glass with care"; fat, flustered 
women in as mny layers of coats as an onion or a cab-driver, 
hunting in a fever through fifty fluffed pockets to find a lost 
packet of bird-seed they are goi.ng to give to the parrots who 
are not there.... 

How differently he worked in verse may be seen from his reading 

and introduction of "Tiiree Teems," in the second section of the book. 

There, in discussing the "poem in preparation" which was to be 

called "In Country Meaven," he gives us a glimpse of the intensity 

of that vision, and the strictness of that restraint, whch made 

his poetry so severe a discipline. The poetry was made by isolation, 

the prose by his social life; yet they acted upon each other, and 

out of this conflict came a new and miraculous use of language, an 

exuberant, living language, of which this book is the latest example. 



Commentary on Iiichard Ellman's The Identity of Yeats 
London Xagazine, I, 11 (December 19541, 74-75 

'Aatkins refused to review books by living authors, but 

he never objected to commenting on living authors in letters. 

This particular letter is remarkable only for its vitriolic 

tone and Watkins' rather petulant refusal to see Ellman'a 

point about the change of conjunction. 



A Letter to The London Magazine Concerning Richard Ellman's 
The Identity of Yeats 

I opened the pages of Richard Ellman's The Identity of Yeats 

with the excitement which any unpublished material of the poet 

is bound to arouse. I was not disappointed. The poems quoted 

here which have not appeared in Yeats's collections, and the 

early workings of well-known poems, are, as Professor Day Lewis 

says in his review, of extraordinary interest. i&. Ellman is also 

able to provide tile circumstantial evidence of many works. Iie 

tells us what Yeats was doing before and after the poems were 

written, he gives us the dates of composition of most of the poems, 

and supplies many references of biographical interest in the notes. 

Nevertheless Mr. Ellman's analysis, whlch is so fascinating 

when it relates to tile poet's life, fails when he comes to the 

poetry. It fails because it is not balanced by a feeling for what 

cannot be analysed, which is in lyric poetry the element that gives 

permanence and unity. In biography he may be trusted, but when he 

brings his judgment to individual poems he betrays a triteness of 

observation which it would be difficult to rival. In hls analysis 

of diction in the chapter on Style there are as many laughs as in 

an early Chaplin, but it is all handed out in dead seriousness. 

It is bad enough not to know what is an inversion and what is not, 

but in this book even short words like 'that' and 'but' acquire a 

foreign status. In a note on The Wild Swans at Coole we are told 

that in its earlier form Yeats had written the last verse before the 

fourth which preceeds it, and that in rewriting he changed the order 

of the verses but forgot to alter the word 'But' at the beginning 



of the last verse. Here are the verses: 

Unwearied still, lover by lover, 
They paddle in the cold, 
Companiable streams or climb the air; 
Their hearts have not grown old; 
Passion or conquest! wander wnere they will, 
Attend upon them stlll. 

But now they drift on the still water 
Fysterious, beautiful; 
Among what rushes will they build, 
Dy what lake's edge or pool 
Delight men's eyes where I awake some day 
To find they have flown away'? 

It would be interesting to know what word Mr. Ellman, or 

anyone in the world for that matter, would prefer to 'But' in 

that particular context, 

In comparing two versions of an earlier poem of Yeats Mr. 

Ellman says that the later version demands less indulgence from 

the reader than the earlier, This book, valuable though it is 

for what it has brought to light, demands more indulgence than any 

reader with an ear for goetry can afford to give, The accident 

which makes a poem permanent, 'the luck' as Yeats called it, is 

something of which Mr. Ellman takes little account. One is 

reminded in closing the book how much aore a work of art, which 

is continually creating its own silence, can tell us than the voice 

of the guide, 



"Prose Writings by Dylan Thomas" 
Times Literary Supplement, LIV, 2788 (August 5, 19551, 446 

Unlike the review of 1;uit.e Early One :darning, tklis very 

perceptive review of A Prospect of the Sea is an exercise of 

Watkins' critical powers rather than a joyous acclamation of 

Thomas' prose style. Watkins says here that Thomas used no 

surrealistic izages in his poetry; he later concluded that 

there is one, the image of dried leaves in "After the Funeral." 

Watkins coments further on several of tile pieces mentioned 

in this review in the Foreword to Adventures in the Skin Trade 

and in the introduction and notes to Dylan Thomas' Letters - to 

Vernon Watkins. 



Prose Writings by Dylan Thomas 
( A  Review of A Prospect of the Sea) 

This is the second book of prose writings by Dylan Thomas to 

appear in this country since his death, The first, Quite Early 

One Xorninq, published last autumn, contained the inbitable 

broadcast scripts and constituted an act of genius whose variety, 

exuberance and skill he alone could comiiand. The present collection 

of fifteen stories and essays, chosen by the author for tGis book 

and edited by Dr. Daniel donea, has an entirely different interest, 

The book is divided into two parts, the first part, occupying more 

than two-thirds of its length, consisting of eleven stories written 

in a style which he did not use after his twenty-fourth year. All 

these early stories were written between 1934, when his first book, 

Eiateen Poems, was published, and 1938; and seven of them were 

collected to form the prose section of his third book, The Map of 

Love, which is now out of print, These four years were intensely - 
active ones for the poet. He used them to exercise and explore 

his imaginative powers, and to curb, so far as he could, their 

volcanic force, while nis life moved from adolescence to maturity. 

The poems of The Map of Love testify to his triumph in that struggle, 

while the stories reveal the same imagination, but also the dust 

and heat, They are often directly linked with the poems, particuler 

phrases being common to both, They have, then, a particular sig- 

nificance as the quarry from which certain elements of the poems 

were drawn, 

The finest of' these early pieces, "A Prospect of the Sea," was 



not printed in The Yap of Love. It has moments of great beauty. 

It tells the story of a boy meeting in a field a gypsy girl who 

frightens and attracts him. He finds that she is able to cliange 

the whole ot' the landscape, perhaps the whole of history, by the 

power she holds over his perceptions. Her eyes and hair change 

colour while he looks at her; she alternates between a simple 

country girl and a creature of legendary strangeness, and the 

country changes with her. Finally she runs from him, and after a 

vain chase lie loses her in the sea: 

He cried again, but she had singled with the people moving 
in and out. Their tides were drawn by a grave moon that never 
lost an arc. Their long, sea gestures were deliberate, the flat 
hands beckoning, the heads uplifted, the eyes in the inask faces 
set in one direction. Oh, where was she now in the sea? Anong 
the white, walking, and the coral-eyed. "Come back! Come back! 
Darling, run out of the sea." Among the processional waves. The 
bell in her breast was ringing over the sand. 

The boy looks across the sea while voices and echoes ring in 

his ears. He is confronted with a Biblical vision: 

On a hill to the horizon stood an old man building a boat, 
and the light that slanted from the sea cast the holy mountain of 
a shadow over the three-storied decks and the Eastern timber. And 
through the sky, out of the beds and gardens, down the white 
precipice built of feathers, the loud combs and mounds, from the 
caves in the hill, the cloudy shapes of birds and beasts and 
insects drifted into the hewn door. A dove with a green petal 
followed in the raven's flight. Cool rain began to fall. 

In other stories of this peri~d there is a surrealist element 

which never really enters tile poems. It is found in "The Lemon" 

and in the sequence entitled "The f&ouse and the Woman," and it shows 

how Dylan Thomas, who was no surrealist, recognized that the extreme 

and the odd were closer to reality than the literarily imitative 

and the staid. His real quarrel with these stories lay, however, 

very much deeper. The volume of language oppressed him, each new 



story vying with the last in power, and he felt himself movlng 

from the category of arobition into the category of reticence, 

and impelled to write about living people. The last of these 

early pieces, "In the Cirectlon of the Beginning," is really a 

fragment, which was intended to be the beginning of a much longer 

story. It is not only closer to poetry than anything else in the 

book, ~t is also closer to actual poems. The title Itself recalls 

the ending of the last poem in The Xap of Love written for his 

twenty-f'ourth birthday, and other parts are related to the second 

poem of tnat book, and to "The Ballad of the Long-legged Bait," 

published in Deaths and Entrances, which he had begun to write 

at that time: 

Whose was the image in the wind, the print on the cliff, 
the echo knocking to be answered? She was orioled and serpent- 
haired. She moved in the swallowing, salty field, the chronicle 
and the rocks, the dark anatomies, the anchored sea itself. 
She raged in the mule's woinb. She faltered in the galloping 
dynasty . 

The transition fragment to "Conversation about Christmas," 

which opens the second part of the book, could not be more abrupt. 

The change of style is complete. The image-groping pencil has been 

laid down. All the self-consciousness has gone. The abstract 

pattern is replaced by living people; the cadence is the cadence 

of the living voice. This first of the four later pieces is really 

an extended statement of the broadcast talk, "Memories of Christmas," 

printed in Quite Early One Morning, written as a dialogue between 

the author and a small boy. The second, a satirical essay on "How 

to Be a Poet," is an extremely funny glossary of all that Dylan 

Thomas disliked, a digest, complete with parodies, of his antipathies. 



The third and fourth are stories of his childhood, dated 1951 

and 1953. Both are excellent, and the last, which was the 

only story he read on television, is a further proof that nobody 

since Dicke~s has been able to write in this way, with the 

incomparable invention, the accurate yet bubbling word-play, 

that springs from life itself. 



"Introduction to an Exhibition of Paintings by the 56 Groupw 
Delivered in Swansea on the first day of the exhibition 

Watkins was a witty man, his humour dry, double-edged, and 

subtle. He had a gift for recounting actual events in such a 

way as to make the ordinary seem fantastic, the extraordinary 

commonplace. When speaking of his boyhood, he once remarked: 

"I found a set of instructions about lifesaving, I was determined 

to save someone. But I misunderstood them, they may have been in 

German, and I thought the first necessary step was to cut off the 

drowning person's thumb...I stalked the cliffs with my penknife, 

looking for victims." In the course of a passionate defense of 

Dylan Thomas' way of life, he once broke off to say: "Did you 

hear about Lady Rhondda? She went down the funnel of the Lusi- 

tania, But she came back up again, she was a very determined 

woman, really." 

Yet there is a sense in which Watkins was humourless. As 

some of his more dramatic poems show, he did not have a sense of 

the ridiculous, and could not always tell bombast from intense 

feeling, For him, writing comedy was very good, but not, in the 

last analysis, serious or meaningful. In some ways he remained 

a dour Welsh Nonconformist. 

This delightful little series of puns on the artists' names 

was one of the few humourous pieces he kept among his manuscripts, 

which indicates that he may have published it or worked it into a 

comic poem. When aaked why he did not publish his comic verse, 

especially a nursery rhyme about an anthropomorphic vacuum cleaner 

and a ballad with the refrain "1 hate Benvenuto Cellhi," he 

would say:  "I'll not take ay sense of humour on a leashan 



Introduction to an Exhibition of Paintings by 

the 56 Group 

This is a Fairley comprehensive exhibition. So boldly 
( Zobole) 

I Huiter ound for something to say about it, before you Steele 

yourselves to look at the pictures. The artists have done their 

job, and what Wright have I to Tinker with it? I'm shaking like 

a Giardelli as it is. What with a Koppel at the Malthouse, I'm 

like a fish out of water. 

Now, yo11 other fish, look at these attractive Bates. Snap 

them up. Will Roberts be yours, or which? 

It must -- even seem that I can't talk properly, but I know 

them all, and they're all here. I declare the exhibition open. 



Dylan Thomas in America 
Encounter, VI, 6 (June 19561, 77-79 

By the time John ?hlcclrn Brinnin's partial biography 

Dylan Thomas in America was released, the nonsensical uproar 

over Tilomas' death had already been raging three years. Rrinnin 

gave it fresh aomentum, and added weight to the until-then mainly 

unsupported theory that Thomas had committed a kind of alcoholic 

suicide. Vernon Watkins had held back, amazed, from the turmoil 

and mourned his friend; but when the ?day 1956 issue of Encounter, 

a journal Watkins liked, took the stand that Thomas' death was 

self-inflictsd, he decided to make a general stateatnt, using 

Brinnin's book as the occasion. "The true tragedy of Dylan Thom- 

as' death is that he died": only Yiatkins seexed to be concerned 

for the passing of a hman soul. Ifis deeply religious nature was 

particularly horrified at tiie allegations of suicide. 

Watkins would have been very surprised at the reaction to 

his death, too, for many of the newspapers that ran lengthy obit- 

uaries, including The Times, The Guardian, the Western ICail, and 

the Seattle and Swansea papers adopted a blatant or veiled atti- 

tude of America-is-fatal-to-Welsh-poets and compared his death to 

Thomas'. None of them mentioned the possibility of suicide, 

Watkins' life never having been of interest to his readers, but it 

is more likely in his case than in Thomas'. 

It is interesting that Watkins understood so well his friend's 

use of masks to preserve his imagination, for he had a set of them 

himself: seer, churchgoer, dutiful son, bank clerk, professor. 

And, like Thomas, he adopted the first one (the fragile poet pose) 

while still in his teens. 



Dylan Thomas in America 

(A Letter to Encounter) 

I was recently sent John Malcolm Brinnin's book, Dylan 

Thomas in America, for review, but declined, because I do not 

review books by living authors. Had I undertaken the task I 

would have been bound to condemn the book in which I recognise 

two positive values only, the quoted words and judgments of Dylan 

Thomas himself, and the narration, in the last cuapter, of the 

circumstances which led to hls death. Mr. Hilary Corke, in his 

notice of the book in the gay Encounter, prophesies an endless 

struggle between future protagonists who will try to interpret 

his death In their own terms. He rightly emphasises the signif- 

icance of the subject of their dispute, and the conclusion he 

draws that this death is a test for every artist's conscience is 

true indeed. Yet his own verdict is surely the least acceptable 

of all. To call that death a self-inflicted one by any standards, 

particularly by moral ones, is to accept the materials of this 

book as spiritual evidence, the superficial tone in which it is 

written as a tone of authority, and the calculated observation as 

a record of insight. Nothing could be more misleading. The tone 

of the book and its materials betray at once the hallmark of a 

superficial acquaintance, prime evidence that its author did not 

know the man. 

The true tragedy of Dylan Thomas's death is that he died. 

Every other consideration is secondary to that. His tours of 

America may be regarded as a progress towards an inevitable 
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destruction, but that view was contradicted in IQY experience by 

his healthy and vigorous appearance when he returned from them. 

The difference between the last tour and the earlier ones is that 

when he embarked on it he was already seriously ill. He knew this, 

and but for his financial straits it is fairly certain that he 

would not have gone. When it was almost too late, when he was 

dying, a telephone call was put through to St. Vincent's Hospital 

from Swansea, giving as much information as possible to assist a 

diagnosis; it was sent by his friend Daniel Jones, in whose house 

I waited for a reply. We were told that his life was in the bal- 

ance. In two days he was dead. 

Dylan Thomas spoke of this last tour as a necessity. It was 

the only one he approached with reluctance. Yet he did look for- 

ward, when tile period of intensive work in New York would be over, 

to working with Stravinsky. His intention was to complete the 

script of Under Milk Wood, on which he continued to make revisions, 

and to handle the performances in New York; and then to go on to 

Hollywood where he would work with Stravinsky on their projected 

opera. He was, when he left England, in the position of a man who 

had several difficult hurdles to negotiate before reaching his 

objective. Had he been well, he would have done this easily. As 

it was, he hoped that the short blackouts he had occasionally 

suffered during the previous months would not recur. The project 

of the opera filled him with enthusiasm. He had sketched out a 

plan of the libretto in his mind, and he had the greatest regard 

for Stravinsky. He knew that he ought to see a doctor, but he 

feared that the doctor would pronounce him unfit and cancel the trip. 



The tragedy of Dylan Thomas's death is made more bitter 

by the banality of judgment to which it gives rise. Those who 

were nagnetised by his power to entertain becme the victims of 

a mutually enacted delusion. The poet, simple, unaffected, and 

true, was a person rarely seen by his audience. Their dramatic 

spotlight at once changed him into what they desired. His stories, 

his wisecracks, they remembered, as who would not? but the sur- 

prising consistency of his judgments is one thing they never 

seen to have observed. In America his audiences recognised the 

superb reader of poetry certainly, but of the poet himself they 

knew nothing, or at least that is the impression left by tins book, 

It mlght almost be sald that he was killed by his own mask, by 

the grimace which his entertainment produced, by a klnd of dlsgust 

at the popularity of what he was not. 

To anyone who grasps this tragedy, whose final scene is 

horribly accelerated like a nightmare of misinterpretations on many 

levels, can anything be more cheap, tawdry, and irrelevant than the 

carefully rendered account of everything the poet ate, or didn't 

eat, and drank? The poet of apparently destructive force was 

certainly the most ethical, the most constant, of companions. IIe 

did not believe there was such a thing as a comfortable conscience, 

Where he found that the people around him were becoming puppets of 

self-satisfaction he did frequently break up the ground on which 

they stood. Such moods of violent exasperation coloured the false 

impression of a romantic poet rather than a true apprehension of 

the ethical witness. For a witness he always was, and the severest 

witness of his own behaviour. Yet he was also fundamentally sociable 



and sympathetic. He tried to adapt his behaviour to hls company. 

Considering each person to be an entire world, he was wllling to 

go a long way with any man in his imagination to explore that 

world, but a world where Mammon took the place of God never failed 

to bore and disgust him. His instinct in conversation was to give, 

and to give prodigiously, and it was also to draw out ideas, to 

expose fallacies. 

During the war, as at any other tine, Dylan Thomas expressed 

his opinions directly and with courage, and he often suffered 

physical violence for his courage. He knew that human nature 

would not change and that false values could not be substituted 

for true ones. The ainor violence and quarrels depicted in this 

book have really no signiricance, or even interest, compared with 

the quiet passages when they occur. The real expression of his 

situation had already been stated in his poems, and its violent 

climax anticipated: 

The voice of children says 
From a lost wilderness 

There was calm to be done in his safe unrest, 
When hindering man hurt 
Man, animal, or bird 

We hid our fears in that murdering breath, 
Silence, silence, to do, when earth grew loud 
In lairs and asylums of the tremendous shout. 

and this: 

I know the legend 
Of Adam and Eve is never ror a second 
Silent in my service 
Over the dead infants 
Over the one 
Child who was priest and servants, 
Word, singers and tongue 
In the cinder of the little skull, 
Who was the serpent's 
Might fall and the fruit like a sun, 
Man and woman undone, 



Beginning crumbled back to darkness 
Bare as the nurseries 
Of the garden of wilderness. 

The strictness of Dylan Thomas's poetry in a life of 

apparent disorder has puzzled many; jf the testimony of Brinnin's 

book were the sole evidence it would seem incomprehensible. The 

 boo^ is, however, a total misrepresentation. It attempts to say 

everything, and ends by saying nothing, the reason being that 

Dylan Thomas's actions and words are misunderstood on every page. 

When he said he was a Puritan he was not believed; but it really 

was true. Had he followed this statement by saying that before 

leaving for Anerica on this last tour he had written for a diet- 

sheet and, though only drinking moderately, had attempted to give 

up drinking altogether, no one would have believed him. Yet this 

also was true, though the motive was far from puritanical. He 

wanted, and needed, his health. He would never have become a tee- 

totaller; he hated all dogma, and that would have been the last 

for him to accept. But he was not an alcoholic, either. Beer was 

to him a necessary social medium; spirits were not. The differ- 

ence between the habitual medium of American hospitality and the 

medium to which he was chiefly accustomed here undoubtedly hastened 

his death. The accident that he arrived in America just before 

his thirty-ninth birthday may have assisted that very instinct of 

generosity which was to prove fatal to him. Birthdays were always 

for him occasions for reflection--some of his finest poems were 

suggested by them-and for unstinted celebration. It would be 

appropriate, perhaps, for some people to regard t~ia record-breaking 

bout of spirit-drinking just before his death as a climax, a 



vindication of art against the world. Yet nothing is further 

from the truth. Those who treasure such a conception of the 

artist are likely to misunderstand any artist, but particularly 

this one. It is their picture that is emasculated, not he; and 

it is to their picture that he has succumbed. His death is the 

death they would expect of sucri an artist, but his death is also, 

on other terms, his own death; and therein lies the tragedy. 

A minor surprise of Brinnin's book is the almost complete 

abscence frorr its pages of the people about whom Dylan Thomas was 

most eloquent when he returned fron the tcurs. His enthusiasm for 

certain poets whose names hardly occur in the narrative had made 

the tours worth while. Everyone who reads this book should know 

that at least one other book, even on this subject, has been left 

out. Eis widow's introduction is sufficient to put all readers on 

their guard. The only firin ground I recognize in the book is that 

upon wLich actual poems rest; by a feat of apparent magic the titles 

of the poems he read and loved do not change. 

That it is never possible to explain a poet's life is an axiom 

of the imagination; and it is difficult enough to expound it. Under 

the most favourable clrcuinstances only a partial exposition may be 

achieved; how mucri less, on the slender foundation of a late, 

business-guidee, encounter. In tiiis narrative one 1s aware contin- 

ually of a deceived photographer necessarily preparing the artificial 

pose. He sells to tile world a picture, or pictures, of a person 

who does not exist. 

The poetry of Dylan Thomas and his late prose will remain his 

best interpreter. To the professional interrogator the task of 
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meeting him involved the removal of rnanjr aasks. He himself was 

stubborn, dogged and constant, fiery, cozbative, full of wonder, 

self-critical, compassionate, generous, trusting simplicity 

through every complexity of mind, sociable, delighting in company, 

absorbed in all the mystery and extension of immediate experience. 

Iie was also sardonlc and extremely witty, and out of a native 

honesty drew, at any desired moment, enough extravagance to 

illustrate his own myth, Even when the myth possessed him he 

reaained true to the values of his imagination. Never having 

compromised, he ilad everything to live for when he died. 



"In hlemoriam: Roy Campbell" 
Poetry Book Society Bulletin - 9  !Jay 1357, 2 

Watkins had many friendships which had begun on the level 

of literary acquaintances. He demanded loyalty and coamittment 

of his friends, and Roy Campbell, a man of rapid decisions, 

preferred to commit himself as soon as possible; he was not a 

patient man. It is likely that Watkins and Campbell became 

friends out of respect for each other's uniqueness, and discov- 

ered later their numerous agreements. These nen, so very dif- 

ferent in all readily apparent ways, shared a love of tradition, 

a deeply religious sense, and a wide knowledge of European lit- 

erature. It is obvious from this note that Watkins respected 

Campbell; the extent to which Campbell returned this respect 

can be judged by the fact that the boisterous, flamboyant South 

African deliberately toned himself down in the presence of his 

shy, nervous Welsh friend. One result of this, of course, was that 

Watkins for a time could not believe tile stories about Campbell's 

drinking bouts with Dylan Thomas and other frolics. 
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1957 

In Memoriam: Roy Campbell 

I feel our Bulletin would be incomplete without noticing 

the sudden and tragic death of Roy Campbell in a motoring acci- 

dent in Portugal. This loss to English poetry cannot be replaced. 

The contemporary poetlc stage is now robbed of its most adventur- 

ous and flamboyant figure. Ever since 1924, when he burst upon 

that stage, he maintained a singularly consistent role as inspired 

campaigner and champion or the under-dog, the ranker, Endowed 

with courage and great physical strength, he was able to perform 

feats which Byron would have envied, while his verse, llke Byron 

carried the force and decisive edge of the man of action, The 

figure on the stage, who had cast himself so young for so romant 

and heroic a part, was hardly more remarkable than the man in the 

wings: himself talking w i t h  frankness and a disarming modesty in 

those intervals between episodes of aggressive action, and devoting 

himself with huility to his art and to his friends. 

A firm friend, he was unswervingly loyal to his enemies, with 

whom he felt a communion like that a hunter feels with his prey, 

Dictatorship he despised as much as he loved tradition. Among his 

enemies those whom he alienated politically were the most deceived, 

for polltics were not an integral part of Roy Campbell's conscious- 

ness. He looked ror an heroic world, and in poetry for all that 

was heroic and dlvine in the imagination, When he did not find it 

he protested violently. He was bound to make sacrifices to his 

own ~~yth, 

Poetically Roy Caxipbell was the very opposite of Rilke; or it 



is perhaps truer to say that Lis type of courage was the very 

opposite of the type Rilke possessed. The one was active, positive, 

crusading; the other passive, receptive, enduring. Rilke did not 

recognize enemnes, but to Roy Campbell, who saw everything as 

black or white, they were as dramatically necessary as the dragon 

was to Salnt George. He was conscious, not only of an extreme 

poetic loneliness, but of an urgent sense of duty and of a need to 

daunt that Chimaera which represented to him the hesitant and the 

false. 

Though born in South Africa, Roy Campbell was in the truest 

sense a European poet. IIis favorite country was Spain, which he 

knew better than any other. k friend of Lorca, he translated his 

plays and some of his poems; he told me that it was at the request 

of Lorca's parents that he decided to edit his works. His trans- 

lations from Baudelaire and Rimbaud were, like those from Lorca, 

marked by his own accent, for his poetic idiom was too character- 

istic to be lost in translation. Whether he translated from French, 

Spanish or Portuguese, he brought his own masculine equipment to 

the service of works of whose subtlety he was acutely aware. When 

he sacrificed subtlety for force the choice was his own, and delib- 

erately made. He had the keenest appreciation of what was magical 

and untranslatable in poetry, as he showed when he talked about 

Lorca's Canciones and the Poems of Gongora. He described the 

mastery and lyric perfection of Gongora as incomparable. 

His translations from Saint John of the Cross, perhaps the 

finest he made, reveal an affinity of craftsmanship and of religious 

fervor which many who knew him only superficially might not have 

suspected. Accomplished though he was in the many fields of 
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physical energy, he set the highest achievements of active life 

below the attainment of religious experience. Yet to the very 

end of his life both were linked in his imagination. His bull- 

fighting, his horsemanship, and the part he took in the Spanish 

civil war, were inextricably linked in the pattern of his life. 

A postcard showing the Alcazar arrived from Toledo four days 

before his death, bearing these words: "I am having a wonderful 

time in this heavenly place which means more than all the world 

to me, because it was here that the Devil was routed in 1936-as 

never before or since." 



.4n Exchange of Letters between Stephen Spender and Vernon Watkins 

In the Observer of November 24, 1957, Stephen Spender 

suggested in a review of Letters to Vernon Watkins that the 

relationship of Watkins to Thomas was that of saint to scrounger. 

Watkins replied the fallbwing week: 

I would like to disabuse your readers of an error which has 

crept into a number of notices of Dylan Thomas' letters to me, 

including that of your own reviewer, hlr. Stephen Spender. To 

suggest that Dylan Thomas was anything but the most generous of 

men would be a profound mistake. It is true that the letters 

contain a few paasages about borrowing money, but the amounts 

lent were so negligible and were repaid so many times over in 

gifts of books that I find any suggestion that he was ever in my 

debt acutely ambarrasssing. 

In compiling the book of letters I decided to leave out 

as little as possible. Not everyone believes, as I do, that 

everything is interesting which is written by a writer of genius, 

and I foresaw that lop-sided comment might be made on these small 

items of borrowing, but I left them in. In their time and con- 

text they were significant, mattering so much to him and not at 

all to me. 

i t * +  + i t  

Spender replied that Watkins talked in cliches, and asked if 

he would approve of the professor who discovered and published all 

Housman's deletions in his notebooks. Watkins replied, on Decem- 

ber 15 : 



In his letter about Djrlan Thomas Mr. Stephen Spender 

refers to my words "the most generous of menw as a sad cliche. 

I would myself have called them a happy one. Sadder is, I 

think, the avoidance of cliches when they happen to be true. 

I do not retract my statement that "everything is inter- 

esting which is written by a writer of genius." . Wherever a 

manuscript by such a writer is exhibited, however trivial the 

nanuscript, there is interest. What should or should not be 

published is a different question: that is determined by the 

writer's own wishes. I regard the publication after his death 

of A .  E. Housman's deletions, which was contrary to his wishes, 

as deplorable and immoral. I do not think that Dylan Thomas, 

a poet as unlike A. E. Mousman as possible, would find anything 

in my book of his letters to which he would object. 



"Afterword" to Adventures in the Skin Trade by Dylan Thomas 
New York: New American Library ("Signet"), 1960, 184-190 

Further information about the development of Adventures 

in the Skin Trade can be found in Letters to Vernon Watkins. 

Watkins recognizes here what he liad refused to admit in 

the letter concerning Dylan Thomas in America, that a destruc- 

tive, and self-destructive, element existed in Thomas' char- 

acter, but he applies it only to the writing, not the man. 

He, too, had a "heckler," a tendency towards self-dissention, 

and it had the same effect as on Thomas: it resulted in the 

need to revise over and over, and to risk killing the poem. 

Yet their methods of composition were different: "Dylan had 

a much closer relationship with language trlan I did; I was 

always closer to cadence. I mean, Dylan would prefer the right 

words in an imperfect cadence, where I would prefer the correct 

cadence even if the words weren't quite right." 



Afterword to Adventures in the Skin Trade 

In a writer of great originality there is sometimes a heckler 

closer to him than his admirers, a dissenter who will not keep 

step with his fame, a spur which contradicts progress. Such a 

writer was Dylan Thomas. He began as a single performer. He 

created his own audience. Being very intelligent and witty, he 

could judge their reactions several years before the applause came. 

When it came he had already lost interest in his self-created 

audience, and found his true audience outside, in a sceptical world. 

His imagination kept a perverse integrity, resisting all favours. 

A religious poet, he sought the company of unbelievers. His ivory 

tower existed in the act of writing itself. Before and after the 

act, he challenged it with every hostile and contradictory element, 

and it remained untouched. 

To Dylan Thomas, the writing of poetry was the most exacting 

and, potentially, the most rewarding work in the world. He was, 

when I first met him at the age of twenty, completely absorbed in 

the mystery of language, in the latent power of words and the magic 

of their substitution. He had no political interest, no programme 

of social reform. It was the power of language itself which obsessed 

him, its ability to restate the great themes which haunted his 

imagination--the Book of Genesis, the creation of man, the Garden 

of Eden, the opening eyes of the suckling, the unfolding universe, 

and the closing eyes of the witness of the reciprocal vision of 

heaven and this world. With his first book, Eighteen Poems, he had 



astonished the public by the use of an idlom which recurred 

throughout the poems and controlled these themes, as from a battery, 

by a concise and suggestive force. The idiom, new to hglish 

poetry, was unmistakable: 

I see the bop of summer in their ruin.., 

The rorce that through the green fuse drives the flower 
Drives my green age,... 

I sit and watch the worm beneath my nail 
Wearing the quick away.... 

A candle in the thighs 
Warms youth and seed and burns the seeds of age.... 

The writing of poetry, which was so exacting to Dylan already, 

but wnich became more and more exacting with each year of his life, 

was by no means his only activity. This would have been impossible. 

The intensity of this activity could not be evoked and sustained at 

will. Even when he was writing the early poems, whose composition 

was so much more frequent and consecutive than the late, he was 

writing prose, too, particularly stories. These early stories, 

though less permanent than the poems, display the same sexual pre- 

occupation, the same adolescent groping, through tactile images, 

from aarmess to light, the same pressing, through a multitude of 

symbols and observations, both imagined and real, towards a place 

and a condition as familiar and truthful as a field, on which the 

work of his maturity would rest. Many combine the theme of awaken- 

ing love with an acute sense of the proximity of death. There is 

also an element of distrust in the act of creation. The writing 

of the story, the very pencil wlth which ~t 1s written, becomes a 

symbol of exaltation and of destruction. In the story nThe Orchards," 

the pencil is described in the act of making a poem: 



The word is too much with us. He raised his pencil 
so that its shadow fell, a tower of wood and lead, on the 
clean paper; he fingered the pencil tower, the half-moon 
of his thumb-nail rising and setting behind the leaden 
spire. The tower fell, down fell the city of words, the 
walls of a poem, the symmetrical letters.., 

There was, then, in 1935, when "The Orchards'' was written, 

a close link between story and poem, as though the prose, although 

it contained surrealist elements which did not appear in the 

poetry, were the reverse side of the same coin, For these words 

about the pencil are autobiographical: they are clearly Dylan 

Thomas' own words defining his own imaginative situation at the 

time, a writer distrusting, not himself, but himself as a writer. 

So, beneath the dominant activity of his poetry and the subordin- 

ate activity of his prose, there was a third activity: distrusting 

both. 

I have indicated already that Dylan Thomas, far from flatter- 

ing himself, always opposed himself, and, with a modesty that really 

concealed a stubborn sureness, remained his own most severe critic 

and denigrator at every stage of his progress, He took very great 

pains, for he knew that if what he wrote was authentic and alive 

it would not be affected by either hostile criticism or the climate 

of approval. His finished work did, however, influence hie creative 

and destructive judgment. As he wrote to me in a letter: "I build 

a flying tower and I pull it down." He was continually remaking 

himself in his poems, assailing his o m  established position lest 

it should hinder or obstruct the vision when the ground was broken 

gor a new poem and he must start afresh. 

In the prose, too, there came recurrent moments of severe 



self-appraisal, moments when what had seemed a masterpiece at the 

time of writing appeared in retrospect to be only a tour de force. 

The highly charged language of the syrnbolic stories reached its 

climax in what was to be his most ambitious story, the opening of 

which he left as a fragment--"In the Direction of the Beginning." 

He told me after this that he would never again write a story of 

that kind, and at the same time his verse underwent a profound 

change, not exactly of language but of approach. The change was, 

I think, heralded by the little poem whlch begins 

Once it was the colour of saying 
Soaked my table the uglier side of a hill... 

soon followed by the line: 

The gentle seaslides of saying I must undo... 

This, and the other poems of The Map of Love, showed that, while 

he had now resolved to write only stories about real people, his 

poetry had also moved in the direction of the living voice. The 

poem he wrote for his twenty-fourth birthday, which is the last 

poem in The Map of Love, announced the work of his maturity even 

more clearly: 

Dressed to die! the sensual strut began, 
With my red veins full of money, 
In the final direction of the elementary town 
I advance for as long as forever is, 

In this development, which was to lead to his richest and 

deepest poetry, the poems of his last nine years, and to the 

brilliant prose of the late scripts, Dylan Thomas' novel "Adven- 

tures in the Skin Trade," of which he only wrote the first four 

chapters, plays a significant part, In the stories of Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Dog he released the spring of bubbling 



life and comic invention which his friends had always known, 

though he had, until then, kept it out of his work. In "Adven- 

tures in the Skin Trade" the comic invention was directed against 

himself. He was a poet of tragic vision, but ne was also a 

born clown, always falling naturally into situations which became 

ludicrous* Just as it is impossible to understand Lear without 

his Fool, it is impossible to have a complete picture of Dylan 

Thomas without the self-parody which appears in "Adventures in the 

Skin Trade." It is a key, not only to something instantly recog- 

nized in his personality, but to something afterwards recognized 

in his tragedy and early death. 

A story about skins had been in Dylan's head for a long time, 

and I am now inclined to thmk that it had already been prodding 

his imagination two or three years before he began to write ~ t .  

It was not unusual for Dylan to delay hls compositions for an even 

longer period, and perhaps tne flrst design for this story had 

suggested itself soon after the semlautobiographical events it 

describes. 

It was not, however, until 1940 that Dylan repeatedly told 

me that he was thlnking of writing a long story about skins, It 

was to be more ambitious than his other stories. It was to show 

what happened to a person, like himself, who took life as it came. 

This central character, Samuel Bennet, would attract adventures 

to himself by his own unadventurous stillness and natural acceptance 

of every situation. He would accept life, like a baby who nad been 

given self-dependence, He would have no money, no possessiona, no 

extra clothes, no civilized bias. And llfe would come to him. 



People would come, and they would oring nlm life. Odd, very 

o d ~  people would come. But whoever came, and whatever situation 

came, he would go on. He would keep his position, whether comic 

or tragic hero, whatever the plot. Then, at a certain point in 

time, he would look back and find that he had shed a skin. 

In Dylan's first plan, so far as I can remember it, there 

were to be seven skins. There was to be a succession of scenes, 

each being an allegorical layer of life, and at the end of the 

story the character would be stripped of all illusion, naked at 

last. It would be in one way a journey through the Inferno of 

London, but it would also be a comedy. There is no doubt that, 

beneath the absurdity of situation which would provide furniture 

for the scenes, lay the influence and sense of tragedy of Webster's 

The Duchess of Malfi and Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. Had the novel 

been finished, it is unlikely that the comic central character of 

the first chapters would not have been revealed as also a tragic 

figure. 

I remember Dylan reading me the first two chapters. He was 

still undecided about a title, and we discussed possible titles. 

"The Skins" was not quite rlght. "A Trader in Skins" or nA Traveller 

in Skins" might do. I left hlm undecided. Then, a few months 

later, he wrote from the big house near Chippenham where he was 

staying with John Davenport: "I play whist with musicians, & think 

about a story I want to call 'Adventures in the Skin Trade.'" 

Towards the end of May, 1941, he was back in Laugharne Castle, 

and he wrote: 9tMy prosebook's going well, but I dislike it. It's 

the only really dashed-off piece of work I remember doing. I've 

done 10,000 words already. It's indecent and trivial, sometimes 
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funny, sometines mawkish, and always badly written which I do 

not mind so much." This was characteristic of Dylan's self- 

criticism; in the chorus of his admirers his was often the one 

dissenting voice. 

A week later came a more amplified statement: "My novel 

blathers on. It's a mixture of Oliver Twist, Little Dorrit, Kafka, 

Beachcomber, and good old 3-adjectives-a-penny belly-churning 

Thomas, the Rimbaud of Cwmdonkin Drive." 

Not long after this I went down to Laugharne to stay with 

Dylan, and I was there when a London publisher's letter arrived, 

expressing disappointment in the opening chapters of the novel. 

It was not, ran the letter, the great, serious autobiographical 

work to which they had looked forward for so long. The aanuscrlpt 

would be returned, and it was hoped that he would offer them some- 

thing autobiographical, but different, at a later date. 

Dylan reread the letter with amused indignation. He was hard 

up, and a letter of acceptance would have been far more satisfac- 

tory. He protested to ae that, whatever the publisher said, he 

thought the book entertaining, and he would not write any kind of 

solemn rhetoric in which he did not believe. At this time he used 

to write mainly in the afternoon, and after lunch he disappeared, 

md showed me a new part he had written when he emerged for tea. It 

covered about a page and was extremely funny. The rapidity with 

which he wrote this kind of' prose and dialogue stood in sharp con- 

trast to the composition of his poetry, for which he used separate 

work sheets and would spend sometimes several days on a single line, 

while the poem was built up, phrase by phrase, at glacierlike speed. 
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Each of the stories in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Doq, with 

the exception of the last, was written in two or three weeks, but 

every long poem, though parts of it would come to him in a rush, 

always involved fifty or a hundred transcriptions and months of 

incessant toil. 

Why, in view of his facility for writing comic prose, did 

Dylan not continue the novel beyond the first four chapters? Did 

he lose interest in it, or was there a deeper reason which restrained 

his hand? The first suggestion is contradicted by the fact that as 

late as June, 1353, ne wrote in a letter to Oscar Williams that he 

would "begin to go on with Adventures in the Skin Trade." The 

heckler of his own success, the rebel against his own progress, 

still carried in his head the memory of his anti-Faust. Surely it 

was the intervening horror, the impact of war, particularly the 

London air raids, on his appalled and essentially tragic vision, 

that restrained him. Nothing less than the truth would now satisfy 

him, With his precise visionary memory he was able to reconstruct 

out of joy the truth of his childhood, both in his poems and in his 

late stories and broadcast scripts, for those experiences were real; 

but what was only half real, half fictional, he had to abandon. 

Yet, like everything Dylan wrote, this intensely personal 

comedy was a part of him, This unique fra~gnent, half fictional 

though it is, carrles the unmxstakable stamp of his personality. It 

is real now because it was once real to him, and because it holds 

the key to a certain attitude to the world and to a situation which 

was peculiarly his own. This attitude, which nay be defined as a 
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rooted opposition to material progress, he continuea to hold 

long after he had abandoned work on the novel. Its anarchic 

fantasy appealed to hlm, and it is one more example of the poet's 

indifference to reputation, of his refusal to follow the advance 

guard of his fame, Even twelve years after he had stopped writing 

it, he still thought of taking up the threads of the story he had 

taken so long to begin. Great though his reputation was, he could 

never become Emperor because he was also always the child who 

could see that he wore no clothes. Would he have continued the 

novel, had he lived? That is a question impossible to answer, 

IIe might have tried, but the unseen obstacle to his imagination 

remained, As it was, at the time that he stopped writing these 

pages, the pressure of the anarchy of war itself and the vision of 

distorted London had taken the place of his half fictional vision 

and compelled his imagination forward to "Ceremony After a Fire 

Raidw and to the beautiful poems evoking childhood, "Poem in 

October" and "Fern Hill." He could still go back to peace, but 

from there he could no longer go forward. The tunnel which led 

from his boyhood's home to unvisited London was shattered. Some- 

thing had happened which prevented him from making the journey 

Samuel &?nnet made, and which he himself had made ten years before. 



"Poets on Poetry" 
X, I, 2 (March 1960), 153-154 - 

This series of Blakean aphorisms sums up very well the 

themes of Watkinst last two volumes of poetry, Affinities 

and Fidelities. They are all meant literally. 



Poets on Poetry 

Natural speech may be excellent, but who will remember it 

unless it is allied to soaething artificial, to a particular 

order of music? 

Criticism projects its high tone, its flattering responses, 

but of what man-made echo does the mind not weary, as it turn8 

endlessly round the Earth? 

Anbition is wholly imitative and wholly competitive until 

it has died. 

Unredeemed ambition is the desire to survive the present. 

Its direction 1s despair. 

Redeemed ambition is the willingness to die rather than 

accept a survival alien to present truth. Its direction is 

compassion. 

Religious poetry is sealed like the eyes of Lazarus by a 

refusal to be raised except by the true God. 

The fountain, what is it? What is ancient, what is fresh. 

Defects of the imagination are always reflected in style. 

Vagueness is an enemy of holiness; the soul of harmony 

continually thirsts for definition. 

The epic depends on exactness of detail: the larger the 

theme, the more minute its organization. 

The syllable is the strictest instructor. For the lyric 

poet what better critic than silence? 

A poet need have only one enemy: hls reputation. 

Write for the dead, if you will not disappoint the living. 

The stamnerer may arrive at the truth the fluent speaker 



mlssed. 

A true style cannot be learnt from contemporaries. 

A fragmentary statement of truth is better than a pollshed 

falsir'ication, for how could that live, even for a moment, beside 

what is eternally fresh? 

What is revision except, in the interests of unity, to 

eliminate the evidence of words? 

Suffering is a great teacher: we know nothing until we 

know that. 

Lyrical poetry at its best is the physical body of what the 

imagination recognizes as truth. 

The point of balance in a poem is unpredictable, Whatever 

weight a poet brings to it, beyond a certaln point the poem 

writes itself. 

Composition is spontaneous, but true spontaneity in poetry 

is nearly always a delayed thing. It is the check, the correction, 

the transfigured statement, that makes the poem unforgettable, 

A poet, overhearing a conversation out of time, must be his 

time's interpreter; but how can the Muse know this, whose eyes 

are fixed on what is eternally fresh and continually beginning? 

Critics, even unimportant ones, are bound to demonstrate their 

vitality, like sandhoppers, 

The true crltic, the true discoverer, stays in the same 

place. 

A true poem renews itself at its close. 

Art is miraculous. There is no destructive or restrictive 

theory of art which cannot be contradicted by a work of genius, 



"Swansea" 
Texas Quarterly, IV, 4 (Winter 1961), 59-64 

The years Watkins actually lived in Swansea proper were 

limited to his pre-school years and the first few of his mar- 

riage, To avoid living in town, he suffered every inconvenience 

and inflicted numerous indignities upon his family by living in 

a battered plywood hut prey to vile sea-winds, at the end of a 

boulder-strewn, bomb-pitted trail on the Gower, commuting every 

morning and evening on the erratic, swaying bus, He was aware 

that Swansea did not really survive its immolation of 1941: 

Calm is the landscape when the storm has passed, 
Brighter the fields, and fresil with fallen rain, 
Where gales beat out new colours from the hills 
Rivers fly faster, and upon their banks 
Birds preen their wings, and irises revive, 
Not so the cities burnt alive with fire 
Of man's destruction; when their smoke is spent, 
No phoenix rises from the ruined wallse1 

Watkinsl devotion to this incredibly ugly town was really 

"fidelity to the fortunate dead," nostalgia for friends and 

places that were Swansea--particularly, as this essay shows, 

the Swansea of his youth, 

l1'peace in the Welsh Hills," Cypress and Acacia, 30. 



Swansea 

I like to think of Swansea as a place with no sophistication, 

no cultural props, no reputation of any kind. A hidden place. 

Compressed as it is between the bay, which people have so often 

compared with the Bay of Naples, and its own seven hills, and 

urged from within by its so-called improvers, it has only with 

difficulty preserved its character. The levellers and planners 

have achieved much, but they have not overcome the stubborn oddity 

of the town. Nothing can take away the steep incline of Consti- 

tutlon Hill, with its rail to assist pedestrians to the top, where 

they can watch it swaying above the sea, balancing the residential 

streets on either side llke a tightrope-walker. The grass of the 

Recreation Ground can never compete with the boots that play on 

it. Brynmill Park, offering the ollve leaf to aoves and foxes, 

still holds its collection of incongruous cages. Cwmdonkin Park 

is as it was when Dylan Thomas wrote his poem "The Hunchback in 

the Park," except that the reservoir is dry; it has changed little 

since I, too, played in it as a child. The lake of Singleton 

survives, undisturbed, the activities of builders. St. Helen's 

cricket ground is greener than ever. Tnere are more policemen, 

but walls are still cllmbed, and although hoardings now hinder the 

spectators f'rom the rallway bridge, cricket matches are watched 

from houses with vulnerable windows, and the latest score seen from 

the tops of buses and carried round the coast. 

Oysters have gone from the bay, as well as from Southend, 

oetween Oystermouth and the Mumbles Pier, where they used to be 



packed high in barrels of seaweed. But at low tide, when the 

bay is a waste of wet mud, stakes and shreds of nets are still 

visible. The hill above the pier has been cut and its contour 

altered by progress and excavations, but the rock on which the 

lighthouse stands is the same as when Landor saw it, and so is 

the surrounding coastline, the one picture on which he longed to 

look when he was an exile in Italy, 

Of the town's old shopping centre hardly a trace remains: 

it was burnt to the ground in the Air Raid of February 1941. When 

the old buildings were down and before the new were erected, the 

hills could be seen clearly from the centre, and there was room 

for an ampitheatre in the rubble, Where once was variegated 

congestion, after an empty interval of open ground, there is now 

uniform pressure, and the streets are more crowded than ever before, 

Much that we value is under the auctioneer's hammer. There is an 

open market that is about to close, a closed market that has just 

opened, a big theatre that is gone, and a little theatre that is 

coming again. The two old dredgers, the Flea and the Bug, rot in 

the dockyard, while Swansea assimilates and reproduces its violent 

yet identical changes, like the sea, 

I do not miss the old Swansea any more than I miss the silent 

film, That is to say, I miss both a great deal. In spite of what 

I have said, something absolutely unreplaceable has gone. Swanaea 

is a town that is always shedding a skin, that is always beginning, 

It is too near the sea to be academically stuffed and preserved, 

It cannot evoke the Past for its own sake; it can only evoke the 

Past in connection with what has changed and with an unpredictable 



Present. So, when I pass a bank and see, not yet erased from the 

wall, the words UPLANDS CINEXA, I am made conscious, not only of 

the first world war when silent films were shown there, and par- 

ticularly the Saturday afternoon serials featuring Pearl White, 

but of the second war, too, and of the creative elements which 

survived it. 

1 knew nothing of this when, at the age of eight and nine, 

1 was a regular Saturday patron. There was then, outside the 

cinema, a brass ralling which seemed to have been designed to keep 

the Saturday mob of children at bay, and over this we swarmed at 

two o'clock when the doors opened. Cur excitement was great. Not 

for a week nad there been any hope for the hero and heroine of our 

film. On the previous Saturday they had innocently fallen into the 

trap of the masked villain, deaf to our united cries, and had been 

finally shown, as the words TO BE CONTINUED NEXT WEEK flashed on 

the screen, in a situation which offered no solution but death. 

Pearl White was the particular heroine of many of us; we were alarmed 

for her, but perhaps I was even more concerned than the rest, as I 

was more credulous. So, when we all rushed in, a majority audi- 

ence of children, some of whom were regularly thrown out, even in 

the uproar I could not for a moment forget Pearl White, the 

American actress who really threw herself off bridges into rivers 

and risked her life in the making of the film. It was wartime, and 

in our mock street wars she became the centre of many fights and 

struggles. 

I grew up out of her memory. Then, one day more than twenty 

years later, when the danger of a new war was coming nearer, I 



suddenly saw on a newspaper poster the four words PEARL WHITE 

IS DEAD, and this prompted, soon afterwards, the poem which I 

had always owed her: 

Who flung this world? What gangs proclaimed a truce, 
Spinning the streets from bootleces come loose? 
What iron hoop in darkness slid 
Chased by electric heels which hid 
Cold faces behind pamphlets of the time? 
Why was I left? what stairs had I to climb? 

Four words catch hold. Dead exile, you would excite 
In the red darkness, through the filtered light, 
Our round, terrified eyes, when some 
Deinon of the rocks would come 
And lock you in his house of moving walls; 
You taught us first how loudly a pin falls. 

From penny rows, when we began to spell, 
We watched you, at the time when Arras fell, 
Saw you, as in a death-ray seen, 
Ride the real fear on a propped screen, 
Where, through revolting brass and darknesst bands, 
Gaping, we groped with unawakened hands. 

A sea-swung murmur and a shout. Like shags 
Under carved gods, with sweets in cone-shaped bags, 
Tucked in to-morrow's unpaid fears, 
Rucked there before the unguarded years, 
We watched you, doomed, drowned, daggered, hurled from sight, 
Fade from your clipped death in the tottering light. 

Frantic, a blunted pattern showed you freed. 
Week back to week I tread with nightmare speed, 
Find the small entrance to large days. - .  
Charging the chocolates from t6e trays, 
Where, trailing or climbing the railing, we mobbed the dark 
Of Pandemonium near Cwmdonkin Park. 

Children return to mourn you. I retrace 
Their steps to childhood's jealousies, a place 
Of urchin hatred, shaken fists; 
I drink the poison of the mists 
To see you, a clear ghost before true day, 
A girl, through wrestling clothes, caps flung in play. 

From schoolts spiked railings, glass-topped, cat-walked walls, 
From albums strewn, the streets' strange funerals, 
We run to join the queue's coiled peel, 
Tapering, storming the Bastille, 
Tumbling, with collars strewn and scattered ties, 
To thumbscrewed terror and the sea of eyes. 



Night falls. The railing on which fast we pressed 
Bears you, thumb-printed, to a death unguessed, 
Before the time when you should rise 
Venus to adolescent eyes, 
A mermaid drying from your acid bath 
Catching our lechery on a flying path. 

Who has not seen the falling of a star? 
Black liquorice made you bright before the War, 
You glittered where the tongue was curled 
Around the sweet fear of this world. 
Doom's serial writing sprang upon the wall 
Blind with a rush of light. We saw you fall, 

How near, how far, how very faintly comes 
Your tempest through a tambourine of crumbs, 
Whose eye, by darkness sanctified! 
Is brilliant with my boyhood's sllde, 
How silently at last the reel runs back 
Through your three hundred deaths, now Death wears black, 

That poem was printed in July 1933, in Life and Letters, just 

two months before the outbreak of the last war, Dylan Thomas had 

already left Swansea, and others were scattered when war came, I 

did not leave until the end of 1341, and by that time I was the last 

in Swansea of a circle of friends who had once met every wcek in the 

Kardomah in Castle Street, which was now a mass of rubble. Alfred 

Janes the painter, one of this group, whose studio, high above a 

flower shop near Swansea Station, could only be reached by climbing 

a stair which held every variety of smell from the flowers to the 

pickled objects he painted, fish, fruit and lobsters, would not 

return until 1946, and the studio had been destroyed in the blitz, 

Before leaving, I had begun a long poem, dedicated to a child 

born in fiance in the chaos of Hitler's invasion, I was on the 

point of going to Paris with a present for her christening, as I 

was to be her godfather, when the news of Hitler's invasion came. 

I called this poem, which I was not to finish until the war ended, 

"The Broken Sea," and it was just before leaving Swansea in 1941 



that I wrote the long section about Swansea and Paris which 

opens with these verses: 

My lamp that was lit every night has burnt a hole in the shade. 
A seawave plunges. Listen. Below me crashes the bay. 
The rushing greedy water smothers the talk of the spade. 
Now, on the sixth of November, I remember the tenth of May. 

I was going to fly to your christening to give you a cup. 
Here, like Anderson's tailor, I weave tne invisible thread. 
The burnt-out clock of St. Mary's has come to a stop, 
And the band still points to the figure that beckons the house- 

stoned dead. 

Child Shades of my ignorant darkness, I mourn that moment alive 
Near the glow-lsmped Eurnenides' house, overlooking the ships in fllght, 
Where Pearl White focussed our childhood, near the foot of Cwmdonkin 

Drive, 
To a figment of crime stampeding in the posters9 windblown blight. 

I regret the broken Past, its prompt and punctilious cares, 
All the villainies of the fire-and-brimstone-visited town. 
I miss the painter of limbo, at the top of the fragrant stairs, 
The extravagant hero of night, his iconoclastic frown. 

My true regret was not that these things had gone, but that 

war had caused them to go. Dylan Thomas had gone, and gone, too, 

was his early iconoclasm. After leaving Swansea he had mitten a 

little poem of recollection, also about Cwmdonkin Park and his 

house and writing-table pitched on the steep hill beneath the reser- 

voir, o2posite a patch of level ground, grassy but irregular, where 

girls would come for hockey practice. They played at an angle to 

the hill while we read poems and talked in the bay window. The 

poem is a miracle of condensation, for he not only describes these 

things but announces the change in his style and attitude to life 

which was to bring about his greatest poetry; it is a Swanaea poem, 

but it is already related to the poems he was beginning to write in 

Laugharne: 

Once it was the colour of saying 
Soaked my table the uglier slde of a hill 



With a capsized field which a school sat still 
And a black and white patch of girls grew playing; 
The gentle seasides of saying I must undo 
That all the charmingly drowned arise to cockcrow and kill. 
When I whistled with mitctling boys tilrough a reservoir park 
Where at night we stoned the cold and cuckoo 
Lovers in the dirt of their lea0 beds, 
The shade of their trees was a word of many shades 
And a lamp of lightning for the poor in the dark; 
Now my saying shall be ay undoing, 
And every stone I wind off like a reel. 

How else, but from the discarding of what is false in the Past, 

can great art come? Art is composed of the constant and the elusive; 

neither can thrive without tne existence of the other. I like to 

think of Swansea as the enemy of reputation, and as the nourisher 

of artists who renew themselves. In the greatest artists, and par- 

ticularly in the work of Ceri Ricriards, Swansea's most distinuished 

palnter, recollection is always turned to creative ends. 

Here, fnnally, 1s my "Ode to Swansea": 

Bright town, tossed by waves of time to a hill, 
Leanlng ark of the world, dense-windowed, perched 
High on the slope of morning, 
Taking fire from the kindling East: 

Look where merchants, traders, and bullders move 
Through your streets, while above your chandler's walls 
Herring gulls wheel, and pigeons, 
&locking man and the wheelwright's art. 

Prouder cities rise through the haze of time, 
Yet, unenvious, all men have found is here. 
Here is the loitering marvel 
Feeding artists wlth all they know. 

There, where sunlight catches a passlng sail, 
Stretch your shell-brittle sands where children play, 
Shielded from iiammering dockyards 
Launching strange, equatorial ships. 

Would they know you, could the returning ships 
Find the pictured bay of the port they left 
Changed by a murmuration, 
Stained by ores in a nighthawk's wing? 



Yes. Through changes your myth seems anchored here. 
Staked in mud, the forsaken oyster beds 
Loom; and the Mumibles lighthouse 
Turns through gales like a seabird's egg. 

Lundy sets the course of the painted ships. 
Fishers dropping nets off the Gower coast 
Watch them, where shag and cormorant 
Perch like shades on the limestone rocks. 

You I know; yet who from a different land 
Truly finds the town of a native child 
Nurtured under a rainbow, 
Pitched at last on Mount Pleasant hill? 

Stone-runged streets ascending to that crow's nest 
Swinging East and IVest over Swansea Bay 
Guard in their walls Cwmdonkin's 
Gates of light for a bell to close. 

Praise, but do not disturb, heaven's dreaming man 
Not awakened yet from his sleep of wine. 
Pray, while the starry midnight 
Broods on Singleton's elms and swans. 



"Behind the Fabulous Curtain" 
Poetry Chicago, XCVIII (May l96l), 124-125 

VJatkins used this review of E. W. Tedlock's Dylan Thomas: 

The Legend and the Poet (London: William Heinemann, 1960) as 

an excuse for making a general statement about the inadvisabil- 

ity of making general statements about Dylan Thomas. The poem 

"Exegesis" later appeared in A Garland for Dylan Thomas, edited 

by George Firmage and Oscar Williams (New York: Clarke and 

Way, 1963) and Fidelities. 



Behind the Fabulous Curtain 

( A  Review of Dylan Thomas: The Legend and the Poet, 
e6ited by E. W. Tedlock) 

It is difficult to explain to anyone who did not know Dylan 

'Phomas why any study of him must remain totally inadequate. It is 

equally difficult to explain why those who knew him find themselves 

deeply handicapped in writing about him. The quality he prized 

most was seriousness, and he was a born clown; but was there any 

other poet of recent times who could create so quickly an intimacy 

of judgment, an apprehension of what was valid, in art and life? 

That is perhaps one of the reasons why strangers who met him only 

once for a long conversation felt, after his death, that they had 

known him all their lives. The entertainer and the intellectual 

alike were slightly ashamed after meeting him, as he could beat 

them both at their own gaae; but if they were huiible they quickly 

recognized that he was humble, too. The prig was his bete noir, 

the pedant a black-and-white crossword figure whom he didn't despise. 

The variety of life and its abundance sang in his veins. IIe 

was born to praise it, and he did so most completely when war dis- 

tortred it into every manifestation of horror. When the war ended, 

his own war continued. He was, on the one hand, enriched by the 

heroic comedy of people's lives, for he loved people, and, on the 

other, fascinated by artificial pattern, for the problems of form 

he had to solve in his last poems were subtler and more intricate 

than any he had set himself before. He found freedom in the late 

broadcast scripts, but pattern obsessed him. In this late work the 

prose, with all its humourous invention, was made by his social 

life, the poetry by his isolation in spite of that, the isolation 



of the entertainer who has taken off his mask. 

A writer's mask can be fatal to him, and it is certain that 

the image the age demanded of Dylan Thomas was accelerated by his 

popularity. His infectious humour deceived everyone but himself. 

His method was not to retreat from the mask, but to advance beyond 

it, and in that exaggeration remain completely hinself. He agreed 

readily with his detractors, and did not at all mind belng misun- 

derstood. Then, in the private dark, nls exuberance was subjected 

to the strictest control. The publlc figure and the lyric poet 

whose work began and ended in the Garden of Eden came to terms, 

terms, which no critic or friend has tne complete equipment to 

analyze. 

EXEGESIS 

So many voices 
Instead of one. 
Light, that is the driving force 
Of song alone: 
Give me this or darkness, 
The man or his bone. 

None shall replace him, 
Only falsify 
Light broken into colours, 
The altered sky. 
Hold back the bridle, 
Or the truth will lie. 



"Foreword" to A High Wind in Jamaica by Richard Hughes 
New York: New American Library ("Signet"), 1961, v-xi 

Watkins' initial difficulty in finding his subject in 

this foreword is symptomatic of rapid composition as well as 

his usual tendency to write about Dylan Thomas whenever possible. 

The visit described here took place about a month before 

Watkins met W. B. Yeats. Hughes, delivering himself of long 

monologues, was less cordial than Yeats would be. 
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Foreword to A High Wind in Jamaica by Richard Hughes 

The small Welsh fishing town of Laugharne, west of the town 

of Carmarthen, rias been made familiar to American readers by the 

writings of Dylan Thomas. it provides the scenery of what is per- 

haps his most perfect poem, Over Sir John's Hill, and it was in 

Laugharne that the greater part of Under Milk Wood and his last 

poems and prose pieces were written. So vivid is the aura surround- 

ing this village at the edge of the waves, and so clear the defini- 

tion of its inhabitants, whether winged, tail-coated or jerseyed 

(established by the imaginative idiom of Dylan Thomas), that it is 

difficult for those who do not know it to realize that the aura of 

Laugharne, and its unworldliness, were already present before Dylan 

went there. Yet it was this that decided him to live there soon 

after his marriage--this, and the presence of other writers, for 

soon after his arrival he wrote about Laugharne in a contributor's 

note to Life and Letters: "Its literary values are firmly estab- 

lished: Richard Hughes lives in a castle at the top of the hill; 

I live in a shed at the bottom." 

Of the other writers who lived in or near Laugharne I saw noth- 

ing, but I well remember my first encounter with Richard IIughes. 

It occurred on a mornlng in 1938. On the previous day I had arrived 

by bus from Carmarthen to find Dylan's small house empty. It was 

six o'clock in the evening, and I went back to the bus to ask the 

conductor when the next bus from Carxrarthen would come in. "Eight 

o'clock," he said. "And there's one at seven.'' Those were the first 

words I heard in Laugharne, the first statement of a theme that was 

repeated, with many variations, by different villagers, on my subse- 



quent visits there. Dylan and Caitlin Thomas, who arrived by 

the second, earlier bus, very soon introduced me to a number of 

people who corrected, with everything they said, any conventional 

sense of time, When we went to the pub, nobody entered who con- 

formed to that sense, and I slowly realized that the pub itself 

belonged to the same unconventional pattern, 

It was not, however, until the following morning that we saw 

Richard Hughes. We had talked late, Dylan unfolding to me the 

mysteries of Laugharne and delighting in my initiation, until, ex- 

hausted, I had sunk into a sleep troubled only by nightmares of 

regularity and orderliness in which the villagers kept perfect step 

and checked their watches as the clock struck. The sun now lit up 

the newly painted room where we had breakfast, and we had just fin- 

ished when there were two knocks on the door. "That will be Hughes," 

said Dylan, This visitation gave the surname an accent of awe, 

If the awe of expectation was considerable, the awe of the 

presence was much greater, I saw in the doorway a figure tall and 

solemn, with a high, white forehead and black, curly beard, his 

powerful hands resting on a strong cane, On this he leaned in order 

not to dwarf still further the low doorway on whose threshold he 

stood, I was quickly introduced, and he moved with an evenness of 

step and intonation into the room, rising there almost to the raf- 

tered ceiling, and then standing stock still opposite the window, 

black-bearded and impressive, like a sea captain who had taken up 

a vantage point in a small boat, focussing, with an invisible tele- 

scope, on something none of ua could see. His eye travelled from 

the white rafters round the walls of the room to the floor, and ours 



followed until all our heads were inclined down. "I like your 

lilac-coloured beams," he mid. Our eyes shot up incredulously 

to tile raof that had seemed white. While he, too, studied them, 

he murmured, without changing his posture: "And I like the feet 

of your table." 

This gymnastic interview, during which the controller of our 

muscles never moved, puzzled me, I had never before met a writer 

with so completely impassive a mask, and my first reaction was 

that he used this demeanour to curb Cylan's natural eagerness and 

enthusiasm. I was deceived. Only when I stayed at Laugharne 

Castle a little later did I begin to realize that the clask was used 

solely for Richard Hughes's own benefit, that it was his own exub- 

erance and awareness that he was resisting and keeping under restraint. 

IIis acute observation of the barbaric world of children and of 

animal joy had rnanoeuvered him out of wonder, which was only bearable 

for minutes, into immobility. When a messenger from that world 

entered the room, the sea-pirate on land, the cypress with a sense 

of humour, showed an amused recognition, but he kept his serenity, 

his distance. I wondered indeed whether a moment of crisis, perhaps 

at sea, v~kien death was i-minent, could ever disturb that serenity; 

and I decided that it could not. 

It is a mark of sensitivity in a wrlter to conceal his gifts. 

Those who enjoy being known as writers do not, on the whole, write 

so well as those who avoid being known as writers in order to write. 

Lven the prollfic great writers of the past whose names are so 

familiar belong to the second category; they were never blinded or 

halted in their undertakings by the advertisement of their published 



books. Their feet continually trod vlrgin soil. Some were 

protected by the sheer speed of their invention, others by a 

dogged cunning, but each had to save his skin from the hounds of 

publicity by providing for himself some art of camouflage which, 

in the animal world, nature supplies. Richard Hughes had so 

completely mastered this art that he had run himself to a stand- 

still, and then continued at a walking pace to Laugharne, leaving 

the chase and the kill far behind, and now resting his feet on the 

coloured pelt of his own adventures. In gentle cadences he talked 

gravely and most entertainingly of the past, the present, and the 

future, until each was becalmed by his understatement and the trance 

of his voice into a condition that conformed to the timelessness of 

Laugharne itself. No wonder he had come to the place, and he was 

now its Petty Constable. KO air of adventure, no juvenile delin- 

quency for him. 

I breakfasted with his children, and they certainly belonged 

to A High Wind in Jamaica, that whirlwind of a book which he had 

written before any of them were born. I wondered whether they 

guessed that their world was the native country ot' his imagination, 

and that the sea, above which the walls of Laugharne Castle stood, 

was his true element, They must have begun to guess the second of 

these truths, for their father loved the sea and sailed as much as 

possible; but children observe everything except themselves. They 

take for granted that Eden of sensuous awareness and those violent 

reactions to a prinitive world of sudden and inexplicable changes, 

charted in that book with such speed and precision. The disturbances 

of childhood are made more real there than any aault dlstur~ances, 
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which dwindle into insignificance, as they cio before the eyes of 

a child. Yet the inoral climate above the pagan underfoot is a 

vague thing, provoking piety, but nothing else. In tliis, too, 

Richard Hughes remains true to childi,ood. It is impossible for 

an adult to be pious, where the object of his piety is vague. 

The one element in A High Wind in Jamaica whicn belongs to 

adult life is its aesthetic beauty. This is something children 

commonly ignore. Their minds are too literal and too medieval for 

it, and the pieces of description which flash past like the wings 

of tropic butterflies or blrds do not seriously interrupt the 

progress of the young adventurers who command the narrative. 

Exeter Rocks is a famous place. A bay of the sea, almost 
a perfect semicircle, guarded by tne reef: shelving white 
sands to span the few feet fron the water to the undercut turf; 
and then, almost at the mid polnt, a jutting-out shelf of rocks 
right into deep water--fathoms deep. And a narrow fissure in 
the rocks, leadlng tile water into a small pool, or miniature 
lagoon, right inside their bastion. There it was, safe from 
sharks or drowning, that the Pernanaez children meant to soak 
themselves all day, like turtles in a crawl. The water of the 
bay was as smootrl and imovable as basalt,,yet clear as the 
rinest gin: albeit the swell muttered a mile away on the reef. 
The water within the pool itself could not reasonably be 
smoother. No sea breeze thought of stirring. No bird tres- 
passed on the inert air. 

For a while they had not the energy to get into the water, 
but lay on their faces, looklng down, down, down, at the aea- 
fans and sea-feathers, the scarlet-plumed barnacles and corals, 
the black and yellow schoolmistress-fish, the rainbow-flsh-- 
all that forest of ideal Christmas trees which is a tropical 
sea-bottom. Then they stood up,.giddy and seeing black, and in 
a trice were floating suspendea In water like drowned ones, 
only their noses above the surface, under the shaaow or a rocky 
ledge. 

Tnese and other beautiful objects are to the children not 

beautiful at all, but rather iminent, being, like the shells the 

boy sees in one of Ilofm~msthal's poems, too close to themselves 

in their spontaneity and in the perfection of their form, having 



eaerged so recently from the same world: 

For long he did not tLink of shells as fair: 
He was too much out of one world with those, 

The children are innocent, but tLey are also eavages, and in 

their adventures they are closer to nature than to their parents. 

They represent a mutiny of the senses which no urban civilization 

can s1:ppress. They are misunderstood, particularly by their mother, 

because tiley need to be. They are living in the Old Testament, 

befox discovering the New, 

Certain authors, Lewis Carroll, Walter de la Mare and Richard 

Hughes among them, have been specially endowed with ttle gift of 

reperceiving the curious logic of childhood. Each of these three, 

in creating what he did, had to run the gauntlet between the senti- 

mental and the whimsical on the hard, down-to-earth track of wonder 

whicAJ is a child's own. Each tackled the problem in a different 

way. Lewis Carroll allowed his sentimentality to play on the mar- 

gin of the river bank, but never let it intrude on the narrative, 

the course of which was minutely and mathematically controlled, 

Walter de la Mare saw the world, even at eighty, through a child's 

eyes, but his vision was never blurred, because at no time in those 

years had he released his apprehension of the sinister and the 

macabre in nature. Richard Hughes, in A High Wind in Jamaica, used 

those two elements, which always fascinated him, and counterbalanced 

them by the saving grace of the ludicrous. Ee was not so completely 

a poet as Hans Anderson, who seized the province of childLood by 

tis cwn clumsy innocence and an art of marvellous sophistication. 

Anderson wrote tragedies, Hughes comedies. 

It may be questioned whether a satirical story of children's 



adventures which first appeared in 1929, ten years before the 

Second World War, can retain its validity after so much has 

happened. If I were asked whetller the book could be written now 

I should say No, but I should S ~ J  it with regret. The properties 

of the book, whicn belong to the unfolding scenery of childhood, 

are real. The painting of those properties is brilliant, Richard 

Hughes is a aaster of description, whether he displays the activity 

of the senses of children or the depredation of the convulsive 

forces of nature: 

Then it came. The water of the bay began to ebb away, 
as if someone had pulled up the plug: a foot or so of sand 
and coral gleamed for a moment new to the air: then back the 
sea rushed in miniature rollers w:lich splashed right up to the 
foot of the palms. ?~louthfuls of turf were torn away: and on 
the far side of the bay a small piece of cliff tumbled into 
the water: sand and twigs showered down, dew fell from the 
trees like dianonds: birds and beasts, their tongues at last 
loosed, screamed and bellowed: the ponies, though quite 
unalarmed, lifted up their heads and yelled, 

Circumstances have changed, but children remain children, and 

Jamalca, with its extraordinary faculty for renewing its vegetation 

after a hurricane, is still there. So is the sea, with its indif- 

ference to history. The sharp, kaleidoscopic colours of the book 

have now a nostalgic charm, but they have also a real terror, for 

an omlnous atziosphere han.gs over them, as though at any moaent the 

God of the Old Testainent would strike again, Whatever happens, the 

deeper our understanding of Luman nature is, the less we are likely 

to be taken by surprise, Ibsen wrote a life history of each of his 

characters before beginning a play, for he knew that the behaviour 

of adults could not be understood wlthout rererence to hereditary 

traits and to tneir behaviour as children. 

I remember that I visited Laugharne again on the very day that 
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war was declared, and I went there frequently in the following 

year, But by that tine Richard Hughes had left for the Admiralty, 

where lie served until the war ended, earnlng tile 0. 9. Z., which 

lie was awarded in 1946. I missed him very much. I missed his 

unfailing courtesy and kindness, and the subtle, suggestive humour 

which punctuated his talk. I saw rlis wife Francis af'ter he had 

gone, and she gave me news or hiin, but it would be twenty years 

before I saw him again. When I dld, he struck ne as being completely 

unchanged, It was a crowded gathering, and the tall, romantic 

adventurer, who had travelled down from his home in Portrneirion 

for the occasion, was discernible in the distance. When he drew 

nearer I recognized tile voice I had heard since the war in broadcast 

talks of admirable intinacy and evocative power. I had last talked 

to him not long after the publication o r  In IIazard, the successor 

to A High Wind In Jamaica, on wnich he had spent nine years. I had 

read poems and stories, but I had not known then that he was the 

first wrlter of plays ror radio, Now, &gradually, as I went up to 

him, I saw that the speed of nis imagination still wore the mask of 

lmobility and st111 employed the slow, melodious accents of a 

purrlng top. Was North Wales indeed so dangerous? And l~hy,  in 

almost twenty years, had he printed notuing in book form except the 

volume on the Admnlstration of War Production In the Ofricial Ilistory 

of the War, which he wrote in collaboration with J, D, Scott't I 

nope that soon after this is printed wy question will be obsolete. 

It is not a characteristic of the Welsh imagination to lie fallow 

long, 



"W. B. Yeats--the Religious Poet" 
University of Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 111, 4 
(Winter 19621, 475-488 

This essay, which Watkins regarded as his only major piece 

of prose, was originally written in French and read in that 

language to a British Council meeting in Paris in May of 1948. 

It was first printed, also in French, in Critique for November 

of 1953. It was also used in various lectures and readings. 

The French version begins: 

La difference entre la premiere maniere de Yeats at le 
style de son oeuvre ulterieure est certes remarquable, mais 
la parente entre ces deux manieres est bien plus remarquable 
encore. C'est la difference entre une main delicate mais 
dont le seul exercice a ete jusqu'alors d'evaluer des temps 
et la repartition des cadences et une main qui a appris a 
saisir et utiliser les outils les plus divers. 
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W. B. Yeats--The Religious Poet 

The distinction between the early style of Yeats and the 

style of the later poetry is remarkable, but the afflnlty between 

them is more remarkable still, It is the distinction between a 

delicately formed hand which has not yet applied Itself to any 

craft, except that of measuring distance and the distribution of 

cadences, and a hand which has learned to grip and master every kind 

of weapon, The first holds the palette to the imagination, but the 

second is its athletic body, The distinction is an aesthetic 

problem; it represents a physical revolution and an attempt to cast 

off what does not belong to the new body, a sensitive and painful 

progress from artiflclal poetic language to purity of diction, from 

circuitous apprehension to passionate expression; and stanaing In 

the midst of this progress is Ezra Pound, who was the chief influence 

in helplng Yeats to mould his later style, Pound more than any other 

may be said to have helped Yeats to cut away unnecessary and vague 

words Srom his work, Yet, although Yeats acknowledged 111s debt to 

Pound and repudiated his earller style, the a~finity between the 

two styles remains. It is an affinity In the quality most personal 

to a poet: an affinity of cadence. The hand is stronger, but, in 

any example you may choose, it is the same hand. 

The fact is that Yeats all his life had been looking for one 

thing, which he called "Unity of Being"; and he was still looking 

for this when he died. He had a restless imagination, and it was 

partly his habit of continual intellectual adventure that kept his 

poetry fresh. The development of his poetq, which was sustained 
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until the last week of his life, corresponded closely to the 

development of his character. In 1930 he made this casual note 

in a diary: "My character is so little myself that all my life 

it has thwarted me. It has affected my poems, my true self, no 

more than the character of a dance affects the movements of a 

dance." Yet it is impossible for us to be deceived. The poems 

reveal that his character has affected them profoundly. The early 

poems, which are pre-Raphaelite in style and imagery, were built 

upon themes of Irish qyth or upon the restlessness of desire or 

unrequited love, and they show no association with family tradition. 

As he aged, his feeling for tradition deepened, and so did his bonds 

with friends, When some of those friends died, the poems he wrote 

about them were poems he could not Lave written in his youth, for 

in that time his poetry had undergone a purgation; it had been 

purified by tragedy, VJhile much of his early poetry seems to strain 

for a release from conscience, every poem in the late work is a test 

of conscience. Every question between Self and Soul is prompted by 

the religious sense. 

Yeats's habit of working and thinking was always analytical, 

and when, a few days after his marriage, his wife surprised him 

with messages she had written in automatic script, these messages 

excited him extremely, as they seemed to answer problems which he 

had set himself for years, They told, in philosophical terms and 

in diagrams, chiefly of gyres and cones, how man ran his course 

between two eternities, that of Race or Self, and that of Soul, 

Yeats decided to devote the remainder of his life to elucidating 

these messages; but further messages came, stating that the senders 

were only offering him "metaphors for his poetry." From these 
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messages Yeats elaborated his system of the "Phases of the Moon," 

and the results of his research into the fabric on which so many 

of the later poems are woven are published in his prose work, 

A Vision, Fortunately for his poetry, Yeatsts constant humility 

of soul was never wholly caught up in the vast, eccentric specu- 

lations of this intricate work. The scaffolding of nis ideas did 

not bother him, for he counted most on the moment of revelation 

and he always knew it was at hand. 

Yeats as a craftsman laboured tirelessly; it is doubtful 

whether any other English lyric poet worked so hard at his revisions. 

Yet it was always upon the unforeseen that he relied, upon that 

unpredictable luck which is the reward of tenacity, "Poetry is 

plainly stubborn," he said; and he wrestled with it inexhaustibly, 

repeating the words aloud again and again, chanting and listening, 

listening and chanting, like William Blake in his poem "An Acre of 

Grass, who 

beat upon the wall 
Till Truth obeyed his call. 

In the late poems it is noticeable that the last line of the poem 

is nearly always unpredictable; it holds the moment of conscience, 

and in all the late work the moment determines the poem. It is the 

swiftness of light rather than thought; and the leap from the good 

work to the unalterable one may be seen in Yeats's revisions, and 

particularly when the final draft is compared with the first. Yet 

these were aural revisions, never made for the eye; the light is 

musically controlled. It is often found that most delicate revisions 

were made in words of different meaning but kindred sound ("Firem 

became "Fivew at the end of "Those Images"), as though the statement 



had at first been imperfectly heard, The Xuse of Ancient Greece 

is the closest approximation to Yeats's actual method. He did 

not believe there was a better way of writing poetry than by 

listening in absolute silence to the unpredictable voice. 

In the late work every poem 1s a development of those that 

went before, yet each is an entirely new poem. We see the threads 

which ilave been used before, but they never before made this 

pattern, Sometimes the pattern is not completed until the last 

line, its effect delayea until even the last word, and is so 

changed by it that the whole is transfigured, and the end is then 

transfigured by those transfigured words, I can imagine Yeats 

writing those endings with his early, apprentice hand. It is the 

correction, in contradiction to that smooth, musfcal facility, 

that is so personal to the poet, This correction is so true and 

at once so recognizable, so personal to Yeats and to no other poet, 

that in the memory it becomes identifled with his soul. 

The works are made permanent by that correction: they can 

never fade. How much patience must have gone to the making of 

these poems, how much patience in waiting vor the "luck," as he 

called it, for the unpredictable word, the unpredictable correction 

that is so personal to the poet, so much a part of his soul. 

Technical mastery had become instinctive, certainly, but technical 

mastery alone could give us good, perhaps even great, but not 

miraculous poems; and the miraculous element in all Yeats's poetry 

is evident even in the development of the late work from book to 

book, from The Tower through The Winding Stair to New Poems and 

Last Poems. Not only is there a dominant vocabulary in each book, 

a new set of recurring words emerging in each (and this is true 



also of A Full Moon in March, which appeared between The Winding 

Stair and New Poems), but each is really an izaginative rebirth 

of the poet. As he said of his revisions: "It is myself that I 

remake"; and the last rebirth 1s the most impressive of all, since 

it contains all that went before, and transcends it, It is in 

keeping with tlie miraculous nature of Yeats's poetry that his 

aost accomplished poems were written when Lie was over seventy. Me 

was a better poet then than he had ever been before and he knew it. 

Yeats did not rely for his poetry on knowledge; he relied on 

oracles. Just as his father, in a letter, said that he was him- 

self always on the point of discovering the Prirnum Mobile of the 

universe, so Yeats at every moment was conscious of the distillation 

of knowledge in oracles, oracles whlch could, when he most needed 

it, give hlm "Unity of Being." 

An oracle depends upon a duality of All and Nothing, upon 

omniscience, upon total ignorance, upon that moment for which both 

are true, upon the Nothing from which all thines flow, An oracle 

depends upon the entire state of things and that which set them 

in motion. Yeats consulted many oracles in search of what he 

called in speaking to me "a belief which is moving," one which 

would correspond to the fullest life of the imagination and the 

deepest expression of a man's soul. Mr. T. S. Eliot, setting 

against the seances and superstitions of Yeats's youth and middle 

period the pious sincerity of the late work, declares in After 

Strange Gods that Yeats has triumphed "against the greatest odds." 

Yet this clash between the all-knowing and the all-ignorant dominates 

his work from first to last, If the oracles of the last poems 

are more true, it is because the poet brings worship and not spec- 
I 



ulation to his enquiry: doubt has been replaced by faith. 

Yeats, in his essay on Louis Lambert, thinks that Balzac, 

when still at school, when he was composing with his friend or 

faisant Louis Lambert the Treatise of the Will, may have had 

access to the works of Bonaventura and Grosseteste; and he 

quotes Grosseteste's doctrine that light confers form upon First 

Matter. "Light is corporeality," he declares, "or that of which 

corporeality is made, a point from which spheral space flows as 

from nothing." 

In one of the last poems, "Long-Legged Fly," Yeats puts his 

finger on that point, that nothing, that silence. The poem has 

three verses, and in each he traces a great medium of power to 

its source, to the point of stillness that is moving, of movement 

that is still. The miraculous effect of the refrain, the lingering 

word "stream," and the slow last line, can be seen only in full 

quotation: 

That civilization may not sink, 
Its great battle lost, 
Quiet the dog, tether the pony 
To a distant post; 
Our master Caesar is in the tent 
Where the maps are spread, 
His eyes fixed upon nothing, 
A hand under his head. 

Like a long-legged fly upon the stream 
His mind movea upon silence, 

That the topless towers be burnt 
And men recall that face, 
Move most gently if move you muat 
In this lonely place. 
She thinks, part woman, three parts a child, 
That nobody looks; her feet 
Practice a tinker shuffle 
Picked up on a street. 

Like a long-legged fly upon the stream 
Her mind moves upon silence. 



That girls at puberty may find 
The first Adam in their thought, 
Shut the door of the Pope1 s chapel, 
Keep those children out. 
There on that scaffolding reclines 
Michael Angelo. 
With no more sound than the mice make 
His hand moves to and fro. 

Like a long-leaed fly upon the stream 
His mind moves upon silence. 

That poem, a poem of great introspection, shows clearly 

the interior force of Yeatsls imagination, moving always to the 

centre, and seeking in its most archetypal form, Caesar, Helen, 

Adam. Yet there is no lyric of Yeats's maturity, however light, 

which is not the counterpoint of great introspection; each is 

intensified by the unseen allegory in opposition to which it has 

sprung. When the beggars of his poetry have pulled him out of 

doors they are enacting the same truths, in exultation or in 

mockery. His poetry emphasizes a fixed relationship between 

imaginative riches and beggary, between intellectual and emotional 

toil. The aura of light which surrounds the forms in these poems 

is derived from a scholar's lamp that has been quenched. The 

imaginative life is inseparable from the imaginative death. The 

Tower is not far- from the barefoot Galway children going to school. 

When I-think af the later lyrics, in contrast to the more 

artificial, yet already subtle, ear.1~ poems in which the correc- 

tion was pantheistic rather than spiritual, I remember how Yeats 

had, even in those early poems, invested objects and natural 

appearances, such as the movement of leaves or of-a stream, with 

their own particular music, the reward of minute observation. He 

had already found how fundamentallythe Minute Particular8 o f  which 

Blake wrote could change a po.em., and make it unforgettable. He 



told me in 1338 that at first he had been incoherent because 

he lacked a technique, but that when he went io London he learnt 

how t3 use the tool cf his technique from :-: b;d poet whom he did 

nct. naine. Trle minute correction is, then, already in the early 

poems; but what becomes of it, tnis oracle of music, this pan- 

theistic correction, precise, though not yet related to an allc- 

gory, when the style is stripped and the later lyrics begin to 

appear? The answer is to be found in the poems of "Responsibil- 

i ies," and even .nore polgnantly in the lyrical sequence of - The 

Tower and T k  Winding Stair: "A Man Young and Old," "A Woman 

Young and Old," and "Words for ,",lusic Pert~aos." These are love 

poems that seem a quarrel between soul and body, in which the 

emotion is so rarefied by age, the music so intimate and pene- 

trating, that language has set no impediment between the naked 

words and their theme. The poems of "Words for Music Perhaps," 

many of which were composed rapidly in the spring of 1329, form 

one of the most beautiful lyrlcal sequences il. our language, where 

the very bones of language become luxiinous, clothmg themselves 

with momentarily lovely flesh, weaving themselves into patterns, 

dances suspended by a sung line, a refrain, wllen the figures 

pause. The characters are Crazy Janes, <Jack the Journeyman, and 

the Bishop, whom she sets in opposition to each other; Young Man, 

Young Girl, Tom the Lunatic, and, in "Three TLings," a woman's 

bone, a bone of three regrets, "a bone wave-whitened and dried 

in the wind." In these poems Yeats has used udd or blasphemous 

characters to state profound religious truths. Crazy Jane, in 

the poem "Crazy Jane on God," anticipates the late play Purgator': 

Before their eyes a house 



That from childhood stood 
Uninhabited, ruinous, 
Suddenly lit up 
From door to top: 
All things remain in God. 

And Tom the Lunatic sings: 

Whatever stands in field or flood, 
Bird, beast, fish or man, 
Mare or stallion, cock or hen, 
Stands in God's unchanging eye 
In all the vigour of its blood; 
In that faith I live or die. 

In Yeats, as in Plotinus, the miracle of the far thing is 

established by the miracle of the near, and the two are inter- 

dependent. He quotes this passage from Plotinus in his notes on 

The Tower: 

Let every soul recall, then, at the outset the truth that 
soul is the author of all living things, that it has breathed 
life into them all, whatever is nourished by the earth and sea! 
all the creatures of the air, the divine stars in the sky; it 1s 
the maker of the sun; itself formed and ordered this vast heaven 
and conducts all that rhythmic motion--and it is a principle dis- 
tinct from all these to which it gives law and movement and life, 
and it must of necessity be more honourable than they, for they 
gather or dissolve as soul brings them life or abandons them, 
but soul, since it can never abandon itself, is of eternal being. 

How close to Plotinus is the opening of "A Dialogue of Self 

and Soul" : 

I summon to your winding ancient stair; 
Set all your mind upon the steep ascent, 
Upon the broken, crumbling battlement, 
Upon the breathless starlit air, 
Upon the star that marks the hidden pole; 
Fix every wandering thought upon 
That quarter where all thought is done: 
Who can distinguish darkness from the soul? 

Yet how unlike Plotinus are the following lines, taken from the 

poem "Nineteen-Nineteen" printed in The Tower, which shows Yeats's 

power in the reverse direction, of contracting infinity to a nar- 

row space and an image of violence: 



The night can sweat with terror as before 
We pieced our thoughts into philosophy, 
And planned to bring the world under a rule, 
Who are but weasels fighting in a hole. 

The introspective oracles in passages such as this seem to drive 

his imagination to its utmost pitch, and then to drop him upon 

the hard, discordant world which had mocked his flight, as an 

eagle drops its prey. That moment when faith is reversed to its 

opposite is the moment of dramatization, the seeing moment, when 

all things around him are suddenly seen in an extraordinary unity. 

The supreme example of this is found in the opening of his great 

poem, "The Second Coming": 

Turning and turning in the widening are 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed time is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is dra-med; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

Yeats had earlier describsd how he had a recurrent vision, 

just behind his left elbow and always out of sight, of a "brazen- 

winged beast" which he takes as a symbol of laughter and destruc- 

tion. This image is not only found, somewhat transformed, in 

"The Second Coming," but it occurs again in the sequence "Medi- 

tations in Time of Civil War," where "brazen hawksM drive out 

the "ladies with musing eyes riding on magical unicorns," which 

are for Yeats a symbol of violence but also of chastity. This is 

the terror of the Platonic Year which, as he says in the poem 

Whirls out new right and wrong, 
Whirls in the nld instead. 



In the Preface to his prose play The Resurrection, printed 

in Wheels and Butterflies, Yeats recounts the history of the 

Platonic Year. He writes: 

Ptoleqv thought the procession of the equinoxes moved at the 
rate of a degree every hundred years, and that somewhere about 
the time of Christ and Caesar the equinoctical sun had returned 
to its original place is the constellations, completing and 
recommencing the thirty-six thousand years, of three hundred 
years apiece, of Plato's man of Ur. Hitherto almost every phil- 
osopher had some different measure for the Greatest Year, but 
this Platonic year, as it was called, soon displaced all others; 
it was a Christian heresy in the twelfth century, and in the 
East, multiplied by twelve as if it were but a month of a still 
greater year, it became the Manvantra of 432,000 years, until 
animated by the Indian jungle it generated new noughts and 
multiplied itself into Kalpas. 

In writing this Preface in the early thirties Yeats feels 

that the only thing lacking to his vision is the proof that man 

has lived many times: 

Even though we think temporary existence illusionary it cannot 
be capricious; it is what Plotinus called the characteristic 
act of the soul and must reflect the soul's coherence, All our 
thought seems to lead by antithesis to some new affirmation of 
the supernatural...In a few years perhaps we may have much empir- 
ical evidence, the only evidence that moves the mass of men to- 
day, that man has lived many times... We may come to think that 
nothing exists but a stream of souls, that all knowledge is 
biography, and with Plotinus that every soul is unique; that 
these souls, these eternal archetypes, combine into greater units 
as days and nights into months, months into years, and at last 
into the final unit that differs in nothing from that which they 
were at the beginning: everywhere that antinomy of the One and 
the Many that Plato thought in his "Parmenides" insoluble, though 
Blake thought it aolub1e"at the bottom of the graves." 

In Yeats's earlier play Calvary his ideas of subjectivity 

and objectivity symbolized in birds and beasts (the solitary 

subjective life in the heron and the objective life with its need 

of company and sympathy in the gregarious birds and beasts that 

move in packs, ldeas elaborated at great length in the Michael 

Robartes parts of A Vision) were used as a dramatic base, but they 



proved unconvincing. In the later play, The ~esurrection, first 

performed in 1934, where those ideas have been.abandoned, the 

apprehension of religious truth is immediate and powerful. The 

play is set in the Upper Room of the Last Supper, after the 

Crucifixion. In it a Hebrew is discovered alone, but immediately 

a Greek enters. They look out at Calvary through a window, and 

the Greek begins to laugh, 

--The Hebrew: Be quiet. You do not know what you are doing. 
You have gone out of your mind. You are laughing at Calvary, 
--The Greek: No, no, I am laughing because they thought they 
were nailing the hands of a living man upon the Cross, and all 
the time there was nothing but a phantom. 

They talk, and the Hebrew says how Christ "thought that he himself 

was the Messiah. He thought it because of all destines it seemed 

the most terible." 

--The Greek: How could a man think himself the Messiah? 
--The Hebrew: It was always foretold that he would be born of 
a woman. 
--The Greek: To say that a god can be born of a woman, carried 
in her womb, fed upon her breast, wasted as children are washed, 
is the most terrible blasphemy. 

There is then, as in Calvarx, a procession of mockery, the 

worshipper of Dionysus, at which Greek and Hebrew peer through the 

window, 

Then a Syrian runs in, and when he has got his breath, tells 

them that Christ's tomb is empty. The Hebrew will not believe it, 

but the Greek does. He says: "I am certain that Jesus never had 

a human body; that he is a phantom and can pass through that wall; 

that he will so pass; that he will pass through this room; that 

he himself will speak to the apostles," 

When Christ enters at the end of the play the Syrian draw8 

back the curtaim of the inner room, and the Hebrew kneels. The 



Greek alone is not overawed. He says: 

It is the phantom of our master. Why are you afraid? 
He has been crucified and buried, but onlyin semblance, -and is 
among us once more...There is nothing here but a phantom, it 
has no flesh and blood. Because I know the truth I am not 
afraid. -Look, I will touch it. It may be hard under my hand 
like a statue--I have heard of such things--or my hand may 
pass through it--but there is no flesL1 and blood. 

He goes slowly up to the figure and passes his hand over 

its side. 

--The Greek: The heart of an phantom is beating! The heart 
of a phantom is beating! 

He screams; Christ crosses the stage and passes into the 

inner room where the apostles are; and the play ends on the 

Greek's words: 'O Athens, Alexandria, Rome, something has come 

to deatroy you! The heart of a phantom is beating! Man has 

begun to die. Your works are clear at last, 0 Heraclitua. God 

and man die each other's life, live each other's death." 

Musician's songs open and close the play, the second verse 

of the opening song recalling Shelley in the final chorus of 

Another Troy must rise and set, 
Another lineage feed the crow, 
Another Argots painted prow 
Drive to a flashier bauble yet. 
The Roman Empire stood appalled: 
It dropped the reins of peace and war 
When that fierce Virgin and her Star 
Out of the fabulous darkness called. 

When Yeats writes about Christ, as he does in wWisdom,l' 

''The ivlother of God,'' and "A Prayer for My Son," contact with the 

soil, with natural objects, and with human milk is always kept. 

Protective human love is celebrated as guarding and nursing 

divine love, although it can scarcely endure the terror of its 



care. Religion is in these poems centered in the tradition of 

the family, as depicted by medieval painters. 

It would be a mistake, however, to seek only in the poems 

whicl: directly invoke Christianity the evidence of Yeats's 

religious feeling. It is found everywhere in the late work. I 
4 

have already said that all the later poems are poems of conscience. 

It is this quality more than any other that gives them ao sharp a 

contrast to the early work. Paradoxically Yeats brings a pagan 

strength to the poems wliicil deal directly with Christianity, and 

he brings Christianity to his poems of pagan theme. "Wisdom," 

"The Mother of God," "A Prayer for My Son," and "Veronica's 

Napkin" are not only devotional poems but are also dialogues 

between Self and Soul. For Yeats is a poet of religious conflict 

in all the late work. As a poet who cannot accept time as a reality, 

and yet accpets miracles and the immortality of the soul, who, age- 

ing, sees in passionate memory the souls and characters time has 

wronged, his conflict runs deeper, through its refusal of wistful- 

ness, than any other poet since Dante. But in what poet is there 

so condensed a religious poem as "Veronica's Napkin," in which a 

holy relic draws the Old Testament and Eden, the New Testament and 

Calvary, into eight lines? 

The IIeavenly Circuit; Berenice's Hair; 
Tent-pole of lidell; the tent's drapery; 
Symbolical glory of the earth and air! 
The Father and his angelic hierarchy 
That made the magnitude and glory there 
Stood in the circuit of a needle's eye. 

Some found a different pole, and where it stood 
A pattern on a napkin dipped in blood. 

The conflict between heroic, Homeric man and the flesh- 



renouncing ascetic, as symbolized by Saint Patrick, runs 

through all Yeats's work from "The Wanderings of Usheen" to 

the last poems. In The Land of Heart's Desire it is the faery 

world that is set in opposition to the cricifix. In "Vacillation," 

written in 1932, there is a section which has this dialogue 

between Soul and Eeart: 

The Soul: Seek out reality, leave things that seem. 
The Heart: What, be a sinper born and lack a theme? 
The Soul: Isaiah's coal, what more can man desire? 
The Heart: Struck dumb in the simplicity of fire! 
The Soul: Look on that fire, salvation walks within. 
The Heart: What theme had Homer but original sin? 

And this section is followed by a valedictory message to **the 

sincere and noble Yon Hugel," beginning: 

Must be partt Von Hugel, though much alike, for we 
Accept the mlracles of the saints and honour sanctity? 

in which Yeats declares: 

I, though heart might find relief 
Did I become a Christian man and choose for my belief 
What seems most welcome in the tomb--play a predistined part. 
Homer is my example and his unchristened heart. 

Yet the religious faith eludes the decision of the Self. The 

belief is constant; the belief is moving. The momentary defini- 

tion of the mind serves only to bring the poet to a new position, 

for every decision Yeats makes in one poem creates its opposite 

in another, and in this poem, composed of contraries, the reader 

is aware, even in renunciation, of a light of faith springing from 

that renunciation which had not been apparent before the decision 

was taken. Yeats knows the twofold task of a poet, and he is 

redeeming the contraries, just as Blake had done before him. 

On the whole the poems of The Winding Stair (1933), where 

"Vacillation" appears, emphasize the victory of the Self in the 



conflict, and those in The Tower, printed five years earlier, 

emphasize the need of wisdom for the victory of the Soul. At 

the en5 of The Tower Yeats writes: 

Now I shall make my soul 
Compelling it to study 
In a learned school, 

and the great poem "Sailing to Byzantium," which opens the book, 

1s Yeats's clearest statement of the Soul's desire to be abstrac- 

ted r'rom life into the heavens of Wisdom, a desire whlch is con- 

tradicted by the Self in "A Dialogue of Self and Soul," printed 

in The Wlnding Stair. Byzantlum is for Yeats at once historical 

and permanent, a recurrent symbol and focal point of vision; and 

in'Byzanlum," also prlnted in The Winding Stair, the prayer 

expressed in "Sailing to Byzantium" is ~'ulfilled. In this poem 

it 1s the heaven or art that is ceiebrated, The poet sees in a 

vision the work of the Byzantine goldsmiths, the Emperor's golden 

bird, and on the cathedral's marble floor a design of dolphins 

bearing souls to Paradise, as purging away continually, through 

the purity of their pattern, "the fury and the mire of human veins" 

NByzantium" reveals a new turn in YeBtS's belief. At this 

point he has reamed the conviction not only that spirits control 

art, but that the finished work of art has the power to control 

spirits, Hid imagination is moving towards the last poems, 

towards "Lapis Lazuli," in which the indestructible joy or' art is 

celebrated in the very moment of cabnity . Joy in the midst' of 
tragedy is its theme, the invincible gaiety of those who create 

art and so rebuild civilization from its ruins: 

All perform their tragic play, 
There struts Hamlet, there is Lear, 



Trlat's Ophelia, that Cordelia; 
Yet they, should the last scene be there, 
The great stage curtain about to drop, 
If worthy their prominent part in the play, 
Do not break up their lines to weep. 
They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay; 
Gaiety transfiguring all that dread. 
All men have aimed at, found and lost; 
Black out; Heaven blazing into the head: 
Tragedy wrought to its uttermost. 
Though Hamlet rambles and Lear rages, 
And all the drop-scene drop at once 
Upon a hundred thougand stages, 
It cannot grow by an inch or an ounce. 

On their own feet they came, or on shipboard, 
Camel-back, horse-back, ass-back, mule-back. 
Old civilizations put to the sword. 
Then they and their wisdom went to wrack. 
No handiwork of Callimachus, 
Who handled rnarble as if it were bronze, 
Made draperies that seemed to rise 
When sea-wind swept the corner? stands; 
His long lamp-chimney shaped llke the stem 
Of a slender palm, stood but a day; 
All things fall and are built again, 
And those that build them again are gay. 

The poem ends with a description of three Chinamen climbing a 

mountain and then seated at a little half-way house on its slope 

above a scene o-f destruction: 

There, on the mountain and the sky, 
On all the tragic scene they stare. 
One asks for mournful melodies; 
Accomplished fingers begin to play. 
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes, 
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay. 

Yeats's Introduction to l1An Indian Monk," "The Holy 

Xountain," and "Mandukya Upanishad," published by the Cuala Press 

in the book of Essays of 1937, and his translation with Shree 

Purohi Swami of the "Ten Principle Upanishads," reflect his great 

interest in Indian mysticism. In the visions of men seeking 

initiation into states of blessedness and in their pilgrimages he 

had found yet another manifestation of the Unity of Being which he 



sought. He had always been, from early youth, intensely relig- 

ious. His father, who revolted against Victorian morality mas- 

querading as religious truth, had taught the boy to despise 

every cecmdhand statement and seek always what was most intense 

and real in his own feeling. At the end of his life Yeats referred 

to his father's studio as his workshop; his influence was the most 

lasting upon the poet, the influence of a vigorous, agnostic love 

of beauty and of character upon an instinctively religious sen- 

sibility. Quite early in life Yeats felt himself destined to 

lead "the revolt of feeling against the intellect." In doing so 

he explored every avenue of religious truth, being constantly 

drawn to Eastern mysticism, studying the most ancient texts of 

Europe and Asia, and attempting to reconcile the experiences of 

Buddhist ascetics to the miracles of the saints in Western Chris- 

tianity. 

The Greek philosophers Pythagoras, Plato, and Plotinus move 

through the later poems; Aeschylus and Spphocles haunt his dram- 

atic vision; and the desire to bring Ireland and Greece together 

becomes more insistent with age. Like Holderlin, he feels the 

need to bring Asia, Greece, and his own country into harmony; in 

poems like "The Statues" and "News for the Delphic Oracle" they 

meet. In one of his most beautiful blank-verse poems he imagines 

an Indian hermit at the tomb of the legendary Irish lovers Baile 

and Aileen. 

There are poems in the late work where Christianity is seen 

through alien eyes. In ''Supernatural Songs," written four years 

before he died, this hermit Ribh is an imaginary critic of Saint 



Patrick. "His Christianity," writes Yeats in the Preface to 

A Full Moon in March, "come perhaps from Egypt like much early 

Irish Christianity, echoes pre-Christian tliought." The poem 

"Ribh Denounces Patrick'' declares: 

Natural and supernatural with the self-same ring are wed. 
As man, as beast, as an e@lemeral fly begets, 
Godhead begets Godhead, - 

and ends: 

The mirror-scaled serpent is multiplicity, 
But all that run in couples, on earth, in flood or air, 

share God that is but three, 
And could beget and bear themselves could they but love as he. 

While it is easy to see how pagan, for all its religious 

imagery, is the early poetry of Yeats, it is less easy to see 

how the transition was made from one to the other. In the early 

work the god seems to be annexed to the poem, in the late work 

it is the source of the poem's intensity. How did Yeats come 

from that god of the Celtic Twilight, of the early poems, that 

mythological figure who stands "winding his lonely horn" and is 

the "Herdsman" who goads the years like black oxen at the end of 

The Countess Cathleen, to "the old man of the skies," that invis- 

ible figure of compassion who dominates the last poems? He has 

recorded for us in Autobiographies the moment when his imagination 

passed from paganism to Christianity, and this must have been the 

moment when the late work was conceived. He says: 

I was crossing a little stream near Inchy Wood and actually in 
the middle of a stride from bank to bank when an emotion never 
experienced before swept down upon me. I said, "That is what the 
devout Christian feels, that is how he surrenders his will to 
the will of God." I felt an extreme surprise, for my whole 
imagination was pre-occupied with the pagan mythology of ancient 
Ireland, I was marking, in red ink, upon a large map, every 
sacred mountain. The next morning I woke near dawn, to hear a 
voice saying, "The love of God is infinite for every human soul 
because every human soul is unique, no other can satisfy the same 
need in God." 



"Contextw 
London Magazine, N. S. I, 11 (February 1962), 43-44. 

This questionnaire was headed "The following questions 

were sent to a number of poets, for them to answer individually 

of to use as a basis for a general statement about the writing 

of poetry today." The questions, originally printed at the 

head of the article only, were as follows: 

(a) Would poetry be more effective, i. e. interest more people 
more profoundly, if it were concerned with-the issues of 
our time? 

(b) Do you feel your views on politics or religion influence the 
kind of poetry you write? Alternatively, do you think poetry 
has uses as well as pleasure? 

(c) Do you feel any dissatisfaction with the short lyric as a 
poetic medium? If so, are there any poems of a longer or 
non-lyric kind that you visualize yourself writing? 

( d )  What living poets continue to influence you, English or 
American? 

(e) Are you conscious of any current 'poeticization' of language 
which requires to be broken up in favour of a more 'natural' 
diction? Alternatively, do you feel any undue impoverishment 
in poetic diction at the moment? 

(f) Do you see this as a good or bad period for writing poetry? 

Among the other poets who answered were Robert Graves, C, Day 

Lewis, Stephen Spender, Philip Larkin, Lawrence Durrell, Roy 

Fuller, Thorn Gunn, Ted Hughes, and Elizabeth Jennings. 

Perhaps because he was the only Welsh poet among the twenty- 

six questioned, or because he was the only religious poet, Watkina' 

remarks are  different from the others, He is the only one to speak 

of poetry as something beyond the self and distinct from an ordin- 

ary occupation, He is the only one to speak of the imagination, 

and the only one to say a poet may ignore the iesues of his time, 



Context 

If I were not myself a practitioner I might feel very 

differently about writing poetry. In theory I believe in every 

variety of poetic activity, in every creative form, but in prac- 

tice I find myself much more compelled by a certain kind of 

poetry than by other kinds. 

I feel that a poet cannot choose his material, that it is 

offered to him in an uncompromising way, M y  own experience is 

that I am always pulled back to the demands of a poem from the 

wide, speculative ares which lie outside it. As for other poets, 

I am sure that it is better for a poet to give all his attention 

to the object of his imagination, even with a total disregard of 

the issues of our time, than to give a part of it to those issues 

from a feeling of duty, 

Certainly my poetry depends, for its existence at all, on a 

religious attitude to life. 

I believe that lyric poetry is closer to music than to 

prose, and that it should be read as exactly as a musical score. 

I also believe that it is always a gift, the reward of tenacity 

and minutest attention, and that unless it comes out of exaltation 

I or moves towards it, it is not worth writing. 

I '  I suppose every writer, in applauding another's work, under- 

I goes a modulation of sensibility, but I cannot see how any poet 

I whose roots are deep can be f'undamentally influenced by a living 

I contemporary. I never think a true style can be learnt From con- 

I temporaries. 



fresh must also be ancient, and a poem is not finished until 

it attains its most ancient form. The more ancient a poem is, 

the more modern it becomes; and will remain so, when apparent 

modernity is obsolete. 

The handling of language is inexhaustibly mysterious. To 

write poems in the order of natural speech can be very good, but 

that is by no means the only criterion of excellence. Every 

restrictive theory of writing leads to monotony, and unforgettable 

poetry springs only when theory is abandoned, and from recognition 

that the order of imaginative emphasis is right, whether it is the 

order of natural speech or not. Natural speech is a corrective 

of artificial poetic diction, but form is itself artificial, and 

unless the artificial demands of form are satisfied in a poem, its 

impulsive life will not be held in a lasting form. 

I think every age is as good and as bad as possible for 

writing poetry, The more the fledgling is pampered, the sillier 

it becomes, There is now an abundance of talent in Britain and 

America. Some poets employ strict form, others what is almost a 

prose medium. The potentialities of prose as a medium of com- 

munication must not be under-estimated, but ultimately one ie 

bound to ask whether the virtues of the poem are prose virtues. 

Perhaps, if they are truly memorable, it does not matter, 



"The Need of the Artist" 
Listener, LXVIII, 1754 (November 8, 1362), 756-757 

Watkine knew many painters and nusicians, and was very 

knowledgable of modern art, particularly of Wales. When 

speaking of art, he mentions most often Ceri Richards, David 

Jones and William Blake, three men who excelled in more than 

one art. It was his one serious disappointment in life, that 

he had no musical or artistic ability. 

He did not know nearly as much about inusic as about paint- 

ing, nor had he experienced as much. His taste was catholic, 

chiefly through having only a superficial acquaintance, but he 

liked Xozart and Debussy best. 

Here and in other papers on art, v/atkins deliberately 

avoids using the current art-criticisa jargon, for he was much 

more concerned with communicating scmething definite than he 

was in many of the papers on ~ther subjects. iIe works hard to 

be clear--answering his own rhetorical questions, rephrasing, 

repeating, and avoiding gnomic or oracular statement. 



The Need of the Artist 

Swansea's annual Festival of the Arts is primarily a Fes- 

tival of Music, but it is also devoted to visual art in its 

supporting exhibitions. There is probably more evidence of the 

artistic life of Wales in the exhibitions of painting and sculp- 

ture than in the Festival's music concerts, which mainly serve 

the town with masterpieces drawn from the tradition of music, 

but offer little that is freshly composed. 

Why is it that, since the beginning or middle of the thir- 

ties, Swansea has been so strong and sensitive a nerve-centre of 

this artistic life? I think of Ceri Richards's eaPly paintings 

and of the emergence of Dylan Thomas's first poems, for which Ceri 

Richards himself made designs, which are in no way illustrations 

but rather equivalents in another medium. The painter, himself 

a gifted pianist, reflects the influence of music in his style, 

and even directly, in his 'Homage to Beethoven' paintings, extols 

it. 

There is a bond between all the arts: of this I am deeply 

conscious. And there is a bond between all artists, of which I 

am conscious, too. An artist is a man born with a need. Thia 

need is so urgent that it makes all his activities return to it, 

as to a centre. The need is always accompanied by a gift, and 

the gift compels the artist to concentrate on it all his energy 

1 and attention. The demands of the imagination must be met: that 
I 
i is the need, and it is always in movement. An artiat, then , is 

someone whose life is incomplete, and who is destined to  complete 

it by his art. Does thia incompletenees apply to society, doe6 i t  

t 
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apply to a town? The artist needs his art, but does the town 

need the artist? Why put the question? A town without art ie 

a dead town, A country aware of art is a living country. A 

city has no right to be remembered except for what a material- 

ist would call its wasteful productions, 

Ezra Pound has said: 'Artists are the antennae of the 

race.' They are ahead of their time. Their heightened aware- 

ness already experiences what appears only gradually to their 

fellow men. They present what is already known, but with an en- 

hanced judgment; and they reveal what is unfamiliar, new aspects 

of form which are brought into the realm of common understanding. 

The works of a great master represent the need and the gift in 

their highest and most intense operation. Paradoxically such 

works may have been scarcely recognized in the lifetime of the 

artist, A town's richest treasure may be the works of a man who 

had this need and this gift, and who died penniless. Artists are 

the antennae of the race, and in the past it generally took a 

generation, 01, more than one, to catch up with their genius. In 

poetry, genuine recognition often comes later still, and a cen- 

tury may pass before the true need of the poet is reflected in hie 

audience, 

The excitement of painting, whether it is seen by the pro- 

fessional or by someone like me who cannot paint, is not only the 

excitement of performance; it is also the excitement of detail and 

potential. To this excitement the fragment and the resolved work 

1 both belong, 

It is the relationship of an artist to himself that matteCs 

to the public, He is, as it were, caught up in a conversation 



which is only made clear to him by the works he produces. 

The conversation may be stimulated, as in life, by the for- 

tuitous; but basically the need of the artist lies deeper, and 

of this the fragment may be as eloquent as the completed work. 

It is of completed works that I am now thinking, and I want to 

illustrate what I say with examples from the exhibition of 

paintings by Alfred Janes and Will Roberts, opened in Llanelly 

in July, which is now touring Wales. Tnis is the most recent 

exhibition I have seen, and it filled me with excitement. I 

have nothing to offer to the tide of current art criticism in 

the way of comment, to satisfy those cormorants of curiosity 

who watch only the tide. I am concerned only with the artist's 

relation to nimself, and I say that Will Roberts's 'Man Reading', 

or 'Man with a Pipe', reads or smokes his pipe in order to throw 

light on the artist's vision. Alfred Janes's early portrait of 

Dylan Thomas must be admlred for ~ t s  wonderrul likeness to the 

poet, but it is also infused with Janes's conception of what 

imagination means, and of its extraordinary potential in his 

young friend. 

Certainly In Wales today something extraordinary has hap- 

pened. We are not llvlng in a renaissance of painting, for the 

rich and varied works of visual art which Welsh painters are pro- 

duclng, as well as painters like Joseph Herman and George  airl ley 

who have lived in Wales for a long time, have no precedent in 

this country. We are living, since approximately 1935, at the 

beginning of a tradition, and some of the paintings to be seen 

today may be among the first of its Old Masters. If we look back, 



say, to the beginning of the century, we find the example of 

IM€?s, whose sensitive nature gave him a reaction to landscape 

which made his paintings distinctly his own; and we have the 

very considerable example of Augustus John. Khat we do not 

have ia a precedent for the kind of painting that ie being pro- 

duced today by the best Welsh artists, works of professional 

excellence whose richness and scope and far-reaching experiment 

could not have been foreseen. 

The sudden presentation of a wide range of new work by 

gifted artists has been accompanied by a keener awareness of a ~ t  

than ever existed in Wales before, an awareness which the Arts 

Council, by sponsoring exhibitions, has been at pains to foster, 

The teaching of art has become much more expert and more widely 

diffused. People's interest is no longer retrospective alone; 

it is also directed, probably more than ever before in this 

country, to cnntemporary achievement, to what is being produced. 

Among a great many people visual art has become a part of life, 

and they have gained access to art through the present day's 

assimilation of the ages. It is now up to them to feel their 

way back, and again forward. 

There could hardly be artists more dissimilar than the two 

painters whose exhibition I saw in Llanelly: yet I came away 

from it with a sense of unity. I was not fortunate enough to 

meet Will Roberts so early as Alfred Janes. I knew many of hie 

painting8 and would quickly recognize them before I met the man. 

He is concerned with everyday life, with the way people live end 

work, or do not work. He is able to give dignity t o  the casual 



scene, and make it memorable. Landscape and figure are sub- 

ordinated to a mood. He is a warm painter, and he understands 

the vibrations of intimate life, whether the scene is a farm 

or a country road or a room where people are talking or going 

to sleep. It is the ephemeral moment he records, in a forceful 

and simple way, He has evolved his own recognizable world, and 

he communicates it all at once, 

All art is unpredictable, and a painter's own development 

is unpredictable, too. When I first met Alfred Janes in 1935 

he was absorbed in a certain kind of still life, He had devel- 

oped a particularly brilliant method of handling the geometrical 

patterns of fish and fruit in a kind of musical order. He told 

me at this time that perhaps the greatest influence on his 

painting was the double violin concerto of Bach, His method was 

so painstaking he would spend hundreds of hours, perhaps six 

months, on the same canvas; and his patience became a byword 

among his friends, Even in 1946 Dylan Thomas was writing to me 

in a letter: 'How is that blizzardly painter, that lightning 

artist, that prodigal canvas-stacker? Has he reached the next 

finbone yet of the fish he was dashing off before the war?' 

Between those early still-life paintings and the magnificent 

abstracts, that are not really abstracts, which are his most 

recent work, there is a sustained history of concentration and 

self-renewal in this artist. He has never become smug or lost 

his urge to experiment. Dylan Thomas would be amazed at the pro- 

fusion of paintings that has emerged from these succeesive styles. 

In each phaae of Alfred Janea'a development there ie an extre- 
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ordinary meticulousness and mastery, at once recognizable as his 

own. 

What is the bond between these two artists who are so 

contrasted in their styles? It is complete integrity, complete 

honesty. Neither is pompous. If an artist becomes pompous, it 

always spoils his work. If the gift outruns the need, he becomes 

a virtuoso, he loses the thread of concentration and gives him- 

self over to display. Integrity is at the root of all great art, 

at the source or what is eteknally fresh, eternally beginning, 

In every true master the need of the imagination is the first 

thing before him, 

Between all artists what is the bond? It is the recogni- 

tion of the incompleteness, even the barrenness, of life without 

art. I am not saying that the need or ability to create art is 

the highest and most indispensable gift of man: charity is 

clearly that. But I do say that art is man's most exhilarating, 

as well as his most searching, activity. 

There are Welsh artists now unmatched by any others in their 

particular medium; their integrity has reached a point where 

comparison ceases to be relevant. The force and the poetry of 

colour in Ceri Richards belong to this pure, unrivalled air, and 

there is a coherence of vision in all that David Jones touches, 

whether in language or design, painting or drawing, that sets him 

apart, There are many others, 

The need of the artist is, as I have said, in movement, and 

it is impossible to define 

national limits, For what 

a school of Welsh painting, to set 

is a national artist? In order to eee 



the paintings of Will Roberts and Alfred Janes I travelled 

down from Swansea to Llanelly. A national artist could only 

make that journey slowly, and with a great many changes. He 

would have to see, not only European art, but the art of Asia, 

Africa, and America. He could not arrive without considering 

for a long time the paintings of the Lascaux caves. In all 

the arts we look to ancient examples; all achievement has a 

reference to what has gone before. The history of art is not 

only the history of civilizations, but on a deeper level the 

history of man's seneibility. What was valid in remote times 

as an aesthetic marvel is valid now, and the excitement then 

experienced is our excitement. Art is a spring that is never 

dry. It is the ancestral wonder of art, from its first begin- 

nings, in those masterpieces of so many ages, which throws the 

paintings on our walls into relief. 
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"Poet and Goldsmithn 
Originallj. in Poet's Choice, ed. Engle and Langland (New Y ~ r k :  
Dial, 1962), 90-91. 

Watkins' manuscripts1 include thirteen versions of "Poet 

and Goldsmithn under the titlee "Taliesin at Sunset," "Words in 

a Field," "Taliesin and the Rocks of Wales," "In the Field at 

Sunset," and simply "Sunset." The earliest version, marked 

"For the Taliesin Sequence," contains nine lines identical, save 

for a few phrases, to an early version of "Taliesin and the Spring 

of Viaion," which was originally titled "Taliesin'e Poetry in the 

Rocks of Wales." This overlapping (not to say confusion) was a 

frequent problem, especially since Watkins liked to construct 

sequences of poems and was not above quoting or echoing himself. 

"Poet and Goldsmithn was originally published in The London 

Mamzine for July 1954, and is included in Cypresa and Acacia, 

pages 36-37. 

F '~ritiah Museum Additional Manuscript 54162 745 Cypress and 
Acacia. 



Commentary on "Poet and Goldsmithn 

I cannot pick a single poem to represent me better than 

others, so I pick one that is near the root of everything I 

write. This poem, with its very slight element of rhyme, is 

built upon the pivotal point between one way of writing and 

another. It is about nature, and about transfigured nature. 

To those who have never looked through ot beyond nature, if there 

are such people, it must be meaningless. Unredeemed nature can 

only offer to the poet a vista which leads to despair, and it 

is the liberation from that despair which is the motif of this 

poem and the substance of its exultation. 

The very last words of the poem came to me many years before 

the poem was made, but when I began to write it, nine or ten 

years later, I used the provisional title, nTalieein at Sunset." 

Taliesin was an early Welsh poet who claimed to have lived in 

all ages. I changed the title, and I am glad I changed it, but 

the elements of the first title are still there. You may, if 

you like, say that this poem is about Talieain looking at the 

created universe from the standpoint of Christian faith, which 

I call the pivotal point between one way of writing and another. 



"The Second Pressure in Poetry" 
Unicorn, X (Spring 1963), 9-10 

Watkins' objections to anthologies did not extend to with- 

holding his work from them. From Keidrych Rhys' Modern Welsh 

Poetry (1944) to Gerald Xorgan's This World of Wales (1968) 

he contributed to several anthologies every year; counting 

translations, the total is over a hundred. 

He was very serious about reading one poet at a time, a 

habit he began in prep school and never wholly dropped. When he 

first discovered Blake he read nothing else for over a year; and 

a new work by a favorite author would be the occasion for a 

lengthy re-reading of his total output. While this method pre- 

vented having an inclusive knowledge of a literature, it assured 

strength in certain areas. 



The Second Pressure in Poetry 

It is the time of year when readers congregate, when 

ideas cluster around an unseen point in the sky, the season 

for the mipation of anthologies. Toere are readers who look 

for a message, or a new kind of syntax; there are those who 

expect a portent, or a clever synthesis of what they already 

know. There are those who want to know where they are going, 

and there are those who want to know where they were. Some look 

only for innovation, and others are armed to the teeth against 

anything new. It seems that nothing will ever reconcile so 

many opposites or draw to a single point such varied and con- 

trary dispoaitions. I am speaking of people who say that 

poetry matters to them, whether it is past, present, or future. 

Yet they move, and are moved, in a way and for reasons which 

they do not understand. No anthology will ever be made that will 

satisfy all of them. If they happen to be poets, no anthology 

will ever be made that will satisfy even one. 

An anthology of contemporary poetry is supposed to reflect 

the time, the Zeitgeist, better than the work of a single poet, 

but its whole interest for a poet is in the single works outside 

it which it represents; he uses it only as a pointer to those 

individual poets for whom he deeply caree. Imaginatively it is 

always more rewarding to read one poet at a time than to read 

maw 

What do I find in a poet's separated work that I do not 

find in an anthology? I find contradictions, the interpley of 



light or shadow mong all the poems, the mystery of seXf- 

renewal, or, if the imagination is stubborn, the refusal to 

change. All these things may become evident in an anthology, 

but only if the poet's work is separately known. 

When I was nine I began to collect the English poets, 

and for many years I identified poetry as spontaneous genius 

pouring through the poet and requiring no effort from him, 

From then until my early twenties I wrote pretty continuously, 

except for one year at fifteen, when I stopped. In my teens 

I distrusted in composition what did not come rapidly, and I 

looked on revision as an impediment to the stream. I knew that 

Adonais had been written in five days, and I saw inspiration 

as the source of light, the original brilliance which could 

only be tarnished by the deliberating mind, 

In two things I have remained constant t o  my first impres- 

sion of the nature of poetry, I believe, as I did then, that 

lyric poetry is closer to music than to prose. And I believe 

in the gifts of instant and unalterable truth which a poet can- 

not predict, and for whose coming he must wait. I think it 

extremely rare for these gifts to come as whole poems, but they 

are the parts of a poem which a poet must never discard, how- 

ever hard he has to work to find their true place in the compo- 

sition.. 

I no longer associate art with the natural man. Metephys- 

ically I have taken sides, I am interested only in poetry of 

the second pressure, True sponteneity, true art, seems to me 

to come, more often than not, long after the poem's first 
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conception; it is the more powerful for being delayed and 

the purer for having been tried in the furnace of contraries. 

The poem cannot live until it has been willing to die; it 

cannot fly like the phoenix until it has been consumed by 

its own flames. Every thing seems to me shallow that is not 

related to an inner experience which changed the man. There 

is always, in any serious poet, a moment of change, a pivotal 

crisis in time, that renews him. 



"Research and Reperception" (in Italian and English) 
Poesia e Critica, 5 (December 1963), 94-99 

As thie rather incoherent article suggests, Watkins' dislike 

of echolarly analysis derived in part from hia disgust at the 

naneense written about Dylan Thomas. More importantly, however, 

he had the poet's impatience with "snivelling commentaryn; he 

actually believed that the intelligent reader ought to be able to 

underetand any poem, at least on the unconscious level, upon firet 

reading it. This understanding, however, was for him not an act of 

the rational mind, but of the imagination. The relationship of 

serious reader and true poet seemed to him as subtle, symbolic and 

sacred as that of celebrator and receiver of the Mass, Therefore, 

when analyzing poetry, especially his own, he tried to recreate the 

poet's feelings and inspirations at the time of writing, for theee 

cannot always be intuited by the reader, 

Wartkins' attitude to his own manuscripts was ambivalent. While 

he burned most of them, he would sometines save a three-line ecrap 

ten years in the hope of saving a phrase; though he coneidered a 

poem final once it was published, an old manuscript might persuade 

him to rewrite it, Though he apoke of early versions as useless, he 

saved enough to establish the largeat and most nearly complete 

collection of contemporary manuscripts in the British Museum, every 

piece of which ie signed. 



Research and Reperception 

When a poet has finally chosen the words of a poem in 

the exact form in which he wants it given to the world, who 

but he can change it? The interest in what he has rejected 

has, for him in that moment, ceased to exist: it is scrubbed 

from the slate. Behind the finished poem lie the unfinished 

drafts, the labour that went into the poem before the final 

choice, before the moment which Yeats described as "the poem 

coming together like the click of a box." Yet, when such a 

rejected manuscript is seen, it exerts a particular fascination. 

It may even persuade the poet, at a later time, to alter hi8 

poem again. 

The fascination of a succession of drafts towards a poem 

for the readers of a poet, those whom Dylan Thomas called "the 

strangersN in the Preface to his Collected Poems, is more com- 

plex still. Yet, however deeply they are studied, I am not 

sure that more will ever come to light than the surface of the 

iceberg, so intricate and secret and unwritten is the progress 

of a poem. The research scholar who emerges with an apparently 

unassailable argument from such studies may lose his case to a 

single moment of memory from a witness, and may discover that 

the words of the finished poem alone, and ignorance of all that 

labour, would have been a better guide. Who would be the bet- 

ter for many versions of King Lear or Hamlet? The single line 

of accomplishment is worth all the matrix of alternatives. 

I take at random an early poem of Dylan Thomas on which he 

spent five or six months. Dedicated to Caitlin, whom he had 



married a short time before its composition, it is the sec- 

ond poem in The Map of Love. My first knowledge sf this poem 

came from Dylan hlmself. He and his wife arrived at my house 

one day in the summer of 1937, and he recited to me the open- 

ing verse of the poem and a little of what followed. He had 

reached in composition tne end of the third verse, the line 

Whalebed and bulldance, the gold bush of lions, 

which was then followed by: 

Proud as a mule's womb and huge as insects. 

A week later he altered thls second line. He had been 

seeklng images of sterility and contrast, and it was on the 

beach below this clirf that he told me that, after much work 

on the line, he had changed it to: 

Proud as a sucked stone and huge as sandgrains. 

The change is interesting, not because '@sandgrainsn had 

been one of the many suggested alternatives, but because the 

first rejected image was, like the sixth stanza of the poem, 

linked with the fragment of a story, In the Direction of the 

Beginning, which he was writing and was to publish in Wales, in 

March, 1938, after the Poem to Caitlin was finished. This 

prose piece, the last to be written in the densely packed, 

symbol-charged, sexual, and sometimes surrealistic style of the 

early stories, has two successive phrases: "She raged in the 

mule's womb. She faltered in the galloping dynasty." 

The exploration of research and the reperception of memory 

are different. I remember the excitement of hearing Dylan read 

In the Direction of the ~eginning, the opening of what was to be 



the longest and best of all those stories, and the alto- 

gether different sensation of hearlng him say, walkine with 

me in Laugharne not many months later, that ne would never 

write that kind or story again, The fragment remained a 

fragment: the story never continued. 

In all the early work there was a close link between 

poetry and prose, but a turning-point was now being reacned, 

and the utter rejection of the style or the early prose came 

soon after the Poem to Caitlin was finished, and this rejection 

was final, 

Meanwhile the poem continued. Tne third line of the 

fourtn verse was at first: 

Her rude, red flight up cinder-nesting columns, 

but Vude, red" had been used in the very last line of the 

Altarwise by Owl-light sonnet sequence; so Dylan, after some 

deliberation, changed this to nmolten.w 

Not long after this Dylan told me that he had gone down 

into the tombs of Egypt and must come up in eight lines, He 

had reached the sixth verse. When he read to me the opening 

line : 

Ruin, the room of errors, one rood dropped 

he said that he had first of all written "Ruin, the chamber of 

errorsu and could not triink what was wrong with the line. Then 

he remembered. It was Madame Tussaud's Chamber of Horror8 that 

had haunted him, and with a dropped "hew He was wonderfully 

amused by this: the grotesque, when it was so close to the true, 

always exhilarated him. 



Of course the wonder he had experienced in reading about 

the opening of Tutankhamen's tomb is in the verse, and so, 

too, is the ninth sonnet of Altarwise by Owl-light, which ends: 

This was the resurrection in the desert, 
Death from a bandage, rants the mask of scholars 
Gold on such features, and the linen spirit 
Weds my long gentleman to dusts and furies; 
With priest and pharaoh bed my gentle wound, 
World in the sand, on the triangle landscape, 
With stones of adyssey for ash and garland 
And rivers of the dead around my neck. 

And here is the sixth verse of Poem to Caitlin: 

Ruin, the room of errors, one rood dropped 
Down the stacked sea and water-pillared shade, 
Weighed in rock shroud, is my proud pyramid; 
Where, wound in emerald linen and sharp wind, 
The hero's head lies scraped of every legend, 
Comes love's anatomist with sun-gloved hand 
And picks the live heart on a diamond. 

After a couple of months on this coast Dylan went to Ring- 

wood, in Dorset, where the poem was finished in the house of 

Caitlin's mother. His progress towards that final revision is 

indicated in the letter dated 13th November, 1937, which cage to 

me with the poem: 

'...Lines 4&5 of the last verse might, perhapa, sound too 
fluent: I mean, they might sound as though they came too easily 
in a manner I have done my beat to discard, but they say exactly 
what I mean them to. Are they clear? Once upon a time, before 
my death & resurrection, before the 'terrible' world had shown 
itself to me (however lyingly, as lines 6&7 of the last verse 
might indicate) as not so terrible after all, a wind had blown 
that had frightened everything and created the first ice & the 
first frost by frightening the falling snow so much that the 
blood of each flake froze. This is probably clear, but, even 
to me, the lines skip (almost) along so that they are taken too 
quickly, & then mainly by the eye.' 

In my reply I suggested that the last verse bore marks of 

hurry, of impatient composition, in spite of the slow gestation 

of this poem; and only a week after Dylan's first letter, came a 
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second, saying: 

'I agree with you entirely as to the (apparently) hurried 
ending of my sixty-line year's work, and will alter the middle 
lines of the last verse.' 

I have not the alternative drafts of this poem. All I 

write I write from memory, concerning its changes. I remember 

also one earlier line in the poem as forming the climax of a 

different composition, on a separate work-sheet. Dylan Thomas 

always knew what he wanted, but he did not always find immedi- 

ately its true and final place. A significant example of this is 

the last line of his birthday poem, Twenty-Four Years, where at 

last the true place was found for what he had written long be- 

fore. 

However laborious the evidence of a poem's making, compo- 

sition is always a swift, a lightning thing. The vital leap 

that co~ects one part of a poem to another is only partly sha- 

dowed in the drafts. Research belongs to time, but reperception 

belongs to the source of the poem, which may be defined as time's 

timeless moment, the imagination looking forward from that arres- 

ted moment. Yeats has described, in Lapis Lazuli, the poet's 

toil, even his tragic toil, as all belonging to joy, to what is 

All things fall and are built again, 
And those that build them again are gay. 

Nor can the research worker ever afford to forget Blake'a 

I words : 

He who bends to himself a Joy 
Doth the winged life deatroy; 
But he who kisses the Joy as it flies 
Lives in Eternity's sunrise. 



"Ceri Richardsw 
Viewpoint, 7 (1964), 12 

Ceri Richards, one of Wales' greatest painters ever, 

was 2 good friend of the Watkinses from 1949 on, He illus- 

trated several of Watkins' poems, including "Nijinski" and 

"Music of Colours---White Blossom." 

This article was accompanied by several pages of repro- 

ductions, mainly from La Cathedrale Engloutie, Richards' moat 

important work to date. 



Ceri Richards 

In writing about Ceri Richards I am overwhelmed by a 

rush of images before I begin. They all belong to an unmis- 

takeable idiom, a clenched source of power. It is as though 

he had seized the forces of nature and reconstituted them in 

his own person. 

Baudelaire, who wrote of Delacroix: 'Les couleurs pen- 

sent' might say today of Ceri Richards: 'Lee couleurs chan- 

tent.' The violence of these paintings is in their stillness: 

their silence holds an ia5erent music. Statements may adorn 

the magic of their surface, but they cannot interfere with the 

stubborn course of genius. 

Before the Welsh painter set out, he was already an accom- 

plished musician, From the first, his pictures evoked, through 

the dazzling virtuosity of their technique, the intimacy of 

music, It dominated the 'Homage to Beethoven' paintings of the 

early fifties, just as it is found in the marvellous variations 

of Debussy's 'Le Poisson d'Or' and 'La Cathedrale Engloutie.' 

One characteristic of this artist ia his fidelity to par- 

ticular themes. Trafalgar Square, an old Beekeeper, the Rape 

of the Sabines and the Lion Hunt were images to which he returned, 

And Debussy's music was a starting-point for a sea-voyage which 

has unloaded perhaps the deepest treasure of his imagination so 

far, a voyage of many years in which the extraordinary reeourcee 

of the painter's inner vieion were beckoned forth by the music. 

The contracted poise and animation of the many early pianist 

variations yield here to the mass and reverberation, under striped 



and scored surfaces, of architectural 

submerged in the mystery of the sea. 

echoes and organ stops 

No less compelling to his imagination has been the poetry 

of Dylan Thomas, whose early poem 'The force that through the 

green fuse drives the flower' was the theme of several paint- 

ings made in 1945; but not until a month before the poet died 

did they meet. After his death Ceri Richards handled the 

imagery of the later poetry with wonderful effect. The series 

of pen and wash designs for the drop cloth of the Globe Theatre 

Memorial Recital 'Homage to Dylan Thomas' in 1954 capture with 

terrifying clarity the shrouded body caught between heron and 

owl, or the living body racing from sight. These are in no sense 

illustrations, but independent creations. Both poet and painter 

are Welsh, and their affinity rests also in a sensuous response 

to the created world and to the predicament of man. The same 

tension is revealed in paintings based on the poem 'Do not go 

gentle into that good night.' 

The sustained development of an artist is no accident. 

Gaiety, wit, joy and exuberance, all make Ceri Richards* work 

robust. It is in his nature to exult rather than to be disil- 

lusioned, to define strength rather than elegance, and to atamp 

the fragile and the ephemeral with permanence. Both he and Dylan 

Thomas share the vision of Blake. Both know that the Minute 

Particulars, rather than any generalized view of the world, a r e  

the source of organic strength. 

The relief constructions of the thirties belong much more 

to Ceri Richards' development than to any climate of taste. This 



is true of all his productions. Poetry and music are frequently 

used as an imaginative base for releasing his own energies, in 

swirling movement and concentrated speed, or in the falling 

movement and dilated wonder of the paintings from my poem 

'Music of Colours---White Blossom.' He is a European painter 

whose violence and controlled delicacy are Welsh gifts. At the 

1962 Venice Bienniale people from all over the world were aston- 

ished by his subtle harnessing of lyric mobility to sculptural 

strength, of exhilaration to profound feeling, of movement to 

repose. 

The line itself sings, less from appreciation than from 

praise. Where does sensuousness end and thought begin, when 

both give such immense pleasure, and project so instantly the 

mystery at the heart of painting, poetry and music? And who 

better understands tragedy than one who has joy at his finger- 

tips? 

In my poem 'The Forge of the Solstice' I called him to mind 

with two other Welsh painters, David Jones and Alfred Janes, and 

in the second verse tried to express one aspect of his work: 

Another, curbing vigour on his page 
To movement, makes the abounding life his own 
And rhythmic finds in a discordant age, 
Singing like living fountains sprung from stone, 
Those unifying harmonies of line 
Torn from creative nature. 

Hunter and prey, prophet and witnesa, brought 
Into that circle where all riddles end. 
Love gives their art a body in which thought 
Draws, not from time but from wisdom, till it bend 
The solstice like a bow, and bring time round 
White with young stars, quick from the forge they have 

found . 



"La Cathedrale Englouticv 
Catalogue of the Glynn Vivian Exhibition of Ceri Richards 
Swansea: the Glynn Vivian, 1964 

The sentence beginning "Art springs from conflict" is 

an excellent description, not only of the work under discussion, 

but also of \Vatkinsv poetry: the conflict of sea and cathedral 

is in, or behind, every poem Watkins every published. In fact, 

so close was the bond between painter and poet, so nearly iden- 

tical the aims of their separate arts, that Watkins often seems 

to speak interchangeably of himself and Ricriards. ;Vatkinst 

poetry has been described by critics much as he describes the 

painting in the second paragraph. 



La Cathedrale Engloutie 

The series of paintings based upon Claude Debussy's La - 
Cathedrale Engloutie (The Submerged Cathedral) has, in all its 

variety, the unity of a single profound and extremely complex 

vision. This theme, which has occupied Ceri Richards so search- 

ingly for five years, was the dominant subject of his retrzspec- 

tive exhibition at the Venice Biennale of 1962 in which he alone 

represented British painting. 

The mystery of these paintings must remain inexhaustible, 

which is always the mark of great art. Just as a supreme com- 

position in music has the secret of self-renewal, of endlessly 

beginning afresh, so these pictures hold the attention through a 

multiplicity of images and then return it to their imaginative 

source where it is confronted with them again. It is this secret 

that makes the effect of these works a continually changing one, 

like a fountain which renews its identity through exuberance, and 

remains sudden and fresh. 

There is a bond between all the arts, and his response to 

music and to poetry is an integral part of Ceri Richards' painting. 

An accomplished musician himself, he has used the evocative qual- 

ities of Debussy's music to create these marvellous designs. Their 

intensity exists on many levels, Art springs from conflict, and 

the conflict here is between two eternities, that of the sea assim- 

ilating all things into its movement towards ultimate oblivion and 

that of the cathedral embodying man's faith and mind, sinking 

through time, only to reassert its weight and magnetic force. 

Light spills over into darkness to reveal images of 



unforgettable wonder. Bases of columns, submerged hiero- 

glyphs, twisted metal inlaid with precious stones, discs and 

spangles used by the sea to its blind, unconscious ends, the 

sonorous shadow of plunging architecture guiding its treasures 

to an inaccessible graue, all these reconstitute the cathedral, 

and with it the imagination of a man. That is only one inter- 

pretatlon. The exquisite colour and delicacy of these pro- 

ductlons are no less astonishing than trle massive weight of their 

effect. They are elusive, but they are also central. A great 

artist has saved them for us. These parts of a vision which 

the sea has separated and moved towards dissolution have been 

salvaged and welded together by his controlling hand. 



"The Joy of Creationw 
The Listener, April 30, 1964, 720-721 

The title of this piece as it appears in The Listener was 

bestowed upon it by the BBC. Watkins called it Y?roblems of 

Comm~nication,~ for he wished to say something practical about 

the differences, and links, between poetry, music and painting. 

In the last paragraph of this piece Watkins deplores the 

current reaction against permanence in art, the emphasis on 

effect rather than meaning. Pessimistic as he sounds there, it 

is unlikely that he foresaw that, shortly after his death, critic8 

would refer to his poetry as "too timeless." 



The Joy of Creation 

I am concerned with the links between poetry, music, and 

the visual arts. A poem, a piece of music, a carving or a 

painting, when it makes a profound impression on the imagin- 

ation, takes possession not only of the senses but of the 

unconscious mind, The poem, for example, may have an obsessive 

power for days, causing itself to be repeated over and over 

again, always with inexhaustible effect, This will go on until 

the conscious mind is occupied with other things, Even then, 

the unconscious mind retains it and will bring it to the sur- 

face at intervale, in the future, 

In a work of music, melody has the same effect, and the 

recurrent power of melody returns at unpredictable moments, 

possessing the imagination, An accident of circumstance or of 

natural surroundings, an association of landscape with a poet 

perhaps may bring a line of verse to mind, but the recurrence of 

melody seems to obey an almost precise mathematical law, like 

the expanding ripples from a stone flung in a pool. The exter- 

ior world interferes with that law, as wind might interfere w i t h  

those ripples, but only slightly. Their operation is from the 

interior world of the imagination, from the stone it has dropped, 

Such is the aural power of art. 

In the visual arts, although there must be the same pre- 

cision in the unconscious mind, there is not the same exactness 

of reperception away from the work. A painting alters, however 

slightly, in the memory; a masterpiece alters; and the sight of 

it after a laspe of time combines the ahock of recognition with 



an adjustment to the disturbing secret of its power, There is 

challenge and counter-challenge in its contemplation. 

If we turn from the effect of a work of art to its gene- 

sis, we find a paradoxical situation. The imagination is soli- 

tary, and yet, in its potential, holds the attention of millions. 

It is remembering and expectant at once, as it weits on the unpre- 

dictable. The artist is solitary, but the need of communica- 

tion does exist, even for the most solitary of artists. So 

Milton, when he was overtaken by blindness, spoke of 'that one 

talent which is death to hide,' A poet does not only address a 

living audience; equally he addresses the dead and the unborn. 

When Blake found that nobody would publish his works he was not 

dismayed, He said that those works were the constant study of 

archangels, that they were 'published elsewhere,' and 'beautifully 

bound, ' 

Just as an artist needs his art to complete his life, so, 

too, he needs an audience or witness to hear and see it, By 

giving definition, thought and feeling, he demands a responee: 

once the work is finished, the need of communication exists. 

A work will not wholly communicate itself unless the need 

of communication is banished. If the attention of the artist is 

intercepted by that need, the work will be incomplete. The posi- 

tion, then, is this: an artist is aware of the need to communi- 

cate, and aware that this need is a precious thing, but he can 

only meet that need by resisting it while the imagination is at 

work, Only by attending to one tension alone, one work and one 

witness, can the artist make the right preparation for the need 



of the many, of perhaps all. 

En every genuine artist the first care is to use his 

gift in such a way as to satisfy his imaginative need. If 

the whole world applauds a work and it does not meet this 

need, the work, fiom the point of view of the artist, is a 

failure. A shallow artist is disenheartened by failure, but 

a profound one is more likely to be disenheartened by succeaa, 

Art must have something of the bounty, and waste, and 

irregularity of life itself. Its growth is of a paradoxical 

kind. It may die of too much attention, and it may thrive by 

oppression; it may turn to the sun, but only to cast a shadow 

not found on any sundial, Its direction is more intricate than 

the direction of wind or plough, and its seasons travel acroeer 

time in a different cycle, The one constant offered to the 

mind is unity within the possibilities of form, and this is what 

determines the artist's or poet's choice, the outline of his 

work, It is impossible to pay too much attention to form, which 

is the vehicle of communication; but form itself must wait upon 

luck to make it live; it is always an accident which gives per- 

manence, It is this, giving unity and density at once, which 

enables the work to renew itself centuries later, 

I am convinced that the foundation of art is joy. In the 

visual arts, in poetry and in music, the act of creation is 

joy. This is true whether the work ia tragic or gay or even 

bitter, The tragedies of Shakespeare are full of joy, reaching 

its highest expression, Certainly this creative joy is of a 

unique kind, One might think that the artists who are given it 



should be happy, but often they are not. There is a tension 

between their own values and those of the world, there is 

often poverty, there is the failure to satisfy the demands 

of the imagination, then the arid spaces between one work and 

mother, the gulf between desire and achievement. Yet, in 

spite of these, in the act of creative work an artist is, end 

always has been, drawing from joy, 

A picture, like any work of art, is an interpretation of 

life. Life is a miracle, and art becomes a miracle when it io 

a perfect refraction of life. There must be a refraction of 

life for art to exist, a stylization or synthesis, of you like, 

of living experience, The more extreme the refraction, the 

more abstract art becomes; but the elements of life are atill 

in the artist's pencil or brush. A photograph comes from the 

retina of the camera, an abstract picture from the retina of the 

mind. Before the invention of the camera, the communication of 

detail and of exact likeness, particularly in portraiture, had 

a narrative and historical value: the painter or sculptor was 

the visual historian of the age. That was only his subordinate 

role. In a great master his idiom as artist always predominated 

over his subject. Now the necessity of the subordinate role has 

disappeared, and the artist has greater freedom of choice and of 

emphasis in the realm of form. In many visual artiste the necee- 

sity of narrative has given way to the manipulation of motive 

forces, and to the excitement of form itself, 

Appreciation of the past is not enough; alone, it breeds 

nothing but imitation, Only a complete vision, of past and 



present, makes a work robust; a nostalgic style is the mark 

of the amateur, Those who have built tradition have always 

begun by challenging it; their work at first seemed revolution- 

ary, The miraculous moment of composition occurs where tradi- 

tion and innovation meet, 

It is true that the necessity of communicating has been 

the germ of superlative works of art, Mozart, on his way to 

Prague for the first performance of Don Giovanni, was able in 

a garden to compose unforgettable arias, Music has many examples 

where the invitation of performance drew from the composer works 

which might not have existed without that prompting and which 

it is difficult to imagine altered or surpassed, Music cannot 

indeed be separated from the idea of performance in the way that 

poetry can: its very composition is identified with inetrumente 

and players. Only in dramatic poetry is there an instant demand 

of such resources, a demand which Shakespeare, like Mozart, 

could meet at a moment's notice, Lyric poetry, which need not 

consider performance, is concerned with the kind of truth of 

which every performance or recital can only be an imperfect 

copy, as it sings its way down the generations. 

Performance, then, the public form of communication, which 

is an opportunity to the composer of music, is a hindrance to 

the poet. His preoccupation must remain with the secrecy of hie 

material, the voice or articulation speaking from the subject 

obsessing him, of which all reproduction is only an echo. Yet 

that secondary thing, the reading aloud of a poeqwill reproduce 

the period of composition and its exciibment, however imperfectly. 



Such performance is nearly always disappointing to the poet 

himself. 

In spite of this, and whatever the ingenuities of topo- 

graphy, poetry is written for no other purpose than to be read 

aloud or sung. He who looks at a poem without hearing it in 

his head is only half reading it. He is only receiving the 

poem's shape and its utility as infornation. If a piece of 

music were played by a silent orchestra, it could still be 

heard through a score; and the lines of a poem are such a score, 

They are utterance, whether read aloud or not. 

Of all the arts, the most immediate in its power to com- 

cunicate is the dance. It is also the art in which, more than 

any other, performance may surpass all that was preconceived, 

In music, there is a momentary delay between its execution and 

the response. In the visual arts, painting, sculpture, archi- 

tecture, although the impact is direct its true reception is 

gradual and complex, for it operates on many levels. The paint- 

mg, the carving, or the building makes its rirst impact as an 

arrangement by the artist, but this is almost at once related to 

the artist's other work, to his country, to the kind of sensibil- 

ity he possesses, It makes a simultaneous impact as an event in 

the history of art, a qualification or restatement of tradition. 

Only gradually, after being seen again and again, does it estab- 

lish a distinct identity, except in the eyes of a child. 

What happened when, after Michelangelo's labours, the doors 

of the Sistine Chapel were opened? Was anyone among those who 

entered able to seize more than a fraction of the imaginative 



power displayed there? Was even the slngle design of a figure 

wholly accessible? Yet, when a work of art is released, its 

first impact will always be significant, however much this may 

be corrected later by seeing or hearing it again. The audience 

or public may be mistaken, but they cannot be deceived. There 

may have been many instances in the past of works of genius 

finding at first a hostile response on all sides, but the vehe- 

mence of that response has usually indicated a recognition of 

their power, and a fear of conforming to it. Often an artist 

speaks to a generation beyond his own. As Ezra Pound has said, 

'Artists are the antennae of the race.' 

It seems to me that in our age there is, except in the 

finest poets and artists, a much greater unaerstanding of effect, 

and particularly of initial effect, than of permanence. Perman- 

ence itself is suspect in the eyes and minds of many artists, as 

they believe that all is flux. This is only half true. Wherever 

intuitive truth is manifested, though the work be hundreds or 

thousands of years old, eternity is present, and the dead artist 

who made it is revealed as our contemporary. A supreme work of 

art is able to persuade us that it is drawn from a timeless source, 

that it has existed forever, and that it is we, who believed in 

the fugitive nature of time, who were deceived. 



"David Jones" 
Catalog Arddangosfa Celfyddyd a Chrefft (Abertawe: Eisteddfod - 
G~nedlaethol Frenhinol Cymu, Awst 19641, 1 

Watkins knew David Jones fairly well, visiting him in 

London occasionally. He had admired Jones very much ever since 

the publication of I n  Parenthesis, and was hailing him as a 

Blakean figure at least ten years before the critics began to 

do so. 



David Jones 

Certain artists fall into a period which reflects an age 

or a fashlon, and their excellence 1s In a sense historical. 

Others use history as a tool in their hands and so manipulate 

it that their work extends far beyond the province of their age 

and becomes applicable to all ages. The work of David Jones 

belongs to the second category. The history of one man's exper- 

ience, if intensely recoraed, contalns the history of the race. 

Wales is to-day honouring an artlst who has already honoured 

her. Half-Welsh by birth, David Jones has exnlbited in his two 

great books In Parenthesis and The Anathemata a technique where 

power and dellcacy serve each other, and, by strictness of' cadence, 

obey a controllmg vision. One property or this vision 1s to see 

as contemporary what 1s anclent and to see as anclent what is 

before his eyes. It is a religious .vision projecting a symbolic 

art, and througn this art, whether in literature, painting or 

drawing, shines his love of man and of all that is precious to 

him, and a particular love of Wales and these islands drawn from 

the roots of earliest customs and ways of living. 

David Jones was already famous in his native art of painting 

and drawing before he became a writer. Now he has achieved world- 

wide distinction in two arts, and there are few such examples in 

Britain before him. Blake is one, Blake said: "Everything that 

lives is holy," He might also have said what David Jones wrote in 

The Tutelar of the Place a few years ago, with his eyes fixed on 

the removal of things and places whose existence and tradition 

seemed sacred to him: "Save us from the men who plan." 



Foreword to The Golden Age and Dream Days by Kemeth Grahame 
New York: The New American Library, 1964, vii-xu 

As this introduction shows, Watkins knew children very 

well, partially because he so carefully observed his own five 

offsprfng and partially because (as he says of Grahame) in one 

level of his consciousness he never grew up. The world was 

as full of wonder for him at sixty-one as it had been in his 

childhood. Just as Grahame's characters must have truces with 

"the Olympians," the adults, ~atkins' job at the bank was a 

truce with the "real world," which was no realer to him than 

the table discussion of social events was to Grahame's children. 



Foreword to The Golden Age and Dream Days 

by Kenneth Grahame 

Nothing is so deceptive as childhood, no other part of 

our lives so misleading to our understanding, so paradoxically 

true. We are in a position to be corrected on every point of 

reason, to be restrained wherever we go from the paths of obe- 

dience and imitation. Gifted with fiery enthusiasm and percep- 

tions of boundless wonder, we run naked until aged ignorance, 

as in Blake's drawing, clips our wings. We have all the greedy 

vices in miniature, but we forgive quickly and are forgiven, and 

the kingdom of heaven is ours. 

While we are children we are not at all concerned with our- 

selves; we simply =. We exist as hostages on the hinterland 

of consciousness, won over at at any moment by favour and love. 

When we are not-won over, when we are left to our own devices, 

we enter a jungle of fear and illusion, delight and savagery, 

moving in a tapestry that is prepared for us by nature, our move- 

ments prompted perhaps by a musician's fingers, but certainly by 

the children of all the countless generations that have gone 

before. The stories we have heard from the cradle give us plot 

and character; they serve our need to impersonate, and with their 

help we pull down conventional time and re-establish the Middle 

Ages. Enemies are almost as important to us as friands, for 

valour cannot exist without antagonism, so they must be invented 

where they ere lacking, and we find ourselves acting perte. We 

cannot always triumph against impossible odds but must, sometimes, 

be the odds ourselves, for fairness completes the ritual; without 



without it the pattern is spoilt. Monotony is the common 

enemy of enemies and friends alike: in a right ritual every- 

one is to die. Only on these terms does each come to life 

col~tinuall~, as the parts alternate, in an immortal present. 

The exuberance of childhood is in keeping with the mar- 

vellous world around it. The sun and trees, grass and flowers, 

insects and fishes, are seen, not by the aesthetic sense, but 

by the first wonder, which accepts them as gifts. Their pres- 

ence is immediate, not made distant by the intervention of 

time, as in the subtle contemplation of youth. When children 

reflect, they become involved in a deeper mystery than thought 

could possibly unravel or truly penetrate, so much more does 

their unconscious mind know than they do, so ancient are the 

sources to which they have access, behind the sophistication 

of time. 

Certain writers are endowed with the power to reenter the 

world of children at will, as though they had never left it: 

They still carry a key to time which is for others irretriev- 

ably lost, whether they would like to regain it or not. They ' 

turn the key, and instantly the anarchic forces of childhood 

are let loosz in a revolution of the senses. Hans Anderson 

possessed this key; so did Lewis Carroll, Walter de la Mare, 

and Kenneth Grahame, each using it in a different way. All 

Hans Anderson's children are mature, and Lewis Carroll's one 

child is surrounded by maturity in a distorted logic. De la Mare 

and Grahame, on the other hand, have only to stop still for the 

whole of their childhood to rush past and encompass them. It is. 

as though, in a certain level of their consciousness, they had 



never grown up. The joy of children was for de la Mare set 

against the sinister in nature and the transcience of time, of 

which he bas so acutely aware; but Tor Kenneth Grahame the div- 

lsLon from the adult world was absolute, and all the sensuous 

forces of immaturity mustered agalnst it, 

One cannot for a moment accept The Golden Age and Dream 

Days as children's books. If they are found in the juvenile 

section of a library, they are mistakenly placed there. In the 

matter of language alone they are well above the heads of chil- 

dren of the age described in their pages, written as they are 

in the allusive, florid style of a Latin scholar. And what 

older child is interested in the myth-making of his younger 

contemporaries? Children to whom the style is intelligible have 

already transferred their interests and affections to the world 

of grown-ups, against whom those younger participants continu- 

ally make war. If, on the other hand, these two books were to 

be found on a shelf just below Paradise Lost, that might be 

acceptable to their author, if not to us. 

The indescribable charm of the books hangs on two threads. 

Trle first is the total re-enactment of a lost world, of a sen- 

sibility we have outgrown, with all its dramatic poise and ex- 

pectation. The second is fantasy. This second thread is stret- 

ched to comic exaggeration in tlie manner of children, but the 

first is exact and holds the narrative as a rope holds a sail. 

An odd dimension of the narrative is that the children are 

attending schsol and reluctantly progressing in their lessons 

as the book moves on, marginal though these are to their life 



and interest. Lewis Carroll fits his Looking-Glass charac- 

t -rs into a chessboard with mathematical precision, but 

Kenneth Grahame solves the p~oblems of the inconguity of adult 

life by instinct. Life itself has taught him the grief and 

ecstasy of children, who are, like hiaself, displaced persons; 

their lightning changes of mood, of ehich he is so profound and 

unerring a master, are better understood by him than by those 

otrler writers of childhood whose fantasy is more original. He 

turns his coloured world of hurndrum situations into exquisite 

pztterns, held only so long as the child's mood lasts, or until 

that throbbing, eager life is checked by the stern intrusion of 

an alien, adult power. 

How many poets have looked back to childhood and been unable 

to describe it! That part of it which they appropriate to their 

poetry is usually placed, like a lodestar or a bell-buoy, t o  

answer a particular instinct of return. It is true that only a 

part of life belongs to art, but the elflike, or angelic, aspect 
,\. , 

of childhood is incomplete unless it is supported, as in Blake I 

and Shakespeare, by a true apprehension of the nature of a child. 

Dylan Thomas evokes childhood powerfully because so many of i ts  

moods are at his fingertips: he loves the good and bad behaviour 

of children at the same time. In Chaucer the whole o f  life is 

restored by the least hint. 

Kenneth Grahame writes prose of poetic effect, though n o t  of 

poetic content. The poetry underlying these books is a poetry 

of change and is only brought to the surface by the expertise of 

his manner. This is revealed in many of his descriptive passages. 



In every episode of Dream Dsys--and the book is a series 

of separate stories connected by the continuing thread of 

tile lives of the same children--the gulf between the values 

and preoccupations of the grown-ups, who are referred to as 

Olympians, and those of the children is emphasized and clearly 

defined. There is no possibility of reconciliation between the 

two states of mind, the adult and the young--only brief moments 

of forgiveness; mutual understanding is out of the question, 

These small fallen angels, unlike those colourless angels in 

Victorian picture-books for which they have such contempt, flung 

like Satan to the nether-world of table-legs, conspire indefat- 

igably to free themselves from their chains and move irresistably 

towards triumph and a vindication of their own rights. The 

cohorts of the good angels are conspicuous only for their tact 

and discretion. 

It must be said at once that the activity of these lawless 

children. who are so law-abiding according to their own code of 

honour and behaviour, is convincing, in a way in which a politic- 

al conference or a Stock Exchange report is not. One emerges 

from the pages of these books with the conviction that children 

have won the day. Their reign may be brief, but they have suc- 

cessors in every generation who take up the equipment they have 

dropped. In relation to man's threescore years and ten they are 

forever outnumbered seven to one by adults, but such a proportion 

is necessary to their sense of heroism. The aloofness of the 

Olympians leaves them free to conduct their own guerilla warfare, 

and every successful skirmish against monotony belongs to a 



silent campaign whose trophies are the more precious for 

having been won against odds. Ultimate victory, even if it 

were possible, does not matter. They are concerned only with 

the present and with magnanimous death, the flourish of a 

distant, heroic end. 

Such, I believe, are the conclusions drawn by the author, 

and there is no question as to which side has his sympathy. 

Kenneth Grahame is always aware of the division of forces be- 

tween childhood and maturity and of its apparent unfairness, 

The children, although his protagonists, are usually more pre- 

occupied with their own conflicts, and these are projected with 

marvellous dexterity. 

At one point Harold and the narrator are brought into con- 

flict. The Olympians had again failed to fulfill their prom- 

ises, and the two children are seen in reaction to disappointment, 

The younger recovers more quickly: 

One wild outburst--one dissolution of a minute into his 
original elements of aii- and water, of tears and outcry--so 
much insulted nature claimed.... 

If the gods are ever grateful to man for anything, it is 
when he is so good as to display a short menory. The Olympians 
were never slow to recognize this quality of Harold's, in which, 
indeed, their salvation lay, and on this occasion their grat- 
itude had taken the form of a fine, fat orange, tough-rinded as 
oranges of those days were wont to be. This he had eviscerated 
in the good old-fashioned manner, by biting out a hole in the 
slloulder, inserting a lump of sugar therein, and then workcng 
it cannily till the whole soul and body of the orange passed 
glorified into his being. Thereupon, filled full of orange 
juice and iniquity, he conceived a deadly snare. Having deftly 
patted and squeezed the orange-skin till it resumed its original 
shape, he filled it up with water, inserted a fresh lump of 
sugar in the orifice, and, issuing forth, blandly proffered it 
to me as I sat moodily in the doorway dreaning of strange wild 
circuses under tropic skies.... 



Unthinkingly I grasped the golden fraud, which collapsed 
at my touch an?. squirted its contents into my eyes and over 
my collar, till the nethermost parts of me were damp with the 
water that had run down my neck. In an instant I had Harold 
down, and with all the energy of which I was capable, devoted 
inyself into grinding his head into the gravel; while he, real- 
izing that the closure was applied and that the time fox dis- 
cussion ot argument was past, sternly concentrated his powers 
on kicking me in the stomach. 

The reaction of the more resilient child in blinding him- 

self to old disaster with the design of a new, petty triumph, 

is no less true than the author's vulnerable persistence in his 

dark brooding in the doorway and the clouding of his usually 

sharp observation. There is a terrifying clarity, not only in 

the collision of the two moods, but in the dissipation of their 

conflict: 

Some people can never allow events to work themselves out 
quietly. At this juncture one of Them swooped down on the 
scene, pouring shrill, misplaced abuse on both of us: on me 
for ill-treating my younger brother, whereas it was distinctly 
I who was the injured and the deceived; on him for the high 
offence of assault and battery on a clean collar-- a collar 
which I had myself deflowered and defaced shortly before, in 
sheer desperate ill-temper. Disgusted and defiant, we fled in 
different directions, rejoining each other in the kitchen-garden; 
and as we strolled along together, our short feud forgotten, 
Harold observed, gloomily: "I sliould like to be a cave-man, like 
Uncle George was tellin' us about, with a flint hatchet m d  no 
clothes, and live in a cave and not know anybody!" 

It is not easy to say how often the author uses his small 

characters to voice his own indignation and despair, so skil- 

fully does he use the mask of tender ridicule, but the Prologue 

to The Golden Age, the earlier- of these two books, has all the 

force of a personal statement: 

It was incessant matter for amazement how these Olympian6 
would talk over our heads--during meals, for instance--of this 
or the other social inanity, under the delusions that these pale 
phantasms of reality were among the importances of life. We 
illuminati, eating silently, our heads full of plans-and conspir- 
acies, could have told them what real life was. We had just left 



it outside, and we were all on fire to get back to it. Of 
course we didn't waste the revelation on them; the futility of 
imparting our ideas had long been demonstrated. One in thought 
and purpose, linked by the necessity of combatting one hostile 
fate, a power antagonistic ever--a power we lived to evade-- 
we had no confidants save ourselves. This strange anaemic 
order of beings was further removed from us, in fact, than the 
kindly beasts who shared our natural existence in the sun. 
The estrangement was fortified by an abiding sense of injustice, 
arising from the refusal of the Clympians ever to defend, re- 
tract, or admit themselves in the wrong, or to accept similar 
concessions on our part... 

Well! The Olympians are all past and gone. Somehow the 
sun does not seem to shine as brightly as it used; the track- 
less meadows of old time have shrunk and dwindled away to a few 
poor acres. A saddening doubt, a dull suspicion, creeps over 
me. Et in Arcadia ego--I certainly did once inhabit Arcady. 
Can it be that I have also become an Olympian? 

There speaks the deprived and displaced child, lacking the 

nourishment of parental love, for all such children brought up 

by indifferent aunts and uncles, who were, are, or ever shall 

be. They rightly engage our compassion, 

without understanding the poignancy of their situation and dis- 

playing so much courage inone episode after another. 

It is not so much the loss of happiness, which was never 

perhaps completely his, that Kenneth Grahame regrets, as the loss 

of vitality. Wilfred Owen's lines, 

But the old ~nhn~pines~ is returning, 
Boys' griefs are not so grievous as youth's yearning; 
says have no sadness sadde; trim ou;. hope 

do not exactly answer his complaint. The in'ensity of a life- 

time is, for Crahame, contracted in all its riost brilliant 

colours into the years before puberty. After this there is only 

aLticlimax, before it only the infant years of initiation. For 

him what T. S. Eliot writes is true: 

Ridiculous the waste sad time 



Stretching before and after. 

In all his writing, so true to immature emotions and 

drenched in the beauty of sunlit nature, it can never be for- 

gotten that this abounding torrent of warmth, colour, humour, 

indignation, and love, delighting the characters that leap and 

play in it, is prompted by adversity and neglect. He knew 

this, as he confesses in his Prologue: 

Looking back to those days of old, ere the gate was shut 
to behind me, I can see now that to children with a proper 
equip~ent of parents these things would have worn a different 
aspect. 

Yet the relationships of the children to each other are 

vsiid, and the children themselves robust, as though the lack 

of parental protection had taught them to fortify themselves 

and had brought them closer to wild nature--and, incidentally, 

closer to each other--than a more affectionate upbringing might 

have done. The little boy who is the author has an envy of his 

elder brother, Edward, mixed with admiration, for Edward is.,so 

much nearer to romance and the marital affections, that very 

background of which they both have been deprived. The necessity 

of establishing a permanent relation with a member of the other 

sex is urgent to him, and that distant possibility seen through 

the eyes of the child recurs again and again, always in fantas- 

tic terms. His actual encounters with little girls are charm- 

ing and true to life, but ephemeral, and his estrangement comes 

home to him during what he calls "the gloomy period of church- 

time, with its enforced inaction and its lack of real interest1': 

Naturally the eye, wandering here and there among the 
serried ranks, made bold, untrarnmelled choice among our fair 
fellow-supplicants. It was in this way that, some months 



earlier, under the exceptional strain of the Athanasian 
Creed, roving fancy had settled upon the baker's wife as 
a fit object for a life-long devotion. Her riper charms had 
conq1:ered a heart which none of her be-muslined, tittering 
junicrs had been able to subdue; and that she was already 
wedded had never occured to me as any bar to my affection. 

dverywhere the lack of inherited happiness and the treasure 

of happiness found by the wayside is vividly portrayed. The 

appeal of this April world is perennial, and the charm of the 

writing wonderfully sustained. That particular golden age has 

gone, and neither book could be written to-day; but there lies 

in both a challenge to the adult conscience and a manifesto it 

cannot afford to ignore. The truth of Wordsworth's reperception 

of childhood, or of Traherne's, is not in any way reduced by 

the animation of these wilder children of whom Grahame writes 

with inward certainty, but Grahame gives weight and body to the 

imagination and elicits a compassionate response and a sense of 

shame by his declaration of a child's independence. Maturity 

can have a greater maturity and love, as the best poets teach; 

but only by a deeper understanding of children, and by love of 

them, can the adult mind steer a tme course. That body and 

that weight which the mind has displaced are as necessary to it 

as its hull and its displacement are to a ship. 



"New Year 1965n 
The ~istener, LXXIII, 1867 (January 7 ,  1965), 22-23 

Save that it is more formally expressed, this talk is 

very like Watkinst usual conversation. His mind moved effort- 

lessly, mysteriously, from topic to unrelated topic, but 

basically he apoke only of two things: Wales, her peopze, 

land and sea, and customs; and art, its purpose and composition, 

and the writerq painters and musicians who produced it. Any- 

thing else (for he did not speak often of his religious beliefs) 

was mere elaboration. 

The discovery of an elderly skeleton known as the Red Lady 

of Paviland had a fascination for Watkina that was out of pro- 

portion to its archaeological significance. As he recalls in 

Fidelitiea (pages 84-88), the workers at the site near his home 

allowed him to assist with the sifting, which he found immensely 

exciting and fulfilling, for the discovery of long-buried object8 

represented for him a victory over time. He loved any little 

object he salvaged from the beach, a bone, a net, a fossil. He 

especially cherished a round stone about the size of a plum, which 

had a tiny fossil embedded in the top; hi8 poem "The Crinoidm i 8  

about this unlovely object, which he would endlessly turn over in 

his hands. 

Watkins regarded the sea with horrified fascination. Be 

knew its designs upon him: "It fears and hatee me. I know too 

much about it." Compare the third paragraph of thie talk to this 

stanza from page 82 of Affinities: 

Ocean kindler of us, mover and mother 
~ssaiiin~ the rock rlth variety of musle, 
Inconstancy of pattern, eternally renewing 
Through mother-of-p~arl the colours of destruction... 



1965 

New Year 1965 

A year, a ring of time, has been completed. To travel 

is to break the circle. New Year's Day is the beginning of a 

journey, so it is full of uncertainty and adventurous excitement. 

I have sometimes asked myself why a wide expanse of water 

like the Bristol Channel, whlcn I see from the cliff where I 

live, is more satisfying to the mind and to the eye than it seems 

when travelling across it, however exhilarating that may be. Then 

I feel only part of the circle, and the thread of the ship is like 

the thread of argument in a book whose end I cannot see. I may 

have an anthology of poems on board, or a prose book, and these 

are enough to reel out, like a fishing-line, from one side of' the 

ship to the other; tueir tension is felt as I move along. But on 

shore, if I look out across the water, no such tackle will do. 

Why not? Is it that I dlsagee with the argument, that I find all 

anthologies incomplete, or simply that my mind instinctively re- 

jects what may disturb it? Surely not this, for nothing could be 

more disturbing than that treacherous water. I have seen it in so 

many moods, and I wonder if anyone knows more intimately than I do 

the rocks and stones, inlets and gullies of this part of the Gower 

coast, and certain caves where the sea tosses planks ana logs and 

grinds the rusted ironworks of ships, year after year, a little 

deeper into the sand. 

Yet sometimes I have seen it, ar'ter a stormy nlght, vast, 

yet immediate, containing all its contradictions, all its opposing 

forces, in a single harmonious vlsion. 1 have never doubted the 



terror, el-en the malice, of the sea's designs; but to see it 

in a moment of repose is mysterious and supremely satisfying. 

Water, the source of life, the life-giver, in eternal movement, 

the perfect mirror, the silent interpreter of death and change, 

compels both eye and mind with its endless fascination. It was 

ti~is that made Rimbaud write: 

Elle est retrouvee! 
Quoi? LIEternite, 
C1est la mer melee 

Au soleil. 

A very rough translation of this would be: 

It is refound! 
What? Eternity. 
It is the bond 
Of sun with sea. 

It is true that ii' 1 am looking for the roots or a country 

I mwt turn my eyes away f'rom that image of unity, resolved in 

its perpetual movement, the sea of dissolution and beginning, 

the serpent swallowing its own tail. I must look away even *om 

that cave only a few miles away from here where the oldest skele- 

ton found in Britain was unearthed, that man known 

the Red Lady of Paviland because of the red ochre from the rock 

deposits surrounding him, which archaeologists had mistaken for 

the deep colours of the ritual dyes in the burial of a bride, I 

must forget the  perfect, unblemished mirror, and see what man has 

made. It is necessary to dig the past up to understand the pres- 

ent, but all good artists have something ancient about them, too, 

and the earliest trinkets and ornaments dug from Welsh clay may 

jostle against the work of a living contemporary who has looked on 

that mirror and then set his hand to his task, Even in the sixteenth 
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century there was a fashion to praise only the sculpture of a 

vanished civilization; and did not Micelangelo carve and bury 

a statue among the excavations, first breaking off an arm, to 

show, when ~t was found and hailed as a masterpiece, that the 

greatest sculptor was alive? 

I was already living on the cliff before the war, and I 

remember coming home very late on the last nlght of the year 1938. 

It was just before midnight, and I caught the sound of a broad- 

cast of the Mari Lwyd ceremony which was coming from my father's 

old home at Taff's Well: that ceremony, traditional in Wales, in 

whlch a horse's skull was carried from house to house in the last 

night of the year by a party of singers, wits and impromptu poets, 

usually the worse for drink, who cnallenged the inmates to a 

rhyming contest, and, if they won, claimed entry and the right to 

food and ale. As I listened, it seemed to me that the old custom 

assumed terrifying proportions, for not only drunken and holy 

people, but the dead themselves, seemed to have come to the house, 

This, too, was a kind of reconciliation of contraries, an eternal 

moment of contradictions, and my 'Ballad of the Mari Lwyd' began 

to take shape. Three years later it was to give the title to my 

first book. 

The last night of the year is, then, for me a nlght of great 

mystery, even when it breaks into the chiming of the clock and the 

noise of the bells that announce the Mew Year. After this, all is 

lost in greetings and tumultuous singing. The ritual of the Mari 

Lwyd disappears, and gay processions and dancing take its place. 

But before all is expectation and the movement of time to its di- 

max, the movement of the refrain to my ballad: 



Midnlght. Midnight. Midnlght. 
Hark at the hands of the clock. 

The horse's skull, then, became the linage of the Old Year wnich 

I needed, the image of New Year's Eve. 

New Year's Day is tne day of greeting, and I should look 

for an image to interpret this, too, but I cannot fina one. A 

happy new year is the best thing In the world, and it rests al- 

ways on a miracle; for what constitutes happiness? I nave seen 

chlldren playing in a garden full of beautiful flowers and shrubs 

on a perfect summer day, but tneir pleasure was derived from a 

number of dirty planks and two old wheels wnich they had managed 

to put together and were dragglng around by a rope. That i8 as 

it should be, Sor now can even the most beautiful gifts rival 

the enjoyment which we make for ourselves out of almost nothing? 

Yet gifts are not to be despised, and perfection itself is always 

a lucky tnmg. The way to perfection may be crooked, and Yeats 

makes a character say in one of hls poem: 

An aimless joy is a pure joy, 

and he goes on to say: 

A E ~  wisciom is a butterfly 
not a gloomy bird of prey. 

Wnen I met Yeats in 1938 in Dublln he was in the last year 

of his life, and he talked a good deal about the stubborn nature 

of poetry, about the 'damned hard work,' as Wlllianz Morris called 

it, whlcn it took to get a poem rlght. Yeats's lyrical gift 

became subtler and richer as he aged, and he was at this time 

writing the greatest poems of his life, but he talked mainly about 

the struggle with language; 'and then,' he said, 'perhaps when you 



least expect it, you get the luck.' First of all he would 

make a prose draft,. and then move it into a lyrical shape, 

until slowly, sometimes chanting the lines all through the 

night, he had arrived at the purest form of his thought, its 

most direct ~ n d  muscular expression. At last the whole poem 

would comc together in a moment, like the click of a box, as 

he once described it. It was, however, Yeats's insistence on 

miracle and on revelation that was most emphasized in that after- 

noon's conversation. He disliked what he called 'mechanical 

apathy,' which deadened a race and made people lose their aware- 

ness. Everything he valued was a miracle, and he particularly 

cherished those characters who exhibited a heroic attitude to 

life and death. 

Yeats was seventy-three when he died, seven months before 

the outbreak of war, and this year will mark the centenary of his 

birth. He foresaw the war, and a great deal of its suffering, 

clearly, and his last poems are affirmations in spite of tragedy 

and ruin. Their fnb~ic is waht he called "tragic joy,' and the 

last poems of Dylan Thomas, in their different way, have the same 

kind 02 affirmation. It is in one of Yeats's last poems, 'Lapis 

Lazuli,' after describing the vanished carvings of Callimachus, 

t h ; ,  he wrote: 

His long lamp-chimney skiaped like the stem 
Of a slender palm, stood but a day; 
All things Tall and are built again 
And those that build them again are gay. 

And 3ylan Thomas in his poem for his thirty-fifth birthday wrote: 

Heaven that never was 
Nor will be ever is always true, 

And, in that brambled void, 
Plenty as blackberries in the woods 

The dead grow for His joy. 



The artist is a maker. He makes, in response to something 

deeper than himself, He does not know where he is going, any 

more than the children dragging planks about in the garden; but 

he knows that he must use the materials that he is given. And 

T. S. Eliot has written in 'Ash Wednesday': 

Consequently I rejoice, having to cionstruct something 
Upon which to rejoice, 

So far as time is concerned, I think poets and artists 

differ from so many others in that their consciousness and will 

move upstream rather than 

source rather than to the 

vigorous life in the past 

ourselves as falling away 

down. Their eyes are directed to the 

estuary, so they see all that had 

as contemporary with ourselves, and 

from that, ~ . f  we do not cokrect our 

vision, I think of a wonderful old poet who, on the last night 

of the year, twelve years ago, mixed up his figures and wished 

everyone a happy 1593. That was one or the most inspired mis- 

takes I have ever heard, and the poet had the good sense not to 

correct it, If he left us with an illusion, it was the kind of 

illusion that makes great works possible, and their enjoyment 

complete, A poet is not a reporter, unless ne is a reporter of 

eternal truths, and the first characteristic of a masterpiece is 

not that it is new, but that it has always exlsted and only just 

been found, 

The New Year is inevitably linked with its predecessor. Its 

first duty is to record the events of the old year, and these are 

allot-Led a special place i t1  a page of the Times. All of these do 

not interest us, but some do, ana certainly the year cannot go 



irresponsibly forward without first taking hold of tnis baton 

of the past. 0nce.it 1s accepted, the right provision is made 

for whatever change may come. The runner 1s not disqual~fied. 

It may ue thought that I dwell too mucn on the past, that 

my year does not move forward at all, but ratner back. I am 

concerned with poets, living and dead, and there must he many 

who,do not share my preoccupation. I can only say that if poets 

are, as Shelley suggested, 'the trumpets which sing to battle' 

and 'the unacknowledged legislators of the world,' they have a 

lot to answer for, and are worth some study. Besides, it is the 

difficulty of handling words in their most exact and intense 

f o m ,  and for me those who overcome this difficulty hold a key 

to life and to time. The old year 1964 marked the fourth centen- 

ary of the death of Michelangelo and of the birth of Shakespeare, 

and then works will still be immediate when the new year is 

past, and when new centuries are past, because truth itself has 

an unrivalled freshness and power. 

Before I wish you a happy 1695, however, I should tell you 

something about 1694. Just as that old poet reminded us that 

America had been discovered, I should like to add that I went 

there last year, and went there for the flrst time. But I must 

not digress from my theme which insists on the value of people 

rather than of places; and yet I must not talk about the people 

I met, since I cannot, In a short space, do them justice. 

The French poet Paul Valery said that travel was no use to 

him because he had seen all other countries In the little fishing 

town of the Mediterranean on whlcn ne first opened his eyes. The 



Uediterranean was his birthright, just as Heme's was the Rhine. 

Valery's travel or Ileine's long exile in Paris, where he died, 

could not change thls. Heine used to remark In exile that it 

was pointless for France and Germany to quarrel over the Rhine, 

since h ~ s  cradle had swung above ~t and it belonged to him, And 

Valery, wherever he went, only recognized wnat, from his first 

vision of life, he already knew; he saw only the brilliant light 

and colour of the sea and of the flsrling-boats, and the myster- 

ious colours under water, the blood of the tunnies mingllng witn 

the sea, Those first lmpresslons of the Mediterranean into which, 

ne claimed, the tradltlons of every race had been poured, oblit- 

erated everything else, and dominated what was to come. A11 

harbours and all civilizations began and ended at the bridges of 

hls eyes. The graveyard by tne sea belonged to every continent 

of the world. 

I like trhvel, and I like to travel slowly, so I go by sea 

and land. The roots of a country may be touched as intimately 

through dlstance as through propinquity. In places far from here 

1 have found Wales, just as here, now that 1 am back In Wales, 

1 flnd other countries; and, unlike Paul Valery, I should not have 

been able to flna them here, had I not been so far. In Wales I 

first read Auden, Mariame Moore, John Crowe Ransom, and Robert 

Lowell. In America I saw them, and in Wales I read them again. 

I am always a beginner; and that is why, after travelling, I like 

t o  return to this cliff. And it is from this cliff that I now 

wish everyone a happy---yes, 1965, 



"On T.  S. Z l i o t "  

This s h o r t  commentary on E l i o t ,  whom Watkins knew through 

Faher and Faber, w a s w r i t t e n  f o r  a television show e n t i t l e d  

'The D i r e c t  Eyes." This was a memorial program presen ted  s h o r t l y  

a f t e r  E l i o t ' s  dea th ,  on January 10 ,  1965. 



Ellot was always conscious 01 tile momerlL ol death. 'We are 

born with the dead, ' he says in Little Giddinq, and again in The 

Dry Salvages: 'And the time of death is every moment.' 

He was full of gaiety and humour. You could not imagine a more 

sympathetic and responsive person. He knew all about despair: he 

had explored it to the utmost. And he was wholly dedicated to life. 

He was prepared to help anyone who wanted help, and to give himself 

as completely as he could. 

The excitement of Eliot's early poems, when they came out after 

the first World War, was revolutionary. Yeats called him the most 

revolutionary man in poetry in his lifetime, and he was right. Eliot 

caught, brilliantly and exactly, the details of people's lives in a 

city, and, with his faultless ear, made them unforgettable. Suddenly 

everyone was quoting this new poetry; it spread like Asian 'flu, and 

became part of our experience.' It was impossible to separate London 

from the evocative echoes of his work. It was impossible for any 
*, 

poet to escape his influence. 

This influence was liberating and constricting at the same time. 

Eliot had broken up the formal rhythm and rhyme of regular stanzas 

for the sake of a new music corresponding more closely to the move- 

ment of life. He substituted an often irregular line of his own, its 

cadence depending on speech rhythms and the demands of his subject. 

He accepted everyday life as material for poetry; he banished arti- 

ficial poetic diction, and tested a poem by one thing only: 'Is it 

genuine? ' 

That was liberating and fair enough. Everyone started writing 



realistic poems in a looser form, out of genuine experience, and 

everyone was surprised to fird that they were not at all llke Eliot's. 

Therein lay t h ~  constriction. The miracle of putting down everyday 

life in unforgettable terms had been performed, but it could not be 

repeated by others. Eliot's technique--and technique is always 

linked with belief--was such that a thousand readings could not 

exhaust the poem's meaning or its charm. 

I remember him saying to me that the poetry of Four Quartets 

was better poetry than the poetry of The Waste Land; but he didn't 

repudiate his early work. In form he never repeated himself, but he 

continually recreated himself in each poem, and without the early 

poetry, the late, in which his lyric power reached its greatest 

heights, would not have been possible. 

I think his influence will always be immediate, and not retro- 

spective, and that is the mark of a great poet. Critics think in 

terms of decades, poets in terms of centuries. I believe thet in 

whatever century Eliot's work is accessible, his influence will be 

immediate, and its effect profound. 

Who can better teach how little is visible 
Save in the eye of God? 
Tentatively you struggled, 
Mapping slowly the land we know. 



"The Poetry of Wilfred Owen" 
Unpublished essay, 1967 version 

While this paper was never published, Watkins found it 

very useful, reading it at Oxford and using it as lecture 

material at both Swansea and Seattle. He had wanted to pub- 

lish it, withtThe Translation of Poetry," "W. B. Yeats--the 

Religious Poet," and a projected paper on Holderlin, as a 

Faber paperback, but T. S. Eliot felt the essays too hetero- 

geneous to be printed together. Therefore Watkins never ser- 

iously revised this paper beyond bringing it up to date in 

certain repects. The present text, while it contains references 

to the most recent edition of Owen, is really the 1936 original 

text with a few recent paragraphs and interlineations. 

Watkins' enthusiasm for Owen's poetry was at its height 

when he began this essay, probably while still at Cambridge, and 

there are excesses in it that the mature poet would not have 

made; but he never stopped liking Owen. If he over-estimated 

him, it was for the best of reasons: for his essential serious- 

ness, for his repudiation of the Kipling-Brooke sort of poetic 

trash, and for his experiments in form and sound. Owen's poetry 

did not have any effect on Watkins', unless it were during an 

early period before Watkins began publishing. Certainly Watkins' 

extraordinary war poetry owes nothing to Owen except that it may 

have been Owen's example that led him to experinent. 



The Poetry of Wilffed Owen 

Do not look for a poet's raison d'etre in his biography, for 

you are bound to be baffled. The favourable or unfavourable cir- 

cumstances of childhood all contribute to the picture, and the cir- 

cumstances in which the grown man finds himself resolve it, but 

theae all add up to a man of letters fulfilling the emulation of 

his growing years. The earliest poetry of Wilfred Owen and the kind 

of poetry he might have written are all discernible in such a pic- 

ture, but the great poetry he did write is not there, Sooner or 

later, in the life of every poet, there is a crisia, a revolution of 

heart, such as Keats described in The Fall of Hyperion, or Blake in 

thia quatrain: 

Each man is in his Spectre's Power 
Until the arrival of that hour 
When his Humanity awake 
And cast his Spectre into the Lake. 

Only two or three poets seem to have reached maturity before 

the age of twenty; Rimbaud is certainly one of these, Yet it is 

true that many have become aware of their vocation very young, long 

before they gained the power and equipment to throw off imitation 

and recognize the poems they must write, the poems belonging to their 

innate idiom and their particular lives, Owen was one of these, He 

was born at Oswestry in 1893, and we have his own word for it that 

his 'poethood', as he called it in an early poem, was born when he 

was ten or eleven, By the time he was twenty he had written an 

immense amount of verse, mainly of a derivative kind, but already 

revealing a deep sensitiveness to colour and music. Then he became 

ill, with the threat of tuberculosis, and went to France to recuperate, 



A tutor at Bordeaux, he met the famous French poet Laurent 

Tailhade, from whom his ambition received its first living and 

professional encouragement. He had already written under the spell 

of the English poets he admired most, Shelley, Tennyson, and, above 

all, Keats, Of the poets of our own age, Yeats, more than any other, 

had taught him an extremely sensitive response to words, and already 

Siegfried Sassoon's work had excited and influenced him. But Tailhadeta 

encouragement was immediate and perceptive: 'You paint with a deli- 

cate brush,' he wrote to Owen; 'Your piano has the modulations 

necessary to grace and emotion,' 

Undoubtedly French poetry now began to influence him, partic- 

ularly the Parnassian poets, and the Symbolists. He must have learnt 

from the music of Mallarme and Verlaine, There were also more contem- 

porary influences than theirs. Francis Jammes was using aasonantal 

rhymes, and so, in aome of his lyrics, was Henri de Regnier; and there 

was considerable experiment in versification by France's younger poets. 

These things must have excited Owen, who was alwaye experimenting in 

the potentialities of language and syllabic structure. He must have 

noticed the freshness of certain intimate lines by Jammes which he 

did not quite rhyme, in spite of the strict French tradition. Grad- 

ually he was to develop his own technique in a cleavage of rhyme and 

produce dissonance of a depth and resonance which no poet aince has 

equalled, Here is the first printed example, from Edmund Blunden's 

collection, of his steps in that direction, where the rhyming lines 

are broken by single words in dissonantal pairs: 

From my Diary - July, 1914 
Leaves 
Murmuring by myriads in the shimmering trees. 

Lives 



Wakening with wonder in the Pyrenees. 
Birds 
Cheerily chirping in the early day. 

Bards 
Singing of summer acything thro' the hay... 

Its effect here is to distil the crystalline reflection of 

landscape. It is not England. It is the landscape of France, and 

its evocation is like that of Paul Fort: 

Mais la terre est mon doux sujet de frGaie, 
(But Earth is my most dear pretext of ecstacy). 

I draw that line from Fort's poem, Harmonious Vision of the Earth, 

which Owen matches here in a kind of pantheistic exultation, a youth- 

ful sense of inexpressible joy. Both poets are drenched in the sun- 

light of the French hills. 

How quickly this delicate impulse was to be shattered, the 

illusion of the tranquillity of July, 1914 broken. War waa declared, 

and the sense of human tragedy was borne in upon Owen like an Apoc- 

alypse. His powerful imagination and his eager enthusiasm were 

brought to a standstill. Writing verse for beauty, making art for 

art's sake, became to him as ironical as furnishing with careful 

taste a house beneath which lay a mine that was already fusing. The 

gentle, low-voiced melancholy, almost like Verlaine, at which he had 

hinted in some of his early verses, was put away, for now he was con- 

fronted with 'the World's Powers who'd run amok'. 

He wrote his sonnet The Seed, beginning: 

War broke. And now the winter of the world 
With perishing great darkness closes in, 
The cyclone of the pressure on Berlin 
Is over all the width of Europe whirled, 
Rending the sails of progress,.. 

end ending: 

But now the exigent winter, and the need 
Of sowings for new spring, and flesh for eeed. 



And he followed this with another sonnet, even more terrible 

in prophecy, which gives his first vision of the weturning dead: 

The Unreturning 

Suddenly night crushed out the day and hurled 
Her remnants over cloud-peaks, thunder-walled, 
Then fell a stillness such as harks appalled 
When far-gone dead return upon the world. 

There watched I for the Dead; but no ghost woke, 
Each one whom Life exiled I named and called, 
But they were all to far, or dumbed, or thralled, 
And never one fared back to me or spoke, 

Then peered the indefinite unshapen dawn 
With vacant gleaming, sad as half-lit minds, 
The weak-limned hour wnen sick men's sighs are drained, 
And while I wondered on their being withdrawn 
Gagged by tne smothering wing which none unbinds 
I dreaded even a heaven with doors so chained, 

Up to this point Owen's poetry reveals two powers, his power to 

use words dramatically, and his power to dramatize himself, in resia- 

tance, as it were, to the words, so that the reader feels at once: 

'The man behind this poem is Owen.' 

A third force was soon to enter his poetry, giving it a new 

dimension, 

It was in the middle or Winter, the extremely bitter Winter 02 

1916-1917, that Owen rirst came into real contact with the War, His 

enlistment haa been controlled by his tutorial engagement and his 

delicate rlealth nad kept him back, Irl a letter written on January 

7, 1917, he describes his first experiences as an Officer marching his 

men to the Line. At the end of the march, he says, 'As I was making 

my damp bed, I heard the guns for the first time, It was a sound 

not without a certain sublimity,' He was now on the Some battlefield, 

and in the Front Line, and within a few days he was thrown into the 

worst fighting of the War, It was not even Front Line fighting, for 



he was beyond the Front Line for many days holding an advanced post, 

described by him as 'seventh hell' and 'the worst post the Manches- 

ters ever held.' 

That Owen survived the next few months is miraculous. That he 

was able to continue to write poems is No Man's Land is even more so. 

Most miraculous of all is the quality of the poems he wrote. Here, 

in a letter, is his description of No Man's Land itself; 

'It ia like the eternal place of gnashing of teeth; the 
Slough of Despond could be contained in one of its crater-holes; 
the fires of Sodom and Gomorrah could not light a candle to it - 
to find the way to Babylon the Fallen. It is pock-marked like a 
body'af foulest disease, and its odour is the breath of cancer... 
No Man's Land under snow is like the face of the moon, chaotic, 
crater-ridden, uninhabitable, awful, the abode of madness.' 

The following poem shows the change in Owen's poetry after 

emerging fnom that experience: 

Arms and the Boy 

Let the boy try along this bayonet-blade 
How cold steel is, and keen with hunger of blood; 
Blue with all malice, like a madman's flash; 
And thinly drawn with famishing for flesh, 

Lend him to stroke these blind, blunt bullet-heads 
Which long to nuzzle in the hearts of lads, 
Or give him cartridges of fine zinc teeth, 
Sharp with the sharpness of grief and death, 

For his teeth seem for laughing round an apple. 
There lurk no claws behind his fingers supple; 
And god will grow no talons at his heels, 
Nor antlers through the thickness of his curls. 

This poem is sufficient to show Owen's development. Not only 

is it an example of most skilful dissonance, showing already hie pre- 

eminence in this kind of metric, but it reveals that he has found a 

new approach to art, a casual, almost conversational approach. The 

intonation is no longer evocative, but it is now the intonation of 

ordinary speech. It is ordinary but it is memorable, Why? First, 

because Owen has something powerful to say; next, because he has found 



a new medium of expression and mastered it; and last, because he 

does not force the words, but leaves them to create their own em- 

phasis. Technically this poem is a combination of alliteration and 

dissonance, the alliteration being used to stay the motion of the 

poem, There are other devices. The last word of each lines, the 

word on which the dissonance falls, is a slow and arresting word. 

And in the eighth line there is a device found in other poems of 

Owen: the line is shortened, to give poignancy: 

Or give him cartridges of fine zinc teeth, 
Sharp with the sharpness of grief and death. 

The poignancy of the eighth line throws into relief the line 

which follows it, the first line in the poem to be lengthened by a 

two-syllabled word at the end: 

For his teeth seem for laughing round an apple, 

and, in the final couplet words are balanced: 'grow' balances 

'through', and 'talons' balances 'antlers', as you will hear: 

And god will grow no talons at his heels, 
Nor antler through the thickness of his curls. 

These devices are significant, because it is necessary to 

remember that the deep emotional effect of Owen's poetry is always 

the reward of subtle craftsmanship as well as truth of feeling. 

Blake taught that the action of these two things was reciprocal, and 

hia teaching is borne out in Owen's mature poems. 

Owen, the master of dissonance, was not a slave to it; and by 

this time he could express himself perfectly in rhyme in such poems 

as 'Greater Love' and 'The Send-off'. The conclueion of 'The Send- 

Off' again uses the shortened line to give a slowing, silent effect 

before the laat line of all, It is true that in the manuscript of 

this poem an adjective was first used before 'village wells' and then 



deleted, and no other substituted. I think Owen decided against 

an adjective, but whether an accident or not, the line is right as 

i* stands. Again, in 'The Send-off', colloquial speech-rhythms are 

used within a very strict verse-form. 

The Send-off 

Down the close, darkening lane they sang their way 
To the siding-shed, 
And lined the train with faces grimly gay. 

Their breaats were stuck all white wlth wreath and spray 
As men's are, dead. 

Dull porters watched them, and a casual tramp 
Stood staring hard, 
Sorry to miss them from the upland camp. 
Then, unmoved, signals nodded, and a lamp 
Winked to the guard. 

So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went. 
They were not ours: 
We never heard to which front these were sent, 

Nor there if they yet mock what women meant 
Who gave them flowers. 

Shall they return to beatings or great bells 
In wild train-loads? 
A few, a few, too few for drums and yells, 
May creep back, silent, to village wells 
Up half-known roads. 

How feeble seem the surges of declamatory poets compared with 

the emphasia of Owen's lowered voice, He seems to have discovered 

a new source of power. His patient irony, and his intensely real, 

but seemingly casual manner, achieve more depth and a wider extension 

than any of his immediate predecessors whose verse had been composed 

in settled climaxes. Poetry had threatened to become a melodramatic 

art; it was left to Owen to restore to it the dignity of drama. It ie 

a question of directness, of spiritual candour. You can hardly take 

a line from Owen's greatest poems which would be out of place in 

ordinary conversation. In this Owen resembles Villon or Chaucer. 



Like these early poets, and like Keats himself, he insists on 'the 

true voice of feeling', not 'the false beauty of art*, 

What most poets achieve only slowly at the cost of great labour 

Owen was to accomplish in two years through the intensity of his 

experience: I mean the paring away of romantic decoration from his 

verse. The resultant starkness may be compared with Villon, Owen's 

poetry is not so naked as Villon's, with its barbaric and yet Christian 

strength; but what they have in common is compassion, and an awareness 

from beyond the grave. I shall take only one example from Le Grand 

Testament of Villon: 

Better the rag-bowed pauper's lot 
Alive, than once have been a lord 
And under sumptuous tombs to rot, (lines 286-288) 

and Owen, in 'A Terre*: 

Dead men may envy living mitea in cheese, 
Or good germs even, 

Owen's lines have the cadence of natural speech, which is certainly 

one of the first characteristics of Villon's Testament, though it does 

not easily come through in translation, 

Only occasionally in his war poems does Owen assume an heraldic 

utterance; and then the language becomes biblical. Such poema are 

'The Show', an apocalyptic vision of the w a r  in which he 'atanda on a 

vague height with Deatht, and his final aonnet, 'The End*: 

After the blast of lightning from the East, 
The flourish of loud clouds, the Chariot Throne; 
Af'ter the drums of time have rolled and ceased, 
And by the bronze west long retreat is blown, 

Shall life renew these bodies? Of a truth 
All death will He annul, all tears assuage? 
Fill the void veins of Life again with youth, 
And wash, with an immortal water, Age? 

When I do ask white Age he saith not so: 



"My head hangs weighed with snow." 
And when I harken to the Earth, she aaith: 
"My fiery heart shrinks, aching. It is death. 
Mine ancient scars shall not be glorified, 
Nor my titanic tears, the seas, be dried." 

The poem8 of heraldic utterance are, on the whole, prophetic 

poems; those of present experience are mainly written in the idiom 

of natural speech. 

The end was not yet in sight, but Owen had already written his 

'Anthem for Doomed Youth', an elegiac sonnet which blends the two 

styles: 

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle? 
Only the monstrous anger of the guns. 

Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle 
Can patter out their hasty orisons. 

No mockeries for them from prayers or bells, 
Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, 

The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells; 
And music calling for them from sad shires. 

What candles may be held to speed them all? 
Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes 

Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes. 
The pallor of girls' brows shall be their pall; 

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds, 
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds. 

Many anthologies have printed that poem. Some have printed the 

penultimate line: 

Their flowers the tenderness of silent minds 

and others: 

Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds. 

The truth is that Owen wrote 'silent', and 'patiento was a suggestion 

of Sassoon. Owen did not delete 'silent', but he pencilled 'patient' 

above it. 

While he was writing these great poems, Owen was also experiment- 

ing constantly with dissonance and syllabic effects, much as Gerard 



Manley Hopkins experimented, though I am not aware that Owen knew 

any of his poems. Only a few were published before Owen's death, 

but he may have seen some of these in Bridges' anthology, The Spirit 

of Man. The most experimental of Owen's poems are not connected with 

the war, but the war poems contain the fruits of his experiments, 

Of the war poems, too, at least 'The Next War' and 'Conscious' 

show clearly the influence of Sassoon, to whom Owen dedicated the 

second version of 'A Terre'. In Blunden's edition 'Conscious' has 

one serious miaprint. The line 

Music and roses burnt through crimson slaughter 

should be: 

Music and roses burst through crimson slaughter. 

This has been corrected in C. Day Lewis's edition of 1963. 

Here is the second half of the poem in which the line occurs: 

But sudden evening muddle8 all the air - 
There seems no time to want a drink of water, 
Nurse looks so far away. And everywhere 
Music and roses burst through crimson slaughter, 
He can't remember where he saw blue sky, 
More blankets. Cold. He's cold, And yet so hot, 
And there's no light to see the voices by; 
There is no time to ask--he knows not what. 

lt was inevitable that the two poets should influence each other. 

Sassoon, whom Owen admired tremendously both as a poet and as a man, 

was his senior officer; when he was invalided home from France to 

Craiglockhart Hospital near Edinburgh, Sassoon was also a patient 

there. They had the same attitude to the war and ahowed their poems 

to each other. Sassoon encouraged nim and praised his work, but for 

a long time he had an incomplete apprehension of Owen's genius. He 

has since paid tribute to it, in his Memoirs, in the highest terms. 

Owen's poem 'The Chances', a colloquial poem in aonnet form, show8 



a particular aspect of his genius, his way of constructing a poem 

80 that he would gain emphasis where it was least expected. He 

put8 into a soldier's mouth the recollection of how Jim had reck- 

oned up his five chances of being wounded, badly or slightly, taken 

prisoner, killed, or else would escape. The poem ends: 

But poor young Jiml 'e'a livin' an' ?<e's not; 
'E reckoned 'e'd five chances, an' 'e's 'ad; 
'E's wounded, killed, and pris'ner, all the lot, 
The bloody lot all rolled in one, Jim's mad. 

A similar poem, though less colloquial, is 'Dulce et Decorum 

Est', In this poem the protest is akin to the protest in Sassoon's 

war poetry; it is directed against the indifference and false patriot- 

ism engendered at home. Owen was to begin his fregmentary Preface 

with the words: 'This book is not about heroes. English poetry ie 

not yet fit to speak of them.' The poem describes the victim of a 

gas attack; 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge, 
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs 
And towards our distant rest began to trudge. 
Men marched asleep. M a n y  had loet their boots, 
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame, all blind; 
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 
Of gas-shells dropping softly behind, 

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys! An ecstacy of Fumbling, 
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time, 
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling 
And floundering like a man in fire or lime. 
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light, 
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 

In all my dreams before my helpless sight 
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning, 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace 
Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin; 
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 



Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues, 
Ddy friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children Bl'dent for some desperate glory, 
The old lie: Dulce et decorum est 
Pro patria mori. 

This poem I have emended in one line as Mr. Day Lewie has also 

done, in the light of textual criticism of the printed version drawn 

from the manuscripts. The line 'Bitter as the cud' is extended to 

make what Owen in his manuscript wrote. But the other short line of 

the poem, the eighth, 'Of gas-shells dropping softly behind,' is 

again an example of the extraordinary vividness brought about by 

slowing and shortening the line, which is made to create its own 

echoes. Mr. Day Lewis has here, however, chosen a longer manuscript 

variant. 

'Above all,' Owen goes on to say in his fragmentary Preface 

which he intended to publish with his poems, 'thia book i a  not con- 

cerned with poetry. My subject is War, and the pity of war, The 

poetry is in the pity.' And Sasaoon, in his preface to the first 

edition of.his dead friend's poems, says that some academically-minded 

people will be more interested in the experiments Owen made in asson- 

ance and dissonance than in the profound humanity of the poet's soul, 

It seems that both these poets were so disillusioned and embittered 

by the experience of way that they revolted against the background of 

art and poetry which gave them their first impulse to write, They 

revolted, in fact, against their own favourite arts, for poetry was 

to Owen what music was to Sassoon. In Owen's poem 'A Terre' the 

mortally wounded soldier says: 

I have my medals? Discs to make eyes close. 
M y  glorious ribbons? Ripped from my own back 
In scarlet snreds. (That's for your poetry book.) 



Here and elsewhere the sardonic note cannot be mistaken. Sim- 

ilarly Sassoon's revolt against music is found in his poem 'Dead 

Musicians', beginning: 

From you, Beethoven, Bach, Mozart 
The substance of my dreams took fire. 

You built cathedrals in my heart, 
And lit my pinnacled desire. 

and ending: 
'They're dead. For God's sake stop that gramophone.' 

I do not think for a moment that either poet rejected these arts 

fundamentally, but I do think that both deliberately banished all 

their academic manifestations from the circle of experience, the 

fiery furnace, into which Necessity had throen them as witnesses. 

Owen, particularly, realized the ineffectuality of academic verse to 

heal the world's wounds, the ineffectuality of words which represented 

only a part, a bewildered, cultured part, of mankind. Owen set him- 

self to find the link between imagination and unimaginative life. The 

measure of his task is most profoundly stated in one of his greatest 

poems, 'Insensibility*. This poem draws a picture of the common sol- 

dier in whom the task of the imaginative life reposes. Here is the 

second half of the poem: 

Happy the soldier home, with not a notion 
How somewhere, every dawn, some men attack, 
And many sighs are drained. 
Happy the lad whose mind was never trained: 
Hid days are worth forgetting more than not. 
He sings along the march 
Which we march taciturn, because of dusk, 
The long, forlorn, relentless trend 
From larger day to huger night. 

We wise, who with a thought besmirch 
Blood over all our soul, 
How should be see our task 
But through his blunt and lashless eyes? 
Alive, he is not vital overmuch; 
Dying, not mortal overmuch; 



Nor sad, nor proud, 
Nor curious at all. 
He cannot tell 
Old men's placidity from his. 

But cursed are dullards whom no cannon stuns, 
That they should be as stones; 
Wretched are they, and mean 
With paucity that never was simplicity. 
By choice they made themselves immune 
To pity and whatever moans in man 
Before the last sea and the hapless stars; 
Whatever mourns when many leave these shores; 
Whatever shares 
The eternal reciprocity of tears. 

It is the failure of the artistic intellect to solve the 

human problem that occupies Owen. Early in 1918 he inscribes 

to a friend a sonnet with an identity disc expressing his will- 

ingness to renounce fame, and his personal desire that his name 

should he blurred away. A ~ G  much later, after being in action 

and suffering heavy losses, he writes in a letter to Sassoon: 

'I shall feel again as soon as I dare, but now I must not. 
I don't take the cigarette. out of my mouth when I write 
Deceased over their letters. 

But one day I shall write Deceased over many books.' 

There is always, underlying poetry, the irony that poetry 

can achieve nothing actual; it is this, more than anything else, 

that keeps a poet's work sincere. The suggestion that it can 

achieve revolutionary changes immediately, renders it picturesque. 

O'Shaughnessy's Music-Makers who are the 'movers and shakers of 

the world forever' and Shelley's 'unacknowledged legislators of 

the world' hold their position only through a time-lag of perhaps 

a century or more. Prose is the best instrument of propaganda, 

and the poetic intellect of Shelley or, for that matter, of Yeats, 

was at its worst when it incited to action. Poetry must, in a 

sense, die to action, must fall into the ground and die, before 



it can bring forth fruit. Owen knew this, and all verse 

inciting to sedition, or to power, or to conflict, became, in 

Owen's eyes, a betrayal of the true nature of poetry, which 

must sink into the ground before it rises. 

In 'Strange Meeting' he says, in one of the earlier, 

rejected versions of the poem: 

What though we sink from men as pitchers falling, 
Many shall raise us up to be their filling. 

and again in the same poem: 

Then when much blood had clogged their chariot wheels 
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells 
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint. 

He saw at once the failure of poetry as propaganda and the 

failure of an idealistic faith in poetry. Poetry became for him 

the well of candour from which all 'brute natures' had turned. 

But poetry that carried a standard on which heroic symbols were 

inscribed, torn by despair yet fluttering in triumph, this kind 

of poetry belonged to the books over which he would write 

Deceased. 

Yet there is reconciliation between the poet and the common 

soldier. In Owen's poem 'A Terre,' the earth itself resolves 

the differences between them, between conscious and unconscious 

heroisn. Here is the last part of the poem: 

"I shall be one with nature, herb, and stone", 
Shelley would tell me. Shelley would be stunned: 
The dullest Tommy hugs that fancy now. 
"Pushing up daisies" is their creed, you know. 
To grain, then, goes my fat, to buds my sap, 
For all the usefulness there is in soap. 
D'you think the Boche will ever stew man-soup? 
Some day, no doubt, if... 

Friend, be very sure 
I shall be better off with plants that share 
More peacably the meadow and the shower, 
Soft rains will touch me, as they could touch once, 
And nothing but the sun shall make me ware. 
Your guns may crash around me. I'll not hear, 



Or, if I wince, I shall not know I wince. 
Don't take my soul's poor comfort for your jest. 
Soldiers may grow a soul wrlen turned to fronds, 
But here the thing's best left at home wlth friends. 
My soul's a little grlef, grappling your chest, 
To climb your throat on sobs, easily chased 
On other sighs and wiped by fresher winds. 

Carry my crying spirit till it's weaned 
To do without what blood remained these wounds. 

By this time Owen's acknowledged purpose was, by showing 

the horrors of war in minute detail, to awaken in people a sense 

of pity so strong and of hams so realistic that it would stop 

war. He was planning to publish photographs of war's atrocities 

(about the atrocities of peace which were to come twenty years 

later, he knew nothing), and he drew up a table of contents for 

his book of poems in which they were separated into groups or 

singly, to represent different aspects of the evil of war. This 

table of contents is found at the end of Blunden's book. 

Two of those poems are 'Mental Cases,' originally called 

'The Deranged', a poem of insistent rhythm using feminine endings 

throughout and rhyme only a little, and 'Disabled', in which a 

disfigured body is used to evoke happy reminiscence. This is 

Owen's parallel of Sassoon's shorter lyric which begins 'Does it 

matter? --Losing your legs?' In Owen's poem the reminiscence is 

not clearly pronounced, Wordsworth, but intricately sug- 

gested. A legless, armless man is being wheeled in a chair, which 

has come to rest when the poem opens: 

He sat in a wheeled chair, waiting for dark, 
And shivered in his ghastly suit of grey. 
Legless, sewn short at elbow. Through the park 
Voices of boys rang saddening like a hymn, 
Voices of play and pleasure after day, 
Till gathering sleep had mothered them from him. 

The next three verses describe all the romantic impulses which 



prompted hiin to turn soldier and to lie about his age in order 

to be accepted. The poem ends: 

To-night he noticed how the woman's eyes 
Passed from him to the strong men that were whole. 
How cold and late it is! Why don't they come 
And put him into bed? Why don't they come? 

It was in the summer of 1917, when Owen had been invalided 

to Craiglockhart Hospital, that be saw so much of Sassoon. From 

December, after leaving hospital, he was stationed for some time 

at Scarborough. In these two places he continued to write poems 

and to experiment in dissonance. An example is 'Miners', composed 

in January, 1918. This poem is set in his Table of Csntents 

against the theme of 'The Future Forgetting the Dead in War.' 

This is one of only four poerns.printed during Owen's lifetime, 

and he announced it in a letter to his mother: 'Wrote a poem on 

the Colliery Disaster; but I got mixed with the War in the end. 

It is short, but ho! sour! ' 

The poem ends: 

The centuries will burn rich loads 
With which we groaned, 

Whose warmth shall lull their dreaming lids 
WhiTe songs are crooned. 

But they will not trlink of us poor lads 
Lost in the ground. 

This theme of ' the Future forgetting the dead in war' , which 
was to be most powerfully presented at the end of one of his last 

poems, 'Spring Offensive', is recuxrent in Owen's poetry. His 

war was the key to all wars, and to the disaster which his pro- 

phetic mind envisaged. Leaves would grow again to cover the bro- 

ken relics of battle; horror would be glossed over by a gaudy and 

forgetful Spring. Then would come the End, the immense catastro- 

phe, wrought by pride and cruelty, to which the Great War pointed. 



This theme was also Sassoon's; whereas, however, Sassoon's chief 

weapon was satire, it is one Owen seldom uses. It may be noticed 

that they resemble each other most where they both deal with a 

satirical theme. When the satirical element is missing, they are 

utterly different. Here is Sassoon's 'The Dug-Out': 

Why do you lie with your legs ungainly huddled, 
And one arm bent across your sullen cold 
Exhausted face? It hurts my heart to watch you, 
Deep-shadow'd from the candle's guttering gold: 
And you wonder why I shake you by the shoulder; 
Drowsy you mumble and sigh and shift your head... 
You are too young to fall asleep for ever; 
And when you sleep you remind me of the dead. 

Here is Owen's 'Asleep': 

Under his helmet, up against his pack, 
After the many days of work and waking, 
Sleep took him by the brow and laid him back. 
And in the happy no-time of his sleeping, 
Death took him by the heart. There was a quaking 
Of the aborted life within him leaping... 
Then chest and sleepy arms once more fell slack. 
And soon the slow, stray blood came creeping 
From the intrusive lead, like ants on track. 
Whether his deeper sleep lie shadowed by the shaking 
Of great wings, and the thoughts that hung the stars, 
High-pillowed on calm pillows of God's making 
Above these clouds, these rains, these sleets of lead, 
And these winds' scimitars; 
--Or wether yet his thin and sodden head 

Confuses more and more with the low mould, 
His hair being one with the grey grass 
And finished fields of autumns that are old... 
Who knows? Who hopes? Who troubles? Let it pass! 
He sleeps. He sleeps less tremulous, less cold 
Than we who must wake, and waking, say Alas! 

Above and beyond the poem Sassoon is the Great Mourner; 

Owen, the seer. Their common ground is satire, compassion, indig- 

nation. But Sassoon is indignant with the broken loveliness of 

Earth, the landscape he was born to, now invaded by horror and 

deformity. Owen is indignant with the landscape which has cheated 

us. He is concerned with chaos; Sassoon is only revolted by it. 



Owen seeks in chaos the clue to life, and to death also. His 

compassion is metaphysical. 

If we examine the metric it is at once cl~ar that the two 

poets ilave a different approach to lyricism. Owen's poem uses 

touch throughout; all the similies of the poem are tactile. 

Sassoon's poem is not tactile but aural; it uses lilt and cadence 

for its effects. Even the line 'And you wonder why I shake you 

bjr the shoulder' is musically at a remove from the actual shaking; 

the composition is musical, and in a subtle way abstracted from 

the experience. Sassoon rarely speaks in Owen's passive, plastic 

way. 

In both these poems one might identify the background as the 

blackness of despair; yet how different is the imaginative dark- 

ness which surrounds Owen from that which surrounds Sassoon. 

Sassoon has only one light in his darkness, one consolation, his 

love for the living, which is surely enough. But Owen has stepped 

out from this farniliar love to explore the territory of eternal 

darkness. It is in this way that he finds the stars; and Owen 

has great mastery in establishing a lightning union of the spa- 

cious and the immediate, the immeasurable spaces and the touched 

thing. This faculty is exercised again in the poems: 

Futility 

Yove him into the sun-- 
Gently its touch awoke him once, 
At home, whispering of fields unsown, 
Always it woke him, even in France, 
Until this morning and this snow. 
If anything might rouse him now 
The kind old sun will know. 

Think how it wakes the seeds, 



Woke once the clays of a cold star. 
Are limbs, so dear-achieved, are sides, 
Full-nerved, still warm, toc hard to stir? 
Was it for this the clay grew tall? 
--0 what made fatuous sunbeams toil 
To break earth's sleep at all? 

Owen had undergone a change of consciousness of the mag- 

nitude of that experienced by Keats before he wrote his last 

great Odes. It was not only a purification like the purge of 

tragedy, but an intellectual development. But whereas Keats 

in his letters illumines the whole course of his development, 

Owen, with characteristic reticence, only hints at his. Sud- 

denly elegance, Parnassian poetry, the mere creation of beauty, 

became for Owen valueless things. Iie was now occupied with the 

supreme problem: the betrayal of Life by Art. It is easy to 

see how his final poetry is shaped by distrust. 'One day I 

shall write Deceased over many books.' Yes, and over his own 

lines too. In exactly the same way Keats rejected Hyperion. 

The distrust grows in Owen. Iiere is an extract from 

'Insensibility': 

The front line withers, 
But they are troops who fade, not flowers 
For poets' tearful fooling: 
Men, gaps for filling, 
Losses who might have fought 
Longer; but no one bothers. 

It seems at first paradoxical that as soon as he loses 

faith in technique for its own sake, his own technique should 

become so infinitely more accomplished. He writes with distrust, 

with reluctance, and therefore with more power and technical 

mastery than ever before. Perhaps even Keats did not see far 

enough or penetrate deeply enough into the latent virtues of form, 



complexities of metre and cadence which are justified in the 

attainment of true simplicity. Or perhaps it is always true 

that the resolution of genius so ordains a sensitive mind that 

the greatest artist is he who is nearest to not caring whether 

he writes or not. 

If Owen were living to-day, he would see that several of 

his fellow-soldiers who survived the war had written of their 

'comrades who went under', among them Robert Graves and Edmund 

Blunden, and especially David Jones, whose writing in some of 

the descriptions contained in In Parenthesis bears- a marked resem- 

blamce to Owen. What Owen himself might have written is diffi- 

cult to conjecture. On the one hand he is a realist with one 

eye on the sacred, a direct descendant of Chaucer and Villon, 

and on the other a creative experimenter in verse, an innovator. 

He is a tragic poet, yet his irony indicates strong reserves of 

humour. 

He was one of those restless spirits to whom 'art brought 

calm, and whose art brought calm to the world. VJhat does the 

length of a poet's fame matter, beside this poetry? And the 

length of a poet's work, what is that, beside it? .The letter of 

Owen's poetry will live as long as the poetry of our age is 

remembered, but it will live outside the scales of ambition and 

comparison. Owen, though dying at twenty-five, had outlived the 

hierarchies. What a relief it is to read someone for his 

depth only, and for his sincerity. 



"For the Reading of Poems at Greg-y-nogl' 

Originally written in a train between Hereford and Swgnsea, 

this introduction was meant for a reading Watkins gave to an 

historical society in North Wales. For a major lecture Watkins 

used a laboriously prepared script, such as "Problems of Com- 

munication," but for a small group he merely jotted notes, 

which often revealed whatever he happened to have on his mind 

at the moment. (Thus, much to its surprise, a poetry-and-jazz 

session at University College Swansea heard Watkins deliver an 

impromptu introduction on the villany of cutting down elderly 

trees. ) 

This reading was aimed at people who like poetry but have 

little knowledge of it; hence its laborious explanation of what 

Watkins would usually take for granted, such as the difference 

between lyric and non-lyric poetry. 



For the Reading of Poems at Greg-y-nog 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The advantage of' hearing a poet read his own work is that, 

if he can reproduce what he heard in the final phase of compo- 

sition, he is giving you the aural manuscript of the poem. He 

alone can do this. 

This is only true of lyric poets, of poets who write for 

the ear, who receive their poems lyrically, and do not design 

them unlyrically, for clarity and effect. There are some poets 

who work in this other way and who have no feeling about how the 

work is read, as it is not governed by the ear, but is, rather, 

material for the professional actor to use to the best possible 

advantage. 

I am a lyric poet. I also believe that the sound-pattern 

pf lyric poetry is more clearly related to music than to prose. 

Do not misunderstand me. Some of the purest lines in poetry are 

colloquial speech, that is to say, they would not be at all out 

of' place in prose; but the dominant pattern of any form that is 

lyrical is totally different, and this is, even mathematically, 

closer to music than to prose. 

Poetry that is divo~ced from speech, and by speech I nean 

the speech-idiom of to-day, runs a great risk of being artificial, 

and therefore losing its power to move. Even so, if his theme 

demands it, a poet must take this risk. Poetry is, after all, 

artificial in structure; it is artifice, and the poet who believes 

only in the order of natural speech will neglect that other, com- 

pelling order, the order of imaginative emphasis. 



A sonnet, for instance, comprises a system of lines. The 

odds against these rhymes occurring in natural speech within 

the length of fourteen lmes would be many millions to one. Yet 

Shakespeare, within this structure, produces such a natural, free 

ana beautiful line as: 1 have no precious time at all to spend. 

The supreme art riere is to harness the natural and colloquially 

forceful to the artificial pattern. 

Milton is more rhetorical, but that is oecause his theme 

usually demands rhetoric. Even he, perhaps the most inverted and 

Latinized of the great English poets, can produce, at any mouent, 

the unforgettable direct line of living speech, out he is afraid 

oi nothing, being such a complete master of form. The opening 

three llnes 01 Paradise Lost, which every other poet would have 

botched, are the only right lines for that, and Milton found them. 

Everything valid in poetry is true, and each poem, from an 

epic to an epigram or a piece or nursery rhyme or fantasy, makes 

different demands. 1 am oound to feel more strongly the poetry 

of exaltation, because that is a necessity or my mind. The con- 

scious effort of verse that is not exalted, but rather laconic 

or debunking, is too often in the interests of reputation. But 

one must be magnanimous. One must throw out crumbs to the birds 

even if they foul the lawn. What is well done is, I suppose, 

worth doing. 

'There is a place at the bottom of the graves where con- 

traries are equally true.' That saying of William Blake expresses, 

perhaps, better than any other, the distinction between poetry 

and philosophy. Contrary statements in poetry can both be true. 



In a poem by Yeats, for example, cadence itself brings a 

compensating force: 

Never to have lived is best, ancient writers say, 
Never to have drawn the breath of life... 

Poetry is really closer to theology. The Book of-Job is full 

of theology, and it is full of contradictions, the clash of 

imagination with greater imagination, the journey of integrity 

through the dark night of the soul, the equating of arrogance 

and huinility, the reconciliation of opposites through the 

unknown dimensions of forgiveness and love. This is poetry. 



"A Note on 'Earth-Dresstn (May 1967) 

This note is as much an analysis of the moment of artistic 

creation, or of the mystical experience, as it is of the individ- 

ual poem, In fact, it is almost a philosophy of life in miniature. 

The occasion for the writing of this note was unusual. I had 

written a paper on birds in Watkins' poetry, a likely enough topic 

as his birds are usually poets in not-very-subtle disguise. I 

quoted this passage from "Earth-Dressn: 

I would awaken eyes 
Time has made unaware 
Of wonders of world-size; 
But when hawk-hovering alr 
On the unaheltered road 
Scours for divinity 
The beggar and the god, 
Men clutch mortality, 
Cling the ruinous, 
Perishing fabric of things, 
To build the grave's dark house, 
Terrified by those wings,l 

and remarked that "hawk-hovering air" and "those wings" did not 

appear to have the usual connection with inspiration and the poet's 

craft, The following week, Watkins handed me thia note, saying, 

"This is how 2 understand the poem." 

%rom Ballad of the Mari Lwyd, 45-48. 



A Note on "Earth-Dresst' 

Man, insofar as he is soul, is indestructible; but he 

cannot, while he is in the flesh, endure the lightning of 

poetic genius itself. He cannot confront eternity; to him, 

while he is living in time, it is terror; so he seeks the shel- 

ter of man-made things and man-made thoughts, habitual words, 

a condition where the lightning is tempered and only reflec- 

tions of eternaty are seen. Prometheus is made stronger by his 

heroic power to resist the elements and their scorn. He has also 

the power to recognize divinity in its time-filtered form; but 

even he cannot confront the god. "Hawk-hovering air," winter, 

death, are all properties against which he can show heroism, 

but about which his understanding is blind. It is rignt that men 

should "clutch mortality1* and "thatch with fears and calms their 

shadowy home"; lightning is all-consuming, but the l'close-knit joy 

of day1* is made of sucn things. The Promethean element in man's 

nature will endure anyway, so long as he does not lose the reflec- 

tions of tnat eternity to which his soul belongs; but here he must 

trade in time; and the comfort and charity necessary to him are 

also found to be divine attributes. The will of Prometheus, which 

is also man's will, is right in defying the elements, but insofar 

as it defies the lightning itself, it represents a wgrning to man. 

The lightning, poetic genius in one of its manifestations, godhead 

ikself in another, is inaccessible to mankind except through a 

Mediator. 



Comment on the Vietnam War 
Cecil Woolf and John Bagguley, eds., Authors Takes Sides on 
Vietnam (New York: ' Simon and Schuster, 19671, 74 

Over three hundred authors from the United States, Britain, 

France, and the Soviet Union were asked the following questions: 

(a) Are you for, or against, the intervention of the 
United States in Vietnam? 

(b) How, in your opinion, should the conflict in Vietnam 
be resolved? 

Watkins had no interest in or knowledge of politics. He was 

as well acquainted with the newspaper version of current events 

as most contemporaries, but he did not expect to find truth 

there. His answers to the above questions would probably be 

called abstract moralizing by many, but they are consistent with 

his beliefs, both Christian and artistic, and with his o m  

experience of war. His war poems (found in The Lamp and the Veil 

and The Lady with the Unicorn) are about human suffering, 

Whether on the shore of Greece or of Wales, 
Whether in London or in ~agasaki,l 

with hardly any relevance to the socio-economic factors of the 

war. 

Watkins did not believe for a minute that what he suggests 

here could ever take place. 

'~rorn ~"Niobe," The Death Bell, 32. 



Comment on the Vietnam War 

I write as one totally unskilled in politics, yet deeply con- 

cerned with human behavior. A country cannot be known until one 

enters it; and, even then, under the camouflage of war, it is un- 

recognizable. One cannot understand war without either participating 

in it or experiencing its effects, and the participants themselves 

m e  driven to act blindly. War is a deforming agent, releasing vin- 

dictive forces and with them every kind of cruelty. I cannot there- 

fore accept as good a policy which directs war and employs these 

forces, 

If American aggression in Vietnam is not good, is it justified 

by expediency? Is one form of evil necessary to combat and subdue 

another? Aggression always springs from fear, and in war it is ac- 

companied by the nobler instinct to protect one's own kind, to resist 

any tyranny which threatens them. Even this nobler instinct, which 

nearly always brings with it incalculable heroism, cannot excuse war. 

I am asked what I advocate as a solution. The first necessity 

is to end the fighting, the second to arrive at a just peace. The 

withdrawal of American troops, far from humiliating their country, 

would be an act of international heroism. There is no justification 

for war today, or at any time in the future, Where evil exists it 

must be treated by peaceful meanrs, and unjust imprisonment or per- 

secution should be subject to international eupervision. The wounds 

of violence cannot be healed by violence. An enlightened nation is 

one that hates war. 
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