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We speak of presence and absence . . . Shout: NOTHING! It is completely meaningless. But shout: Abercuawg! and the echoes start to awake. (R.S. Thomas, Abercuawg, 1976)
Here, don’t you start writing poems! or I shall have to buckle down to The influence of The Mabinogion on R.S. Thomas or something. (Philip Larkin, Selected Letters, 1992)

(1)

John Montague once accused R.S. Thomas of failing to acknowledge Iago Prytherch’s debt to the hero of Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger (1942).1 The Welshman simply welcomed the comparison, linking as it did two personae in an honoured pastoral genre. It also linked two Celtic literatures, even if both were only “Anglo-something”. But much more influential for R.S. was Welsh literature. He had spoken up early for the “Anglo-Welsh”—claiming in 1946, for example, that “the mantle of writers like T. Gwynn Jones and W.J. Gruffydd is falling not upon the younger Welsh writers, but upon those of us who express ourselves in the English tongue”.2 But his increasing knowledge of Welsh had even then opened a door on an inner identity. As early as 1946 the thirty—three-year-old Rector of Manafon could confidently lecture on Welsh literature.3 By the 1950s that literature had become a major source of his own poetry, and this essay is an attempt to suggest both the range and detail of the impact.

Even R.S.’s allusiveness to English literature is inadequately charted. An early uncollected poem quite obviously evokes Hopkins’s “The Starlight Night” (“Look at the stars! look, look up at the skies . . .”) even down to the use of the Virgin Mary and the image of quarrying:

Look, look at the sky

Above you,

Where the keen winds

Since dawn were busy

Quarrying the dark clouds to find

This virgin blue . . . 4
But his consistent allusions to, say, W.B. Yeats or T.S. Eliot are at their best with a lighter echo. In “Reservoirs”, for example:

I have walked the shore

For an hour and seen the English

Scavenging among the remains

Of our culture. (NHBF, 26)
The echo here of Yeats’s “A Prayer for My Daughter”—“I have walked and prayed for this young child an hour / And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower”5—channels into R.S.’s spleen in the face of English tourism the pain of Ireland’s Civil War. But what the Welsh allusions reflect, because they well from greater depths, is an inner civil war. R.S. once complained of the Welsh/English duality within him to Saunders Lewis, who replied that it was out of that clash that art was born.6 The Welsh allusions challenge the Anglo-Welsh sensibility with Waldo Williams’s credo, “In me Wales is one—how, I don’t know”, by making the poet see himself as one of “those who would make Wales pure / To the name that cannot be divided”.7

(2)
In terms of frequency, allusions to Welsh literature, itself so allusive, present an embarrassment of riches. Even the most direct allusions cover an amazing range, from the birth of Welsh in the sixth century right up to our own day—from Arthur, St David and St Beuno to Hywel Dda, Giraldus Cambrensis and Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch; from William Morgan, Morgan Llwyd and John Davies, Mallwyd, to Ellis Wynne, Ann Griffiths and Pantycelyn; from Islwyn Emrys ap Iwan and O.M. Edwards to Saunders Lewis, Gwenallt, Waldo Williams and Islwyn Ffowc Elis. But even these direct allusions can suddenly run deceptively deep:

In this small room

By the river expiating the sin

Of his namesake. (“Llanrhaeadr ym Mochnant”, NTBF, 21)
The subject is William Morgan, the translator of the Bible into Welsh. But R.S. had to remind even Roland Mathias that the “namesake” here wasn’t the pirate Henry Morgan but the heretical Pelagius (the Latin equivalent of Morgan).8 Mathias’s mistake was perfectly natural. And after all, in “Dead Worthies”—a series of stanzas modelled, by the way, on the Welsh form of “Englynion y Beddau”, commemorating notables such as Branwen, Llywelyn the last prince of Wales, and R. Williams Parry—R.S. actually combines the bishop and the pirate: “Morgan, no pirate, / emptying his treasure / from buccaneering / among the vocabulary” (WA, 47). That “buccaneering”, evoking the sheer eclectic genius of the Welsh translation of the Bible, is one of R.S.’s best puns.

But “Dead Worthies” also asks “Where is our poetry / but in the footnotes?”—a sad reminder, of course, that it is an outsider who needs footnotes to such things. In learning Welsh, R.S. had earned for himself the compliment he pays Giraldus Cambrensis, who “Altered the colour of his thought / By drinking from the Welsh fountain” (“A Line from St David’s”, BT, 7). It is R.S.’s alertly reclaimed Welshness that explains why so much of his poetry takes the form of questions:

What time is it? . . .

Is it 

that time when Aneirin 

fetched the poem out of his side 

and laid it upon the year’s altar 

for the appeasement of envious

gods?


(“Zero”, EA, 20)
It would be a foolish reader who did not respond here by asking, if he didn’t know, “Who was Aneirin?’ The answer would bring him to the battle of Catraeth and to the Gododdin. But the Genesis metaphor of a creation out of one’s own side would also bring him to William Williams Pantycelyn (“This book flowed from my spirit like water from a well, or the spider’s web from his own side”9). The fact that the same metaphor also brings him to R.S.’s favourite lines by Yeats—“Locke sank into a swoon; / The garden died; / God took the spinning-jenny / Out of his side”10—is a characteristic bonus in this richly allusive poetry.

Because of its strong ideological bent on questions of language, identity and independence, the poetry is in extremis on many fronts. But the Welsh allusions ground this sense of emergency in a particular fact—that Wales has a major literature that has tragically no voice in twentieth-century Britain as a whole. R.S. often evokes Eliot’s religious notion of the “intersection of the timeless with time”, but his most successful metaphor for it is this fact that immemorial Welsh literature breaks only hazily, if at all, into modern British consciousness:

O but God is in the throat of a bird;

Ann heard him speak, and Pantycelyn.

God is in the sound of the white water

Falling at Cynfal. God is in the flowers

Sprung at the feet of Olwen, and Melangell

Felt His heart beating in the wild hare. (“The Minister”, SYT, 78)

To readers outside the Welsh tradition, “Cynfal” and “Melangell” are just word-music. And in a poetry so often concerned, like Eliot’s, with “timeless moments”, that word-music is curiously appropriate. Failing to understand a language is an excellent metaphor for going out of earshot of God. Gwenallt spoke of “knowing the words without recognising the Word”,11 but this is a case of not knowing even the words. It is one of the strategies of Eliot’s polyglot allusions in The Waste Land—and, like Eliot, R.S. might even deserve the charge of pompously equating cultural or religious health with an ability to recognize literary allusions. But a failure to know who Aneirin was, or to locate Cynfal, or to recall that striking picture of Olwen from Culhwch ac Olwen is definitely an opportunity lost. Most certainly, a failure to hear any hidden voice at all is something we should not lightly set aside.

We have started with allusions that are direct, even if cryptic. A handful of poems expand that directness to the point of being pen-portraits of key figures in Welsh literature. Two portraits of Saunders Lewis are interesting in also being refractions of R.S.’s own personality:


He was ascetic and Wales

His diet. He lived off the harsh fare

Of her troubles . . .

A recluse, then; himself

His hermitage? Unhabited

He moved among us . . . (“Saunders Lewis”, WA, 44)

R.S. himself has increasingly inherited Saunders’s very stance: “Unhabited” suggests R.S.’s own unofficious independence of the Anglican church that ordained him (on retirement he is reputed to have burned his cassock) but “unhabited” also evokes his own refusal of mere “habit” or convention. It is the same self-identification that quickens his portrait of Gwenallt: “Not dangerous? / He has been in gaol” (BT, 31) and that makes him quote in “Saunders Lewis” that poet’s physical presence—“Small as he was / He towered (WA, 44). This in turn takes us back to the opening of Wiliam Ll(n’s elegy to Gruffudd Hiraethog (“The small poet who was above the poets of the world”) and to the use of the same line in Thomas Parry’s tribute to Gwenallt, a line all the more appropriate for being the tribute of a pupil to a great teacher.12 In “Ann Griffith” and “Fugue for Ann Griffiths” this balance between the familiar and the public is served by blending into the intimate tone of the poems echoes of the famous hymns. Indeed, in “Fugue for Ann Griffiths”, the returning echoes of “Wele’n sefyll rhwng y myrtwydd” (in lines like “she saw him stand / under the branches”, WA, 51) and of “Bererin llesg gan rym y stormydd” (in “one apprenticed since early / days to the difficulty of navigation / in rough seas”, WA, 51) are exactly what confirms the poem as, formally, a fugue.

These are all, in various ways, portraits of outsiders, which no doubt explains R.S.’s interest in them. Another outsider portrait is that of Twm o’r Nant, the great eighteenth-century composer of interludes, in “A Welsh Ballad Singer”, which opens with wonderfully mixed echoes:

Thomas Edwards—Twin o’r Nant 

If you prefer it—that’s my name, 

Truth’s constant flame purging my heart 

Of malice and of mean cant. 

Out of the night and the night’s cold 

I come knocking at your door; 

But not begging, my wares are verse 

Too costly for you to set 

Your purse against.”13

The opening fuss about the name reminds us of the famous Iago Prytherch his name, though, be it allowed . . .” in a more celebrated, though not unrelated, poem. But other echoes also inhabit the verse. Suitably accompanied by Welsh internal rhymes—“name/flame . . . verse/purse”—R.S. is in fact reprocessing Twm o’r Nant’s own words:

Thomas Edwards yw fy enw

Ond Twm o’r Nant mae cant yn fy ngalw.

(Thomas Edwards is my name

But Twm o’r Nant is what hundreds call me).14
Even R.S.’s rhyme of Nant with cant (pious hypocrisy) spins wittily off the Welsh original’s rhyme with cant (hundred).

But however striking the portraits of Ann Griffiths and Twm o’r Nant, or of Saunders Lewis and Gwenallt, they could not possibly match the unexpectability of R.S.’s response to a more mythical figure in “Dic Aberdaron”:

Who was he?

The clothes a labourer’s

clothes: coarse trousers, torn 

jacket, a mole-skin 

cap. But that volume 

under the arm—a

hedge-poet, a scholar 

by rushlight? (WA, 46)

The telling detail (“that volume under the arm”) is as alive as in any of the more famous poems-about-paintings. R.S. is obviously looking at a picture,15 just as in “Remembering David Jones” (LP, 205) he has particular David Jones paintings clearly in view. But more importantly alert is the sheer revisionism of this view of Dic Aberdaron (1780-1843), the eccentric who travelled up and down Wales with a ram’s horn round his neck, a cat and endless books in attendance, the autodidact who learned language after language, ancient and modern, to no apparent purpose.

Part of the poem’s point is that it had a predecessor—one of the most famous of the “rhigyrnau” (“rhymes”) in T.H. Parry-Williams’s Ugain o Gerddi (1949). The racy expressiveness of that volume would have been to the taste of the young priest then slowly widening the compass of his Welsh. He certainly greatly admired, and quoted, one of the volume’s most famous poems, the sonnet “Cyngor”, about the humbug of paying only lip-service to the Welsh language (Neb, 109). But an image in Parry-Williams’s humorously dismissive treatment of Dic Aberdaron suggests a more individual point of contact:

Ond ‘r oedd golau un o’r Awenau i’w lwybrau’n lamp

(But the light of one of the Muses was to his paths a lamp).16

This seems to have prompted R.S. to produce a challenging equivalent:

light

generated by a 

mind charging itself 

at its own sources. (WA, 46)

R.S. seems bent on rescuing this eccentric from scorn and on replacing Parry-Williams’s picture of a “fool” with an enigma not to be patronized:

Radiant soul, shrugging

the type’s ignorance 

off, he hastens towards 

us, to the future 

we inhabit and must

welcome him to, but 

nervously, all too 

aware of the discrepancy 

with his expectations. (WA, 46)

The “type’s ignorance” thus shrugged off is not only the blindness of book-knowledge (“type” in that sense) but also the ignorance that we often wrongly attribute to this “type” of person. After all, R.S.’s opening question is “Who was he?”, not “What was he?” And we cannot be sure whether the above lines say that “he hastens towards us . . . nervously” or that we “must welcome him . . . nervously”. The “discrepancy with his expectations” might be because Dic Aberdaron’s own expectations are the high ones of individualism and disinterested learning. We should certainly not patronise him as an idiot. It is a potent image. Nothing better reveals R.S.’s own individualism than that, reaching back into the Welsh tradition, he changes what the Welsh themselves have always seen there.

(3)

One kind of direct allusion imports Welsh quotations into the English text. But before looking at these internal quotations, let us start with that species of border-quotation—the epigraph. A great favourite of Modernist verse, epigraphs have always shared something of the privilege of titles—the right to say something cryptic ahead of time, ahead of the work itself. But T.S. Eliot in particular has made us aware that an epigraph’s significance depends on our recognizing also its original context. The three epigraphs in R.S. Thomas are positioned, chronologically, at the outer circumference of a complete volume, at the head of an individually-published dramatic poem, and at the head of one of his finest short lyrics.

At the head of the volume An Acre of Land (1952) stands the wonderful line “Nid câr da ond acer [sic] o dir” (“There is no true friend other than an acre of’ land”). The line’s source is Siôn Tudur’s cywydd , “To the Usurer”:
Na thrown o’r aradr adref,
From the plough let us not turn home,

A dro’n ô1 nid A i’r nef.
He who turns back shan’t go to heaven.

Llawn beiau oll yw’n bywyd,
Our life’s replete with faults,

Llawn bai yw pob lle’n y byd.
Every place in the world’s full of fault.

Crin yw dyn, câr ni ‘dwaenir,
Man is withered, a friend unrecognizable,

Nid câr da ond acr o dir.
There is no true friend other than an acre of land.17

The sheer quotability of that last line as epigraph might awaken, first of all, echoes of classical pastoralism in English: of Pope, for example (“Happy the man whose wish and care / A few paternal acres bound”), or Yeats (“An acre of green grass / For air and exercise”).18 But it is exactly that optimistic Horatian note that is contradicted in the associations that Siôn Tudur’s lines have within the Welsh tradition—the association, for example, with Maredudd ap Rhys’s couplet, a century earlier than Siôn Tudur:

Iawnach i gybydd enwir 

Garu Duw nag erw o dir. 

(It is better that a wicked miser 

Should love God than an acre of land.)
That down-note is crucial to the epigraph’s relationship to An Acre of Land. Despite some occasionally beautiful allusions, what the actual poems in R.S.’s volume convey is the blunted, muddy reality of Prytherch’s world. In other words, the use of Siôn Tudur’s line is ironic. R.S. is not an Anglo-Welsh Horace, but a priest questioning deeply the rô1e of awkward nature in a divine plan. Equally ironic are allusions to Siôn Tudur’s cywydd within the volume itself. For example, “Na thrown o’r aradr adref / A dro’n ô1 nid â i’r nef” (“From the plough let us not turn home, / He who turns back shan’t go to heaven”) surfaces in the poem titled “The Lonely Furrow”:

Then who was it taught me back to go

To cattle and barrow,

Field and plough;

To keep to the one furrow,

As 1 do now? (AL, 36)

One answer to that question is Siôn Tudur.

Then there’s the epigraph to The Minister—“S(n y galon fach yn torri” (“The sound of the little heart breaking”)—which comes from a Welsh folk verse.19 In his autobiography, R.S. quotes the line as one of several which “fired” him as a young rector at Manafon learning Welsh, giving it presumably a “political” as well as a literary resonance (Neb, 44). What gives it also a “border country” resonance is the fact that he could have seen it used as epigraph (with translation) on the title-page of Margiad Evans’s first novel, Country Dance, in 1932. The fact that The Minister was originally a radio broadcast means that the full force of the epigraph was experienced only later, in printed form. It was also given potency in an uncollected poem:

They cannot see, the stale prerogative 

Of history foists them on our luckless land; 

Open their eyes, show them the heart that’s breaking.20

The sentimentality of the allusion in that form may be what kept R.S. from collecting that particular poem, and made him disinfect the line’s tone within Song at the Year’s Turning itself: “just the natural / Breaking of the heart beneath a load / Unfit for horses” (SYT, 78). The heartbreak is R.S. Thomas’s own, given resonance in an epigraph from a Welsh folk verse that the vast majority of his audience cannot even read.

But if we want an epigraph that pulls its poem together like twine through silk, it is the couplet that R.S. placed at the head of “Those Others”:

A gofid gwerin gyfan

Yn fy nghri fel taerni tân.

(With the pain of a whole people

In my cry like the fervency of fire). (T, 31)

Its source is “Yr Alltud” (“The Exile”), the poem that won for Dewi Emrys the National Eisteddfod Chair in 1948 and which concerns a Welshman exiled—literally forced abroad—for avenging the mistreatment of his father and the theft of his land. The source feeds R.S.’s “Those Others” with a sense of the black historic roots of modern injustice, and pours into the final stanza an already fermented energy:

Yet not for them all either,

There are still those other

Castaways on a sea

Of grass, who call to me,

Clinging to their doomed farms;

Their hearts though rough are warm

And firm, and their slow wake

Through time bleeds for our sake. (T, 32)

The fine image of “castaways on a sea of grass . . . clinging to their doomed farms” springs naturally from Dewi Emrys’s more literal castaways:

Tros lif a’m didol, mac rhos a droswyd

Yn fraenar am dyddyn gwyn lle’m ganwyd.

(Beyond a flood that exiles me, there is a moor made

Fallow around a white holding where I was born).21
It springs also from Dewi Emrys’s striking picture of doomed farms “where gorse land by the sweat of a peasant turned / As white with grain as his old tranquil home, / How many fathers saw, lacking a patron, / The old land of his miracle under an auctioneer’s gavel?” (p. 25). R.S.’s counterpointing of two different responses to English domination—one of quisling subjection, the other of stubborn resilience—must have been stimulated by Dewi Emrys’s picture of a people ready to withstand injustice. That proud resistance fed R.S.’s hatred for “men of the Welsh race / Who brood with dark face / Over their thin navel / To learn what to sell” (T, 31). In this way, a 1948 awdl colours a 1960s English poem’s resistance to cynical, entrepreneurial tourism. The heroic resistance of the farmers in Dewi Emrys’s “Yr Alltud” is what enables R.S. to imagine so strongly “those others” who, through their refusal to leave their homeland, are “Castaways on a sea / Of grass, who call to me, / Clinging to their doomed farms.” It is a perseverance exhibited also, of course, even by the non-Welsh-speaking Prytherch. But, when tied to the survival of the Welsh language itself, it is something that set alight a specifically Welsh protest of our own time—in poem, novel and popular song alike—“Ry’n ni yma o hyd” (“We are still here”).22
(4)

“Nobody has discovered with certainty why some words keep resounding across the centuries while others languish and die on the page” (PMI, 122). R.S.’s claim applies even more to the Welsh incorporated in his actual text. The prose is of course full of these strangely powerful allusions. In Blwyddyn yn Ll(n (“A Year in Ll(n”) their variety matches that of the calendar. Within five pages. they flit from the early englynion poetry to a quotation from Saunders Lewis’s “Difiau Dytchafael” (“Ascension Thursday”), then sidestep to a quotation from T.S. Eliot and a reference to Blake, before returning to quote Saunders Lewis’s “Caer Arianrhod” (“The Milky Way”) and Jacob’s dream (in Bishop William Morgan’s version) and going on to quote Gwili and IsIwyn’s “Hapus Dyrfa” (“Happy Crowd”) (BLl, 32-6). The quotations elsewhere of R. Williams Parry’s “hyd lyfnion hafodlasau’r nef” (“along the smooth summer grazing-grounds of heaven”) or of Ellis Wynne’s “[rh]yw brynhawngwaith teg o haf hirfelyn tesog” (“one fine afternoon of a hot long golden summer”) (PMI, 36, 37) are now clichés, belonging more to the preacher’s than to the poet’s art. But even clichés help evoke the unity of tradition.

And even in the prose, where one might expect allusions to be less complex than in the poetry, they can again suddenly deepen. “Does a name as such have a meaning?”, R.S. asks in Abercuawg. Though objecting to the fact that people ask him what his son’s name (Gwydion) means—a question they wouldn’t ask were his name, say, William—he concedes that “Even so, there remains a bit of doubt in my mind owing to the inherent power of words”. He then suddenly writes “Yntau Wydion gorau cyfarwydd yn y byd oedd” (“He, Gwydion, was the best storyteller in the world”) (Abercuawg, 7). Because of the tincture and tempo of those words from the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi, a very modern philosophical question about the nature of names and naming is suddenly made very old. But it is also darkened. Gwydion was no simple storyteller, but a powerful magician who used his verbal skill deceptively, and whose visit, with Gilfaethwy, to Pryderi’s court in Rhuddlan Teifi led to theft, war and death. The allusion forms an ancient background to R.S.’s concession that names do have a treacherously independent life. He would have known that it was “yn rith beird” (“in theform of poets”) that Gwydion and Gilfaethwy came to Pryderi’s court. But in the original the line about Gwydion also leads into that part of the tale that dramatises the fact that a name is what supplies the very identity of a person.23

When direct quotation is incorporated within the text of poems, something even more complex happens. Here is “Border Blues”:

Eryr Pengwern, penngarn llwyt heno . . .

We still come in by the Welsh gate, but it’s a long way

To Shrewsbury now from the Welsh border.

There’s the train, of course, but I like the ‘buses;

We go each Christmas to the pantomime:

It was ‘The Babes’ this year, all about nature. (PS, 10)

The Welsh here is from those englynion in Canu Heledd describing the eagle screeching above the dead bodies left by the devastating assault on Powys by the English. The device of juxtaposing, without comment, the atrocities of ancient struggles with the superficialities of modern life is the nearest R.S. gets to the Modernist manner of Eliot’s The Waste Land. “It’s a long way / To Shrewsbury now from the Welsh border” is mere word-music unless we know that Shrewsbury was once part of Welsh lands (possibly the location of “Llys Pengwern”, the royal court of Powys). And the allusion to Heledd imagining an eagle feasting on the fallen, but powerless to enter the woods to drive it off, sits cruelly with the nature and “nature” of pantomime: “It was ‘The Babes’ this year, all about nature”. The image of a whole culture seen as carrion is what later produced the poem “Reservoirs” (“the English / Scavenging among the remains of our culture”) into which, as we saw, R.S. also channelled an echo from Yeats and the Irish Civil War. In the light of such tragedies, how powerful is the feigned triviality of that title, “Border Blues”.

But the echoes go deep even earlier in the poem:

I was going up the road and Beuno beside me

Talking in Latin and old Welsh,

When a volley of voices struck us; I turned,

But Beuno had vanished, and in his place

There stood the ladies from the council houses:

Blue eyes and Birmingham yellow

Hair, and the ritual murder of vowels. (PS, 9-10)

It is easy to see “the ladies from the council houses” as representing English infiltration here, but all too easy to miss the exact resonance of the reference to Beuno. It is not the simple humour that places, say, a latter-day Cynddylan on a tractor (SYT, 54). The lines about Beuno spring from a reading of Buchedd Beuno, the life of Saint Beuno, a text whose nationalistic and anti-Saxon tone would have appealed to R.S. It was in any case a tradition alive in his own area of Powys, and one he refers to elsewhere.24 One day, when Beuno was walking by the Severn,

he heard a voice on the other side of the river, inciting dogs to hunt a hare, and the voice was that of an Englishman, who shouted “Kergia! Kergia!” which in that language incited the hounds. And when Beuno heard the voice of the Englishman, he at once returned, and coming to his disciples, said to them, “My sons, put on your garments and your shoes, and let us leave this place, for the nation of the man with the strange language, whose cry I heard beyond the river urging on his hounds, will invade this place, and it will be theirs, and they will hold it as their possession”.25

R.S.’s “a volley of voices struck us” is all the more pointed because the hunting cry “Kergia! Kergia!” probably meant “Charge! Charge!” This linguistic and military assault by the English on Welsh lands is exactly what “Border Blues” duplicates in the council-housewives from Birmingham, with their “ritual murder of vowels”.

The poem’s fourth section opens with lines that also open the eighteenth-century ballad “Bugeilio’r Gwenith Gwyn”—“Mi sydd fachgen ifanc, ffôl, / Yn byw yn ô1 fy ffansi” (“I am a young, foolish lad, /Living as my fancy takes me”). But this simple juxtaposition of ancient and modern—of the young man “ifanc, ffô1” and R.S.’s “lad of the ‘fifties, / Gay, tough”—modulates into an important contrast. The way the original ballad goes on—“Mi godais heddiw gyda’r wawr / Gan frysio’n fawr fy lludded” (“I rose with the dawn today / Hastening with great fatigue”)26—is picked up more rawly in R.S.’s “Rising early / To flog the carcase / Of the brute earth” (PS, 11). The counterpoint is between the Welsh culture of the past and that of the modern border-country youngsters (as also in the third section—“Some of the old ones got sentimental, / Singing Pantycelyn, but we soon drowned them; / It’s funny, these new tunes are easy to learn”). In the fourth section, the girl’s famous “llaw wen dirion” (“tender white hand”) of the Welsh has become the “red lips, / And red nails” of the English. But really to understand the spleen we should also hear how the lines actually quoted from the Welsh ballad continue in the original: “Myfi’n bugeilio’r gwenith gwyn, /Ac arall yn ei fedi” (“It is I who shepherd the white wheat, / But another who does the reaping”). That is one of the main points of R.S.’s poem:

We reached home at last, but diawl! I was tired.

And to think that my grand-dad walked it each year,

Scythe on shoulder to mow the hay,

And his own waiting when he got back. (PS, 10)

That which once belonged to Welshmen, and was tended by them for centuries, is now reaped by others, who have inherited Wales’s lands without her language or her culture. And whereas the first quotation, from “Eryr Pengwern”, gave us a courtly perspective on this loss (Heledd was sister to Cynddylan, king of Powys), this later quotation from an eighteenth-century ballad evokes a lower social level. The evocation of a full social spectrum is characteristic of Modernist allusions, whether in Joyee, in Eliot, or in David Jones.

But there is a species of allusion that one might call “composite quotation”. It combines direct quotation with an exciting freedom of wording. An example comes at a particular moment in R.S.’s autobiography when he describes his newborn son at the hospital:

This was Gwydion. As he looked at him, the rector was struck by the calmness in his face: but having returned to the rectory, the child showed o ba radd oedd ei wreiddyn by crying and refusing to sleep for some two years. (Neb, 48)
“O ba radd oedd ei wreiddyn”: the quotation, which isn’t signalled at all in the Welsh, is from Tudur Aled’s cywydd to Rheinallt Conwy: “Ysbys y dengys pob dyn / O ba radd y bo’i wreiddyn” (“Every man shows clearly / Of what grade his roots are”).27 Tudur Aled’s lines, so often quoted as vague cliché, are here taken seriously because in their original context they, too, concern the similarity of father and son, not any vaguer genealogy. At the same time, the use of such an ancient aperçu in a self-deprecating piece about a young family’s sleepless nights has its own sharpness.

A good example of this “composite” kind of quotation comes in the essay “A Welsh View of the Scottish Renaissance” in which R.S. says that, whereas “The old nationalists tended to see their land as a rose or a lovely woman, the modern sees her as a slut or a harlot, as for instance in the work of MacDiarmid or Gwenallt”.28 He then quotes Gwenallt’s sonnet “Cymru”—“Er mor anheilwng [sic] ydwyt ti o’n serch, / Di, butain fudr y stryd â’r taeog lais . . .” (“Though so undeserving are you of our love, / You, the street’s dirty whore with the servile voice . . .”)—and rejoins, “But we will never see her as Pound saw England, ‘an old bitch, gone in the teeth’. We will rather love her more deeply as we see her with a mixture of Welsh imagination and Scottish intellectualism”.29 The direct quotation from one of Ezra Pound’s greatest poems30 makes it all too easy to miss the fact that what then follows is a creative paraphrase of the next three lines of Gwenallt’s sonnet: “Yet we cannot, every man and woman, / Extinguish the love for you . . . in our breast: / We shall see you with the hazed eyes of our faith”.31 We begin to see that that can also be quoted which isn’t even mentioned.

(5)

There is perhaps no more creative allusion than the act of translation. Even Robert Frost, who so famously claimed that poetry is that which is lost in translation, would have agreed that less of it is lost when the translator is a poet. and the translation itself a poem. Nevertheless, R.S. hedges his bets by quoting Yeats, whose “solution of the well-nigh untranslatability of poetry was to recommend a new poem in its own right, which in some renderings is entitled ‘after’ instead of a translation. On this pattern what should be aimed at when converting English terms and phrases into Welsh is not an exact rendering, but a natural word or phrase, which conveys the meaning while retaining its Welsh character” (CorW?, 18). But R.S.’s own ascription, “From the Welsh”, doesn’t mean that his translations are loose, à la Yeats or Pound or Lowell. They are actual translations—but creative, like the ones in his prose:

Pa les o daw Saesnes hir

I baradwys ein brodir? (SP, 37)

R.S. renders these lines by Hywel Dafi as “A lanky limb of an Englishwoman here / in this paradise of our brothers? To what end?” (SP, 40). This may show something more than just syntactic freedom. The translation of “brodir” could be a simple mistake, but if we recall Hywel Daft’s aim of safeguarding family and race as well as land—or remember that the original cywydd would have been heard, not read—we see how punningly alert is R.S.’s rendering of “brodir” (native land) as if it had been “brodyr” (brothers).

The translation of Caledfryn’s “Diwedd y Cynhauaf’ in “Harvest End” (EA, 15) is illuminated by something R.S. emphasised in a lecture in 1991. In Caledfryn’s three short stanzas what you have,” he said, “is, not a particular landscape, but the human condition”. He went on to say that this is an “abstracting” tendency that has been consistent in Welsh verse since the period of Llywarch Hen, and that it had long become true of his own poetry’s dealings with landscape and objective life.32 The point is related to the directness that made Caledfryn a breath of fresh air amidst so much fustian in nineteenth-century Welsh verse. But R.S.’s translation increases even Caledfryn’s spareness. For example, even while evoking the original stanza-form and metre, the translation doesn’t rhyme, except once to echo wittily the original’s characteristically Welsh internal rhyme. Otherwise, the translation seems bent on making even more abstract an already bare original. Thus “dros y môr mawr” (“over the open sea”) loses its adjective; “Daw’r llym Aea” (“The harsh Winter comes”) becomes “the year ends”; “ei wynt a ysgythra” (“his wind engraves”) loses its metaphor in “the wind rages”; and “Spring’s bloom is spent” sacrifices the personal emphasis of “Dy Wanwyn di ddarfu (“Your Spring has ceased”).
That this translation from the mid 1980s does indeed mark an increasing abstraction in R.S.’s own style is confirmed if we look back forty years to his beautiful translation of the traditional verse “Un noswaith ddrycinog mi euthum i rodio” as “Night and Morning” (SYT, 24). Though true to the tone and movement of this particular original, even to the extent of employing its characteristic feminine rhymes, R.S.’s translation in that period generally tended, if anything. to enrich its source. Even the opening of “Night and Morning” is made to evoke the Bible’s Prodigal Son and Yeats’s “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” when rendered as “One night of tempest I arose and went . . .” In an earlier period, the English idioms within a translation definitely tended to resist abstraction: “on dreaming bent” instead of the original “while quietly meditating”, “the sea a flower” rather than “the sea was gentle”.
But the ascription following the translation—“From the Welsh Traditional”—was a signpost, not a footnote. It sought to turn English readers back towards the glories of Welsh. R.S. recently explained his use of Welsh proper names as the sometime “hope of some of us that it would prove to be no more than a stepping stone back to the vernacular, as in Scotland the revival of Lallans was seen as hopefully a half-way house on the way back to Gaelic” (CorW?, 5). But if, to the non-Welsh-speaker, the translations above (and others from Thomas William, Bethesda’r Fro, Ehedydd Iâl, Dilys Cadwaladr and Menna EIfyn33) are stepping-stones, for R.S. himself they are borderlines. Apart from the two undistinguished poems that he himself wrote in Welsh,34 it is the translations that come closest to expressing his vision through Welsh poetry, rather than just through its cultural materials. Even then, they are the translations of a man who claims that he himself can write good poetry only in English, which of course might suggest that his own sensibility remained essentially English. Whether that is so or not, he has firmly refused to praise the bureaucratic compromise of bilingualism. It is he also who memorably asked “Haven’t we seen Rhydlafar becoming ‘Red Lava’, and Penychain ‘Penny Chain’, and Cwm Einion ‘Artists’ Valley’, and Porthor ‘Whistling Sands’, and the Welsh accepting them?” (Abercuawg, 17). This is translation as nightmare. Hatred of such blunt atrocities forms the larger context in which not only R.S.’s translations but his whole poetic enterprise must be seen. He recently eloquently said that “when something as poetic as this land of hills and streams is concerned, I have no interest in translation. The changing of mynydd and nant into mountain and stream leaves me an exile in my own country” (CorW?, 6). That theme of being “an exile in my own country” is the one we found so memorably expressed in “Those Others”, and so effectively controlled from the cockpit of Dewi Emrys’s epigraph.

(6)

But allusions in R.S.’s work are not restricted to Welsh or English sources. A wider Celtic context is also evoked. It is this that enables the poetry to breathe a larger European air, an aim that R.S. would have got just as surely from Saunders Lewis or Hugh MacDiarmid as from Yeats or Eliot or Pound. On a visit to Ireland at the end of the 1930s, his greatest joy was hearing Galway people speaking Irish: “As every cart passed him the driver greeted him in Irish. This, and the smell of peat in his nostrils, raised his spirit and filled him with new hope. This was the land Yeats sang of, a land of common folk, their language Irish and their ways traditionally Celtic” (Neb, 36). The impact of the experience can be measured in an enchanting poem, “The Green Isle”, in which Irishmen in a tavern discuss

Not the weather, the news,

Their families, but the half

Legendary heroes of old days:

Women who gave their name

To a hill, who wore the stars

For bracelet; clanking warriors,

Shearing the waves with their swords. (NHBF, 17)
Sharpening the general enchantment here is that specific allusion to girls lending their names to places. In the Dindshenchas, a body of literature which explains the names associated with heroes, is mentioned Crochen or Cruachu, maid to Étaín, wife of Eochaid Airem. She asks the god Midir if she may give her name to a fairy hill, which explains the meaning of Ráith Chruachan. In this way a specific myth sharpens R.S.’s, as well as the taverners’, romanticising.

This imaginative union with other Celtic literatures helps undo Acts of Union. Asked to contribute to the National Library of Scotland’s tribute to Hugh MacDiarmid on his seventy-fifth birthday in 1967, R.S. stressed MacDiarmid’s “consciousness of the Gaelic past and his concern at the disappearance of his native culture . . . It is this gravity among the ruins of a life that is impressive”.35 That echo of The Waste Land’s notion of fragments shored against ruins is further strengthened by a particular allusion: “There was high culture in Wales once, and men willing to die for it. Even when the drift to London had turned into a sprint under the Tudors, there were noblemen like Richard ap Hywel of Mostyn, who could say: ‘I dwell with my people’. Hugh MacDiarmid is the living counterpart of ap Hywel, content to abjure the rose of all the world for the ‘little white rose of Scotland that smells sharp and sweet, and breaks the heart’.”36 Rhisiart ap Hywel ab Ieuan Fychan (d. 1539), Sheriff of Flint and head of the Mostyn family, was one of the three adjudicators in the first Eisteddfod at Caerwys, the event which organized the Welsh poets and their craft in 1523. The connection thus made between Wales and Scotland is not an abstract one, but deeply literary and political.

Among the advantages deriving from Scotland’s new emphasis on the native language and on a decentralized cultural identity, the most important was a new interest in other languages. Scotland renewed its old association with France and Europe. As an example of this renaissance R.S. quotes three lines from Douglas Young’s “The Kirkyaird by the Sea”, a translation of Valéry’s “Le Cimetière marin”. “Does that not put one in mind,” he asks, “of some of our hen bennillion [sic]?”:
Nid oes rhyngof ac ef heno 
Tonight nothing severs me from him

Onid pridd ac arch ac amdo; 
But earth and coffin and shroud;

Mi fûm lawer gwaith ymhellach, 
I was many times more distant,

Ond nid erioed â chalon drymach. 
But never with a heavier heart. (SP, 30)
While helping the genius of two Celtic cultures to meet, the evocation of Valèry indicates also a wider range. And R.S., not without a note of bitterness, emphasises the rightful place of Welsh literature in this world heritage:

They say that Villon is one of the world’s great poets. Reading him today, and experiencing his savour of the middle ages I saw his similarity to Siôn Cent, no lesser a poet. But how many know of the Frenchman and how few of the Welshman. That is now our fate as a small nation yoked to England. (BLl, 14-15)
But perhaps the most crafted expression of this claim, and this complaint, is the poem “Poets’ Meeting”, published as a pamphlet in 1983.37 Some of the world’s great poets come together: Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Dunbar, Aeschylus, Catullus—and Dafydd ap Gwilym:

Dunbar. swearing 

at the thistles in his beard, 

opened the discussion.

The rest 

blinked, until Wordsworth, 

shining behind his thought’s

cloud 

answered in iambics to set 

Aeschylus booming.

The consonants 

clicked as ap Gwilym 

countered, a turnstile 

too fast for Catullus 

to get through.

The quality of the company boosts Dafydd ap Gwilym’s good showing. But that “turnstile” also makes Dafydd’s advantage specific. It is an image for cynghanedd, the consonantal sharpness for which the Welsh language is so remarkably fitted, an image parallelled in “Salt” where “the capstan spoke / in cynghanedd”, itself an example of cynghanedd lusg (LP, 160). All the more appropriate, then, that the poetic genre of “Poets’ Meeting” is itself an allusion—to the ymryson barddol, the “bardic contest”, a genre particularly relevant to Dafydd ap Gwilym. That poet’s famous bardic contest with Gruffudd Gryg38 was in two senses a bit of a draw. But “Poets’ Meeting” gives Dafydd a decided victory—over Catullus, too.

(7)

It is wonderful how often R.S.’s very images come from objects, expressions and situations redolent of this rich Welsh-language tradition. This source for images is doubly significant in the light of his comment that “What I’ve always tried to produce is imagery. People don’t give two hoots for it today”.39 “Two hoots” is almost literally relevant when we consider that the image in R.S.’s “Barn Owl”—of “the forming / of white frost in a believer, / when he would pray” (TWI, 25)—probably stems from Dafydd ap Gwilym’s “The Owl”, where owl and frost signal the same inability to pray.40 In this search for images, R.S.’s exploration of the work of the Welsh cywyddwyr is central:

I fill 

their stockings with coins 

that are the leaves 

of a failed culture. (“Song”, EA, 27)

We should here remember Dafydd ap Gwilym’s cywydd to the month of May:

Anfones ym iawn fwnai,
He sent me true wealth,

Glas defyll glân mwyngyll Mai.
Beautiful green slices of the tender hazels of May.

Ffloringod brig ni’m digiai,
The tree-top florins did not bring me grief,

Ffl(r-dy-lis gyfoeth mis Mai. 
The fleur-de-lys wealth of the month of May.41

Who is to say whether even R.S.’s “coins . . . of a failed culture” isn’t a reference to Dafydd’s “Ffloringod brig ni’m digiai”, a metaphor for the failed florins manufactured by Edward III in 1344, caught short in their proportion of gold? Certainly the allusion to Dafydd’s poem is strengthened when we remember R.S.’s poem, “The Trees”:

Remember how we saw them in the spring

Spreading for flight, each spurting branch a wing,

Dressed with green plumage, slender, strutted and quilled? (SF, 33)

The image of spring foliage as birds reminds us of Dafydd’s “esgyll dail mentyll Mai” (“the leafy wings of the mantles of May”), just as that of trees “Dressed with green plumage” reminds us of “Paun asgellas dinastai” (“The green-winged peacock of town houses”).
After all, R.S.’s uncollected poem “No Answer” overflows with echoes of this particular Dafydd ap Gwilym poem:

Speak, friend; does not the earth renew 

Its broken pattern, building again 

Its green citadels, razed by the winds 

And gaunt frosts, quarrying the face 

Of the grim heavens for the spring’s ore? 

Born here and reared, have you no proof 

Of the slow summer’s ultimate reign?42
The renewed “green citadels” of spring suggest Dafydd’s “Magwyr laswyrdd” (“blue-green battlements”), just as the image of “quarrying . . . the spring’s ore” evokes Dafydd’s consistent pun on “mwyn” as meaning both “mineral ore” and “tender”. Robert Minhinnick recently claimed that R.S.’s images “mine beyond exhaustion into the realms of tiresome predictability”.43 Despite his own “mining” image, Minhinnick cannot be taking into account the deep, unpredictable seams of imagery that R.S. shares with the whole Welsh tradition. Without that knowledge, one is only inspecting an open-cast mine. Even that final image just quoted, of “the slow summer’s ultimate reign”, stirs memories of Dafydd’s “Deryw’r gwanwyn, ni’m dorai / . . . Dechrau haf llathr a’i sathrai” (“Spring has ceased, though that didn’t trouble me / . . . The beginning of brilliant summer would trample it”).

Dafydd ap Gwilym’s energy seems also present in “Bravo!”:

There is a woman 

I know, who is the catalyst 

of my conversions, who is 

a mineral to dazzle. She will 
grow old and her lovers will not 

pardon her for it. I have made 

her songs in the laboratory 

of my understanding, explosives timed 

to go off in the blandness of time’s face. (F, 22)

“She will / grow old and her lovers will not / pardon her for it” certainly recalls the last section of “Morfudd yn Hen” (“Morfudd in Old Age”). More specifically, and in exactly the same place, R.S.’s final image of “explosives timed / to go off” modernises the “catapult” potential of Morfudd’s bowed posture—in Dafydd’s poem, “the old, bent stick of an Irish mangonel”.44

Another major source, direct and indirect, is Iolo Goch. Most prominent are echoes of his cywyddau to the court of Owain Glynd(r at Sycharth and “To the Labourer”, the latter of course so relevant to the celebrated Iago Prytherch. The description of Prytherch labouring in the fields while others fight and die in battle modulates often into praise, as in “For the Record”:

Yet in your acres,

With no medals to be won,

You were on the old side of life,

Helping it through the dark door

Of earth and beast, quietly repairing

The rents of history with your hands. (P, 22)

Here is Iolo Goch’s labourer:

Ni châr yn ei gyfar gawdd;

He doesn’t like anger on his land;

Ni ddeily ryfel, ni ddilyn,

He doesn’t wage war he doesn’t persecute,

Ni threisia am ei dda ddyn;

He doesn’t violate anyone for his possessions;

Ni bydd ry gadarn arnam,

He is never harsh towards us,

Ni yrr hawl, gymedrawl gam;

He urges no lawsuit (abstains from it to a fault);

Nid addas, myn dioddef,

It isn’t seemly, by the passion,

Nid bywyd, nid byd heb ef.

There is no life, no world without him.45

Even the reputedly austere R.S. might for a moment seem more praising than Iolo Goch, who was probably seeking, amongst other things, to calm the agrarian uprisings of his time. But another poem, “Which?”, with its question “Could I have said he was the scholar / Of the fields’ pages he turned more slowly / Season by season?” (T, 42)—when combined with the description in “Hafod Lom” of “learning / Ready to reap” (P, 11)—again owes something to Iolo Goch’s “Aredig, dysgedig yw” (“Ploughing is a scholarly art”).46 Literary allusions often emerge at a tangent.

In “The Tree: Owain Glyn D(r Speaks” we have an example of an image which, because familiar in other ways, can easily lose the specific frisson it is meant to have in its context. The early success of Owain Glynd(r’s revolt in 1400 is depicted as a tree to whose branches summer comes. But this is not the usual image of the seasons as a barometer of human experience. It is a specific reference to the “haf hirfelyn” (“the long golden summer”) of the prophecies of the Welsh poets—the time when the “mab darogan” (“the promised scion”—pre-eminently, Owain Glynd(r) would come to deliver the Welsh people:

For one brief hour the summer came

To the tree’s branches and we heard

In the green shade Rhiannon’s birds

Singing tirelessly as the streams

That pluck glad tunes from the grey stones 

Of Powys of the broken hills. (SYT, 57)

How appropriate, therefore, that the very form of the poem plays variations on that of the cywydd, the form predominantly used by the Welsh poets of that time:

As though he plucked with each string

The taut fibres of my being . . .

And days were fair under those boughs;

The dawn foray, the dusk carouse . . .

But here at its roots I watch and wait 

For the new spring so long delayed. (SYT, 56, 57)

One should not lose such meanings. In the poem’s two final lines these meanings blend with a subtle Christian echo of Arm Griffiths’s prayer to be a planted tree “with its leaves decaying no more, / But blooming under the showers of the divine wound”: “How sorrow may bud the tree with tears, / But only his blood can make it bloom” (SYT, 58).47

Even if we leap to much later sources, the signs are of the same wide reading. In “Ystrad Fflur (Strata Florida)” R.S. hears a “mossed voice / beyond our dimensions” (EA, 54) which evokes a poem of the same name by Hedd Wyn, with its famous repeated image: “A daw o’r hesg gyda’r hwyr / Hanes tu hwnt i synnwyr” (“And in the evening from the sedge / Comes a tale beyond the senses”).48 The connection is strengthened by the fact that, in both the Hedd Wyn and the R.S. poem, the poet is accompanied by mysterious presences, with the R.S. poem also evoking the “familiar compound ghost” of Eliot’s “Little Gidding” in Four Quartets. Similarly, in the uncollected “Lines for Taliesin” the image of “Caer Arianrhod” (“The Milky Way”) comes from Saunders Lewis:

The years have passed, and she lies dreaming still, 

Where Caer Arianrhod gleams above the hill.49

Saunders Lewis’s “CaerArianrhod”, which appeared in 1947, two years before R.S.’s poem, and to which R.S. refers in Blwyddyn yn Ll(n (p. 34), is a mixture of exactly the same references to Owain Glyn(r and dreams of Wales’s future. The interesting thing, however, is that, compared to Saunders Lewis’s poem, R.S. is for once the optimist: “But dawn approaches, and Rhiannon’s birds / Are busy in the woods”.

Or there’s his admired Gwenallt. Up until publishing The Minister in 1953, R.S. had been for ten years busy reclaiming his lost Wales in an essentially rural idiom. Gwenallt’s “Rhydcymerau” (1951), with its portrait of generations seeking to identify self with place, would therefore have appealed to the young Rector of Manafon:

There were people here before these, 

Measuring truth according to the moor’s 

Pitiless commentary and the wind’s veto. 

Out in the moor there is a bone whitening, 

Worn smooth by the long dialectic 

Of rain and sunlight. (“The Minister”, SYT, 79‑80)

It doesn’t take a wide shift to see that imagery as a version of this:

Ac ar golfenni, fel ar groesau,
And on trees, as on crosses,

Ysgerbydau beirdd, blaenoriaid,

The skeletons of poets, deacons,

gweinidogion ac athrawon Ysgol Sul
ministers and Sunday School teachers

Yn gwynnu yn yr haul,

Whitening in the sun,

Ac yn cael eu golchi gan y glaw a’u sychu 
Washed by the rain and dried


gan y gwynt. 


by the wind.50

We can certainly see that an image from a recent poem, about Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant where Bishop William Morgan translated the Bible into Welsh, derives from Waldo Williams:

It is off the main road 

even to market; nothing to induce 

the traveller to a digression 

but rumours of the tumbling 

of water out of the sky 

copiously as grace pouring 

to irrigate the hearts 

of a people that had grown arid. (“R.I.P. 1588‑1988”, MHT, 35)

The central image here is clearly Waldo Williams’s “Mewn Dau Gae” (“In two Fields”): “ffynhonnau’n torri tua’r nefoedd / Ac yn syrthio’n ô1”, “fountains bursting towards the heavens / And falling back”, which is preceded in the Welsh by the related image of hearts leaping together “after their hard freezing”.51
But one of the poetry’s richest sources of imagery is that of the Middle Welsh tales: The Four Branches certainly, but also Culhwch ac Olwen and the Romances. In “A Blackbird Singing” the bird is “A slow singer, but loading each phrase / With history’s overtones” (PS, 33), evoking the legendary age of the blackbird of Cilgwri in Culhwch ac Olwen. In “Shrine at Cape Clear” we learn that “The ocean has left / An offering of the small flowers / Of its springs” at the foot of a statue of the Virgin Mary who is “more white than the sea’s / Purest spray” (NHBF, 18). Cape Clear itself, off the south-west coast of Ireland, would have held complex endearing associations for the poet—as a religious focus, as a place renowned for its bird life, and as a Gaelic-speaking area. R.S.’s own tribute gently separates-out two images that occur together in the Welsh source, which is clearly the description of Olwen at her first appearance in Culhwch ac Olwen:

Oed gwynnach y chnawd no distrych y donn.
Whiter her flesh than the sea’s spray.

Oed gvynnach y falueu a’e byssed no 
Whiter her hands and fingers than

chanawon godiwyth o blith man grayan
the shoots of the marsh trefoil from among

fynhawn fynhonus. 

the fine gravel of a gurgling spring.52
It is not only that the sea, like Olwen, leaves small flowers in its wake (the very meaning of “Olwen”); the whole folk-lore motif is one traditionally associated with the Virgin Mary. In a very different mood, as early as his first published volume in 1946, R.S. was reflecting, in his image of death as “a wild boar / Running amok, eyes red, great jaws / Slavering horribly with their mad lust for blood” (SF, 28), the destruction wreaked by the “Twrch Trwyth”, the wild boar which ravages Ireland and Wales at the end of Culhwch ac Olwen.

Even the less frequently evoked Romances yield R.S. the occasional striking image. “Farm Wives”, published in The Dublin Magazine in 1955, are described as

Sallow of cheek, a crow’s wing

Of hair over the brow’s smudged

Vellum; their legs all red and scarred

With brambles and the bites of flies.53

The description reads like a parody of the famous picture of the crow eating the duck’s flesh on the snow in Historia Peredur Vab Efrawc:
Sef a oruc Peredur,
This is what Peredur did,

sefyll a chyffelybu

he stood and compared the

duhet y vran
blackness of the crow

a gwynder yr eira

and the whiteness of the snow

a chochter y gwaet,

and the redness of the blood,

y wallt y wreic uwyhaf a garei,
to the hair of the woman he loved best,

a oed kyn duhet a’r muchyd,
which was as black as jet,

a’e chnawt y wynder yr
and her flesh to the whiteness of the

eira, a chochter y gwaet

snow, and the redness of the blood

yn yr eira gwyn

in the white snow

y’r deu van gochyon

to the two red spots

yg grudyeu y wreic

on the cheeks of the woman

uwyhaf a garei.

he loved best. 54
Everyone knows that a major R.S. Thomas theme is the loss of the nation’s cultural memory, but how wonderful that one of the most powerful images for that loss should itself be a subtle allusion. “Drowning” pictures the disappearance of the last of R.S.’s Welsh-speaking parishioners like this:

I ministered uneasily among them until 

what had been gaps in the straggling hedgerow 

of the nation widened to reveal the emptiness 

that was inside, where echoes haunted and thin ghosts. (WA, 38)

The image of a neglected hedge is poignant even from the point of view of good husbandry. But, signalled by R.S.’s mention of “echoes”, its cultural dimension deepens when we recall the equivalent image in the tale Gereint Vab Erbin: “Isod . . . y mae cae niwl, ac y mae yn hwnnw chwaraeon lledrithiog” (“Below is a hedge of mist, and within it enchanted games”).55 Those “enchanted games” are evoked also in “The Gap in the Hedge” where R.S. isn’t sure whether it was Prytherch’s head he saw, “framed in the gap / between two hazels with his sharp eyes, / Bright as thorns” or “a likeness that the twigs drew”—and with again a “grey mist lifting” (SYT, 53), a further evocation of the romance’s hedge of mist, coupled this time with the original’s vision of men’s heads on stakes.

(8)

It would be worth asking at this stage what criteria determined or patterned such rich allusions. What is unique, and therefore most potent, in R.S.’s response to Welsh literature? The answer lies in the various themes evinced by the allusions, and it would be useful therefore to look at the four most recurrent of those themes.

Nature comes quite obviously to the fore. In his early essay, “A Welsh View of the Scottish Renaissance”, the poet quotes Eifion Wyn’s “Paradwys y Bardd” (“The Poet’s Paradise”) with its praise for Wales’s rural beauties.56 However clichéd, it supplements R.S.’s genuine belief that “the true Wales is still to be found in the country” (PMI, 52). He criticizes the Anglo-Welsh for conveying an imbalanced view of Wales as an industrial land, and stresses that the rural tradition reaches back through the centuries to a more essential Wales. He really presses the point: “for who can tell but that the future will once more belong to the small countries?” (PMI, 52)—small countries being by definition rural ones.

A sufficient number of allusions have already been quoted to show this instinctive appeal to nature. But for the priest who became an enthusiastic bird‑watcher, even the birds of Welsh literature are fascinating. Robert Minhinnick’s complaint that, given R.S.’s bird‑watching interests, there is a lack of avian imagery in his poetry, that “the bird‑watcher refuses to share his rarities”,57 ignores again the alternative, cultural ways in which such an interest can surface. After all, it was R.S. himself who said that, when birds come into significant poetry, it is never as Stone Curlews, Dartford Warblers or Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers (SP, 84). There are the “Ravens” from Aneirin’s poetry (“desultory flags/ Of darkness, saddening the sky/ At Catraeth”—P, 21); the eagle screaming for Cynddylan’s body and the cuckoos at Abercuawg of the early englyn poetry; the magical birds from the Second Branch of the Mabinogi (“we heard/ In the green shade Rhiannon’s birds/ Singing tirelessly as the streams/ That pluck glad tunes from the grey stones/ Of Powys of the broken hills”—SYT, 57); and the birds that throng the nature poems of the cywyddwyr (“Dyred i’r fedwen [sic] gadeiriog/ I grefydd y gw(dd a’r gog” (“Come to the spreading birch tree/ To the religion of the trees and the cuckoo”—Neb, 44). And lest this sound like a dry bestiary, the poet adds that “If anyone believes he can taste Welshness without the language, he deceives himself. Every mountain and stream, every farm and lane announces to the world that landscape in Wales is something more” (PMI, 156). A poet who quotes Dafydd Nanmor’s “Os marw yw hon Is Conwy/ Ni ddyly Mai ddeilio mwy” (“If she lies dead in Is Conwy/ May should never again come into leaf” (BLI, 37), or who claims that “he can hear the seasons’ cynghanedd” (Neb, 126), is one whose cultural memory, like his bird-watching, is inseparable from his love of the very ground of Wales. Of course, it could be argued that that exclusively rural ground is as much a simplification as the exclusive industrialism that he chides in the “Anglo-Welsh” tradition. His own numerous allusions to Gwenallt, for example, are exclusively to the Carmarthenshire Gwenallt, and not at all to the Gwenallt of the industrial valleys of the South. It will always be natural to ask to what degree R.S. Thomas’s cultural memory serves a realistically modern sense of Wales. But it should never be forgotten that the question is prompted by what is, in the poetry, a challenge, not an evasion.

Another important organizing theme is love—often inseparable, of course, from the theme of nature. There’s the quotation from R. Williams Parry’s “Yr Haf” in the essay “Gobaith” (“Hope”) in Pe Medrwn yr Iaith (p. 37), for example, or the exquisite stanza “Blodau’r flwyddyn yw f’anwylyd” (“My love is the year’s flowers”) at the end of Blwyddyn yn Ll(n (p. 95). More striking, however, is the comparison, in “The Bank”, of a girl’s hair to the yellow of a gorse bush, bringing together memories of Dafydd ab Edmwnd’s “I Wallt Merch” (“To a Girl’s Hair”) and of Dafydd Nanmor’s “I Fun Felynwallt” (“To a Golden-haired Girl”) and “I Wallt Llio” (“To Llio’s Hair”):

Yellow, yellow, yellow hair 

of the spring, the poet cries,

admiring the gorse bushes 

by the old stone wall. But the maiden’s

hair overflows the arms 

of the hero. (EA, 21)

These frequent allusions to girls in Welsh literature again raise the question of the balance of the overall perspective. The allusions help R.S. repeatedly to rubbish the present in comparison with the imagined past. The difference between the above lines and the picture of the “ladies from the council houses” in “Border Blues”, with their bleached “Birmingham yellow/Hair”, is characteristic. And though “There is still an Olwen teasing a smile/ Of bright flowers out of the grass”, she is now an “Olwen in nylons” (PS, 9-10). In the same vein. “There are still a few Branwens in Wales. Did I not hear the name once and turn expecting her to capture my heart in an instant? But whom did 1 see but a stupid, mischievous slut, her dull eyes mock-blue under mascara” (Abercuawg, 9). As in Eliot’s The Waste Land, literary allusions have this automatic tendency to glamorize our yesterdays, and the theme of love seems particularly susceptible to this danger. It took R.S.’s wintry love songs to his wife in old age fully to break that tendency.

The third important organizational theme is that of autobiography, where allusions to Welsh literature interweave with the poet’s account of his own life. Indeed, in R.S. it is often difficult to disentangle cultural from personal memory—which stresses again the depth at which he absorbed his regained inheritance. Even before starting, he had a personal connection with some of the Welsh authors of history. One of the occupational hazards of his first famous parish was that he often had to answer the question, Where is Manafon? Yet this was the parish of great literary figures such as Ieuan Brydydd Hir, Gwallter Mechain and Penfro (Neb, 41). In “Y Llwybrau Gynt” R.S. quotes the englyn from Gwallter Mechain’s awdl of 1821, “Cwymp Llywelyn” (“Llywelyn’s Fall”), starting “Y nos dywell yn distewi” (“The dark night turning to silence”), as being arguably the most perfect englyn of all (PMI, 75). Less direct allusions, however, show actual and imagined inheritances mixing at a more subliminal level. In “Welsh History”, for example:

Our kings died, or they were slain

By the old treachery at the ford.

Our bards perished, driven from the halls

Of nobles by the thorn and bramble. (SYT, 61)

Those last two lines were clearly inspired by that previous curate of Manafon, Ieuan Brydydd Hir:

Llys Ifor Hael, gwael yw’r gwedd,—yn garnau 
The hall of Ifor Hael, a grievous sight,—now rubble



Mewn gwerni mae’n gorwedd;



Lying in a swamp;



Drain ac ysgall mall a’i medd,


Thorns and blighted thistles possess it,



Mieri lle bu mawredd.



Briars where once was greatness.


Yno nid oes awenydd,—na beirddion,

There, there is no inspiration,—nor poets,



Na byrddau llawenydd,




Nor festive tables,



Nac aur yn ei magwyrydd,



Nor gold within its walls,



Na mael, na g(r hael a’i rhydd.


Nor gift, nor generous man who gives it.58
Close to the same autobiographical sources is Goronwy Owen, with whose personal experience R.S. so often conflates his own. Their common plight is the sense of “exile”, and R.S.’s particular admiration savours undoubtedly of the idealized myth of Goronwy Owen created by the Morrisiaid and the Eisteddfodic leaders of the last century. Quoting the awdl “Gofuned Goronwy Ddu o Fôn” (“The Wish of Goronwy Ddu of Anglesey”) and “Hiraeth am Fôn” (“Longing for Anglesey”), R.S. asks “Who can fail to hear the anguish and the yearning for his native region in such lines? . . . the yearning to return to Wales and, above all, to Anglesey to be amongst Welsh-speaking Welshmen” (PMI, 128, 129). And sharpening this shared sense of “exile” is the fact that the journey of R.S.’s own career, too, has been back to a native Anglesey. His own “exile” was of course a linguistic one, but Goronwy Owen helped him see it also in terms of a dramatic time-warp and of actual Welsh geography. As he says in “On Hearing a Welshman Speak”:

And as he speaks time turns,

The swift years revolve

Backwards. There Goronwy comes

Again to his own shore. (PS, 16)

It is not difficult, therefore, to see R.S.’s own “Hiraeth” as a poem in a particular mould, opening in the manner of Goronwy Owen’s “Hiraeth am Fôn”:

My dark thought upon that day

That brought me from Arfon’s bay,

From the low shores of Malldraeth and its sand,

Far inland, far inland. (SF, 34)
R.S. volunteers that he was “more fortunate than poor Goronwy” (PMI, 129). But the disclaimer is over-modest. After all, to end his own “exile”, R.S. had had to master, not the Atlantic, but a new language and the oldest living poetic tradition in Europe.

This interpenetration of allusion and autobiography is greatly varied in its effect. On the one hand there is the general parallel. For example, the geographic proximity of R.S.’s Manafon to Ann Griffiths’s Dolwar Fach makes it possible for us hear in “Fugue for Ann Griffiths” (WA, 50) a hint of O.M. Edwards’s classic visit to Dolwar Fach in Cartrefi Cymru (“The Homes of Wales”). But there are also more precise reflections. Take this lovely memory in the most autobiographical of R.S.’s volumes, The Echoes Return Slow:
Watching steamers was more exciting than watching trains, though sometimes the harbour was a forest of masts, where ships of sail sought shelter from the storm.   (ERS, 8)
An earlier poem, “Gone?”, was already deeply autobiographical in realizing that poets can, in return, leave their mark on places: “Will they say on some future/ occasion . . . This was Prytherch country?” But, even that far inland, the poem preserved also this recurrent Anglesey image of a “Forest of masts”:

a forest of aerials 
as though an invading fleet invisibly 
had come to anchor among these 
financed hills.   (F, 34)
The basic image surely recalls the invading fleet that Matholwch’s swineherds saw crossing the sea towards them in the Second Branch of the Mabinogi: “‘My lord,’ they said, ‘we have strange news; we have seen trees on the sea, where we never saw before any tree at all’. . . ‘What are the trees seen on the sea/ they asked. ‘Ships’ masts and sail-posts,’ [Branwen] answered”.59 The echo is strengthened in the parallel poem in The Echoes Return Slow:
There was this sea, 
and the children 
sat by it and said 
nothing. A ship passed, 
and they thought of it, 
each to himself, of how it was fine 
there or irksome . . . (ERS, 9)

This in turn echoes the opening of the Second Branch, with the children of Ll(r sitting above the sea, seeing Matholwch’s magnificent ships approaching:

And one afternoon [Bendigeidfran son of Ll(r was in Harlech in Ardudwy at one of his courts. And they were sitting on the rock of Harlech, above the sea, and Manawydan son of Ll(r his brother with him, and two brothers from the mother’s side, Nysien and Efnysien . . . And seated thus, they saw thirteen ships, coming from the South of Ireland and making towards them. 60
How appropriate, therefore, the still further echo at the end of the same autobiographical poem:

And three people looked 
over a slow surface at three people 
looking at them from a far shore. (ERS, 9)

This recalls “‘What was the mountain seen alongside the ships?’. ‘That was Bendigeidfran, my brother’ [Branwen] said, ‘coming on foot’. . . ‘What was the towering ridge and lake either side of the ridge?’. ‘It was he,’ she said, ‘looking at this island, in anger. His two eyes, either side of his nose, are the two lakes either side of the ridge’”.61 R.S.’s allusions gloriously link myth to reality, helped in this particular case by the fact that an important part of his own early experience was knowing that his sailor father regularly sailed between Wales and Ireland. The Branwen material therefore meant something special to him; as he says in Abercuawg, “it is not necessarily facts that decide the course of a man’s life but words. And one example of this strange power is myth—man’s ability to create figures and symbols which convey the truth to him in a more direct way than plain, colourless facts” (Abercuawg, 11). Also important is that the poems impute Welsh echoes to a childhood that was, itself, utterly English—as if reclaiming that childhood for Wales. As R.S. poignantly put it, “I was a boy in Holyhead, not a Welshman”.62 It speaks volumes for how, late or soon, literature redeems the time.

Our final organizational theme shows the exact kind of Welsh literature that attracts R.S. Thomas. It helps us focus his attitude to the Welsh heritage that he so belatedly inherited. The fact is that he rejects almost completely the Taliesin tradition of eulogistic literature that was the backbone of that heritage. His references to Aneirin promote, not the heroic glory of the three hundred at the battle of Catraeth, but the shattering tragedy of their struggle: “Catraeth / has always to be re-fought” (WW, 8).There is no reference at all to the historical Taliesin, father of the eulogistic tradition in Welsh—a surprising and significant omission. Then there is the emphasis on the early englyn poetry, and on the Llywarch Hen and Heledd cycles, which tug against the purely heroic ideal expressed in Aneirin and Taliesin. R.S.’s only mention of the Gogynfeirdd is in one quotation from Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch’s great elegy for Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, which was of course a poem that spelt out the disaster facing the Welsh nation and the world. Added to this is the strong influence on R.S. of the cywyddwyr—but of their “love” and “nature” poetry, not their poetry of “praise”. Dafydd Nanmor comes through, not in his praise of the Tywyn family, but in his magical description of Llio’s hair, quoted in Blwyddyn yn LI(n. And the whole pattern is confirmed by R.S.’s love of Dafydd ap Gwilym—who, after all, largely eschewed conventional “praise” of the noblemen and their dynasties. It is significant that, in R.S.’s “The Tree: Owain Glyn D(r Speaks” (the subtitle could very well have had R.S. speaking), it is the most philosophical of the poets of the fourteenth century, Gruffudd Llwyd, and not the great eulogist, Iolo Goch, who wins Owain Glynd(r’s favour:

Accustomed to Iolo and his praise . . .

I had equated the glib bards

With flattery and the expected phrase,

Tedious concomitants of power.

But Gruffudd Llwyd . . .

Pierced my lethargy.  (SYT, 56)

Nor should we allow the light-verse idiom of “He Agrees with Henry Ford” to obscure the significance of that poem’s description of Iolo Goch, licking his arse / for a doublet, for his next / meal” (WW, 11). In “Perspectives” R.S. defines the whole tradition of “praise” poetry, all the more tellingly for doing so through the persona of an imagined supporter of that tradition: “I was my lord’s bard, / telling again sweetly / what had been done bloodily” (LP, 168).

It is no wonder, then, that one of R.S.’s favourite Welsh poets should be the fifteenth-century Siôn Cent,63 who rejected praise for mortals in favour of praise for God. Siôn Cent is lauded in Blwyddyn yn Ll(n as equal to Villon, and his stunning image of “Y corff a fu’n y porffor, / Mae mewn cist ym min y côr” (“The body that was once in purple, / It is now in a chest next to the chancel”) was for R.S. a touchstone for poetry capable of “resonating down the centuries” (PMI, 122). Indeed, R.S. often sounds like Siôn Cent. He refers in Neb to “the whole pageant of the human race with its fantasies, its whims and tricks. The world loves its own concerns. People come in their thousands to stare with a mixture of admiration and envy at the winners of medals, or those who are rich enough to be able to launch a show for others. That is the way of the world” (p. 83). One thinks of the tenor and tone of, say, the opening section of Siôn Cent’s cywydd “Hud a Lliw Nid Gwiw Ein Gwaith”:

Un fodd yw’r byd, cyngyd cêl,

With hidden purpose, the world is like

Â phaentiwr delw â phwyntel,

An image painter with a brush,

Yn paentiaw delwau lawer,

Painting man y images,

A llu o saint â lliw sêr.


And a host of saints with the colour of stars.

Fal hudol â’i fol hoywdew


Like a magician with his fair round belly

Yn bwrw hud, iangwr glud glew,

Casting a spell, a fervent brave squire,

Dangos a wna, da diddim,


It makes a show, worthless stuff,

Dwys ei dâl, lle nid oes dim.

At exorbitant price, where nothing exists.

Felly’r byd hwn, gwn ganwaith,

That is the way of this world, I know it well,

Hud a lliw, nid gwiw ein gwaith. 

Trickery and colour, our work is of no avail.64
And it is surely Siôn Cent’s argument against the “lying muse” of secular “praise” poetry65 that lies behind R.S.’s description of the “Death of a Poet”:

His tongue wrestles to force one word

Past the thick phlegm; no speech, no phrases

For the day’s news, just the one word ‘sorry’;

Sorry for the lies. (PS, 31)

Other poets to whom we have already seen R.S. alluding confirm the same satirical predilection. Siôn Tudur, who was represented, as we saw, in an epigraph, was a poet committed to lampooning contemporary society and Welsh poets through his complete disillusionment with courtly life in London, where he had been a member of the “Yeomen of the Crown”. Hywel Dafi, whom we saw R.S. quote and translate, famously chided Guto’r Glyn for his praise poetry. A satiric writer who occurs regularly is Ellis Wynne, with whom R.S. strongly identifies in a desire to use the Welsh language “to expose the hypocrisy, laziness and servility of the nation today” and to retrieve “through discipline and self-sacrifice the identity and dignity of their forebears” (PMI, 124)—with even that last phrase echoing Waldo Williams’s wish to “render to the bruised the ease of the order of their lineage”.66 Twm o’r Nant, whom we saw accorded one of R.S.’s excellent pen-portraits in “A Welsh Ballad Singer”, is another example of a writer found congenial because of his powerful railings against social injustice.

Thus R.S.’s choice of texts is itself a sub-text, cutting across the main-line Taliesin tradition of mortal “praise”. In “The Cure” (a title linking priest and doctor) he asks us to

Consider, you

Whose rough hands manipulate

The fine bones of a sick culture,

What areas of that infirm body

Depend solely on a poet’s cure. (PS, 41)

No wonder therefore that it is a line from Siôn Cent’s cywydd “I’r Wyth Dial” (“To the Eight Vengeances”) that R.S. uses to clinch his opinion regarding the proper tools and subjects of poetry: “The truth, of course, is that poetry is not made from fine vistas, but from words and ideas and the condition of man. ‘Ystâd bardd, astudio byd’” (“The poet’s business is to study the world’—BLl, 60‑61). As with the other main themes that we have looked at, such views manifest a very personal interpretation of the Welsh-language tradition that R.S. Thomas inherited. Their rationale is clearly that of one who satirizes rather than praises.

(9)

But most revealing is the way in which some allusions transform, reinterpret and even merge their originals, reflecting the truth of Coleridge’s claim that the poetic imagination “dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create”.67 Take the excellent “Song for Gwydion”:

When I was a child and the soft flesh was forming 
Quietly as snow on the bare boughs of bone, 
My father brought me trout from the green river 
From whose chill lips the water song had flown.

Dull grew their eyes, the beautiful, blithe garland

Of stipples faded, as light shocked the brain;

They were the first sweet sacrifice I tasted,

A young god, ignorant of the blood’s stain. (SYT, 48)

This poem to the poet’s son, Gwydion, cannot fail, for the Welsh speaker, to evoke the enchanting lullaby in Llyfr Aneirin, “Peis Dinogat” (“Dinogad’s Petticoat”)—the earliest example of the genre in Welsh:

pan elei dy dat ty e helya; 


WhenYourfather went hunting,

flath ar y ysgwyd llory eny law . . .
A spear on his shoulder a cudgel in his hand

ef lledi bysc yng corwc.


He’d kill fish in a coracle

mal ban llad. llew llywywc.

As a lion kills its prey.

pan elei dy dat ty e vynyd.


When your father went to the mountain

dydygei ef perm ywrch


He’d bring back a roebuck,


penn gwythwch pen hyd.


a wild boar a stag,

penn grugyar vreith o venyd.

A speckled grouse from the mountain,

penn pysc o rayadyr derwennyd.

A fish from Derwent’s waterfall.68
The young rector of Manafon who fished for the numerous trout in the local stream (Neb, 42) obviously also remembered the lullaby. The shared atmosphere is most striking, not only in the tenderly picturesque descriptiveness but also in the dark underlying element of threat. R.S.’s second stanza accords remarkably with the lullaby’s close:

or sawl yt gyrhaedei dy dat ty ae gicwein
Whatever your father reached with his spear

o wythwch a llewyn a Ilwyuein. 

Wild boar and wild cat and fox,

nyt anghei oll ny uci oradein. 

Unless it flew, would never escape.69
Like Gwydion, Dinogad, too, was “ignorant of the blood’s stain”. In this way, a crafted mixture of the attractive and the threatening reaches us from the earliest Welsh literature of all. It is a mixture that R.S. would also have found in the fourteenth-century lullaby “Lollay, lollay, little child, why wepestou so sore?”—itself the earliest English lullaby.70
Or take the mythical Taliesin who holds forth in R.S.’s “Taliesin 1952” ‑

I have been all men known to history,

Wondering at the world and at time passing;

I have seen evil, and the light blessing

Innocent love under a spring sky

‑ claiming also that “I have been Merlin wandering in the woods / Of a far country”, “I have been Glyn D(r set in the vast night / Scanning the stars for the propitious omen”, and “I have been Goronwy, forced from my own land / To taste the bitterness of the salt ocean” (SYT, 105). Though this might remind us of Eliot’s Tiresias (“And I Tiresias have foresuffered all . . .”71) and of so many other instances in Modernist literature generally that merge past and present, myth and reality, Welsh sources are here more specifically evoked, and merged. The formulaic “I have been . . . I have been . . .”, and the poem’s sharp final pun on “by turns”, obviously echo those early Welsh poems which refer to the magical change of identities of the mythical Taliesin, poems such as “Angar Kyvyndawt” in Llyfr Taliesin:
Eil gweith ym rithat. bum glas gleissat. 
bum ki bum hyd. bum iwrch ymynyd. 
bum kyff bum raw. burn bwell yn llaw. 
bum ebill yg gefel. blwydyn a hanner. 
bum keilyawc . . . bum amws . . . 
bum tarw . . . bum buwch

(1 was conjured up a second time: 1 have been a blue salmon,

1 have been a dog, I have been a stag, 1 have been a roebuck on the mountain,

1 have been a stock, I have been a spade, 1 have been an axe in the hand,

1 have been a gimlet in tongs, [for] a year and a half.

1 have been a cock . . . I have been a stallion . . .

I have been a bull . . . 1 have been a cow.72)
In R.S.’s poem this is linked to an emphasis on the survival of Taliesin over a span of centuries, a dimension that brings to mind some of this character’s boastful claims in Llyfr Taliesin and what he tells Maelgwn Gwynedd in Ystoria Taliesin:
Myui a uum gida’m Neer 

1 was with my Lord


ynn y goruchelder



in the heaven


Pan gwympiodd Luwshiffer 

When Lucifer fell

i vfern ddyuynder.



into the depths of hell.

Myui a vu[ulm yn arwain manner 
I carried the banner

ymlaen Alexander 



before Alexander . . .
Myui a vum ar vann krog


1 was on the beam of the cross

Mab Duw Duw drugarog;


of the son of God, merciful God;

Myui a vum dri chyuynod

1 was three times

mewn karchar Arianrhod . . .

in the prison of Arianrhod.73
R.S.’s reinterpretation views Taliesin’s boasts from the perspective of the twentieth century, enabling Taliesin along the way to become also characters from the Middle Ages and from the modern period. At the same time the poem powerfully emphasises the suffering of those figures in the Welsh tradition: Myrddin wanders demented in the woods, his mind shattered “By sudden acquaintance with man’s rage”; Owain Glynd(r is “cursed by the crazed women / Mourning their dead”; Goronwy Owen feels “a wild passion / Of longing changing to a cold ache” (SYT, 105). In Ystoria Taliesin and the legendary poems of Llyfr Taliesin there is a strong religious element—in some ways Christian, in other ways expressing a more primitive-pagan sense of the universe—and it is also there in R.S.’s poem: “Taliesin still, I show you a new world, risen, / Stubborn with beauty, out of the heart’s need”. It should also be stressed that the figures of Myrddin, Owain Glynd(r and Goronwy Owen conflate the literary and religious with the political. In “Taliesin 1952” traditions surrounding one of the earliest Welsh literary characters weave into a powerful modern challenge.

This gift for merging sources has, however, another dimension. R.S. is unlikely, especially early on, to have derived each source direct (or only) from Welsh originals. In all such lineages, a rô1e is played by intermediaries and honest brokers. It is therefore worth noting that a translation of one of the Welsh originals for “Taliesin 1952”—as for the earlier, uncollected “Lines for Taliesin” (1949)—was available in Edward Thomas’s Beautiful Wales (1905).74 That volume was certainly the catalyst that made “Abercuawg” R.S.’s image for an ideal, unrealizable Wales. In a chapter appropriately called “Entering Wales”, Edward Thomas had actually quoted “Claf Abercuawg” (the ultimate Welsh source of R.S.’s image) and reflected that “These little things are the opening cadences of a great music which I have heard, and which is Wales. But I have forgotten the whole and have echoes of it only . . .”75 Edward Thomas’s claim there that an “unseen cuckoo sang behind a veil” anticipated perfectly what later became R.S.’s moving image of “Abercuawg”, the place where the cuckoos sing. And of course these Welsh connections had already seeped into Edward Thomas’s poems, too—into the beautiful “The Unknown Bird”, for example. They are connections that R.S. noted in the Introduction to his edition of Edward Thomas’s Selected Poems in 1964.” It was a poignant moment. In 1964 R. S. was registering a Welsh vision, inherited partly at least via Edward Thomas, that was to dominate his own work from 1976 on. Sources were not only being merged; they were being stored for the future. The intermediary rô1e played by Anglo-Welsh literature in such a process is a point to which we shall return.

But the merging of sources is often more contracted. When a Welshman speaks, says R.S. in “On Hearing a Welshman Speak”,
Dafydd reproves his eyes’

Impetuous falconry

About the kneeling girl. (PS, 16)

The callous inattentiveness of parishioners in church or chapel is something dramatised also in “Chapel Deacon”, significantly placed next to “On Hearing a Welshman Speak”—“Who taught you to pray / And scheme at once . . .?” (PS, 17). But the allusion to Dafydd ap Gwilym’s inattentiveness at prayer is more particular—cryptic, and yet capacious, too. It nimbly conflates two famous Welsh poems: Dafydd’s “Merched Llanbadarn” (“The Girls of Llanbadarn”) and Iolo Goch’s elegy to Dafydd himself. R.S.’s first and third lines echo “Merched Llanbadarn” ‑

Ni bu Sul yn Llanbadarn 


There was never a Sunday in Llanbadarn

Na bewn, ac eraill a’i barn,

When 1 wouldn’t be (and others condemn it)

Â’m wyneb at y ferch goeth 

With my face towards the beautiful girl

A’m gwegil at Dduw gwiwgoeth. 
And my nape towards pure and seemly God.

A gwedy’r hir edrychwyf


And after having eyed for a long time,

Dros fy mhlu ar draws fy mhlwyf . .  
Over my feathers, the people of my parish . . .77
‑ with R.S.’s word “reproves” also picking up the wry self-reprimand from the end of Dafydd’s cywydd. But the second line—“Impetuous falconry” ‑comes from Iolo Goch’s elegy on Dafydd’s death which describes him as “Hebog merched Deheubarth” (“The falcon of South Walian girls”)—an image also in the two other extant contemporary elegies to Dafydd, by Madog Benfras and Gruffudd Gryg.” So between two allusions to Dafydd’s famous love poem there comes, like an eagle in a dovecote, an allusion to death—Dafydd’s own.

In “Genealogy”, a magnificent ambiguity arises through having one allusion again batten on another:

I marched to Bosworth with the Welsh lords

To victory, but regretted after

The white house at the wood’s heart. (T, 16)

Unlike the poem’s earlier, un-naming, reference to Maelgwn Gwynedd (“I was the king / At the church keyhole, who saw death // Loping towards me”80), the reference to “Bosworth” should present no difficulty to anyone with any historical knowledge at all. But there is still something mysterious going on in that reference to “the white house”. In its context—that of Henry Tudor’s victory over Richard the Third at Bosworth in 1485—it is obviously a reference to the “white” House of York in the Wars of the Roses. In that case, what lies behind the speaker’s “regret”—here used in the sense of “lamenting the loss of the Yorkist cause—is the realization that Welsh hopes for a new Arthur in the person of Henry Tudor had proved vain. Once in power, the Tudors disinherited Wales of her best leaders, using the seductiveness of London in a process of Anglicization that in the end subjected a whole nation. But the strong phrase “The white house at the wood’s heart” also harks back further, to “Y Dref Wen” (“The White Town”), the chain of englynion in Canu Heledd that recalls the English’s bloody sacking of Whittington, near Oswestry, in Powys:

Y dref wenn ym bronn y coet,

The white town at the wood’s heart,

Ysef yw y hefras eiryoet, 


This was always its custom,

Ar wyneb y gwellt y gwaet. 

On the surface of its grass, its blood.81
Suitably, R.S.’s poem traces the evolution of the Welsh from primitive-creative beginnings, to an acceptance of heroic violence, to a new pain at the atrocities of history, and finally to a pacific modern capitalism, in which a “purse of tears” has been exchanged for “solider coin” and where the Welshman stands “Without roots, but with many branches”—like your average bank-manager.

The linguistic bridges over to the Welsh tradition are often even more subtle. For example, we have already seen the emphasis R.S. places on the importance of using idioms when translating. “One should translate ‘top speed’”, he says, “not by ‘cyflymder uchaf’ but ‘â’i wynt yn ei ddwrn’ which means ‘his breath in his fist’. What loads of rubbish this policy would remove from contemporary Welsh speech” (CorW?, 18). And elsewhere he argues that, “Since there is in Wales a mother-tongue that still flourishes, a genuine Welshman can look on English only as a means of rekindling interest in the Welsh-language culture and of leading people back to the mother-tongue” (PMl, 51). This emphasis on idioms, and on Welsh as a bridge or a road back, rather than a back-road, reveals other principles determining the use of Welsh in the poems. R.S. often Celticizes his poetry by imping Welsh idioms into it. Thus when he recommends above, for the condition of being out of breath, the phrase “â’i wynt yn ei ddwrn” (“with his breath in his fist”), he sheds light on these lines from his poem, “The Moor”:

It was like a church to me.

I entered it on soft foot,

Breath held like a cap in the hand. (P, 24)

This perfect image for what Wordsworth once called “breathless” adoration82 conflates outer and inner, fast and slow, secular and religious, Welsh and English.

Or consider the description of Dic Aberdaron in the poem we looked at, described as “a hedge-poet” (WA, 46). The rare English idiom “hedgerow (minor pastoral) poet” isn’t what is intended. R.S.’s “hedge-poet” is in fact a translation of “bardd bol clawdd”, the derogatory Welsh term for a mere rhymester. (Hence the poem’s question-mark: is that what we want to call Dic AberdaroC) And as with Welsh idioms, so with Welsh syntax. ‘Ye could show these people,” says R.S. in Cymru or Wales?, “that in the words of Dafydd Iwan, we, y Cymry, are here still” (p. 26). And again:

We are here still. What 
is survival’s relationship 
with meaning? The answer once

was the bone’s music at the lips 
of time. (C, 44)

It is that repeated “We are here still” that intrigues. English idiom would require “We are still here”. But the Welsh word-order of “Ry’n ni yma o hyd” in Dafydd Iwan’s famous song or Angharad Tomos’s novel or John Roderick Rees’s crown poem,83 all about survival, is indeed “we are here still”. Such purposely awkward Welsh locutions in an English poem are, with a vengeance, “the bone’s music at the lips of time”.

(10)

In a revealing section of his autobiography, contrasting the creative writer and the academic. R.S. volunteers the opinion that “the creative mind usually has a bad memory” (Neb, 77). Whether that is true or not, no apology is really necessary for the fact that, among hundreds of allusions in his work, there are occasional misquotations or misinterpretations. They are themselves in any case interesting.

Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch’s famous elegy to Wales’s last prince, Llywelyn, asks “Poni welwch-chwi’r byd wedi r’bydiaw?” (“Do you not see the world put in danger?”). In Cymru or Wales? R.S. omits the “chwi” (“you”), the elegy’s specific address at this point to the “demented mortals”, and he misunderstands the old Welsh construction of the abbreviated “ry” of “r’bydiaw”, whose function is to put the verb into the past tense, in a vision of completed destruction (CorW?, 7). This particular lapse has a certain poignancy, given what R.S. himself recently called “The mistake / we make” when we “listen / . . . with the ear / only”,84 because the mistake reminds us that in the thirteenth century the lines would have been delivered orally.

Errors in cynghanedd are always interesting. Cynghanedd is by definition a sticking place. It has, after all, to do with the literally literal. R.S. quotes, as an example of the Welsh poetry that “fired” him as a young man, a couplet from the anonymous cywydd “To the Nun”:
Dyred i’r fedwen gadeiriog

I grefydd y gw(dd a’r gog.

(Come to the spreading birch tree

To the religion of the trees and the cuckoo.) (Neb, 44)

“Fedwen” (for “fedw”) adds an illegitimate eighth syllable to its line.85 As it happens, the type of cynghanedd usually involved in the quotations that R.S. selects—cynghanedd draws and cynghanedd sain, both lenient on the number of consonants that have to be answered—means that he gets away with the misquotation each time. It should also be noted that his mistakes tend to be ones that thin out the original texture by ridding it of consonants—reflecting perhaps the fact that, aurally, R.S.’s own poetry is not heavily textured. Thus in the anonymous medieval cywydd “I’r Llwyn Banadl” (“To the Bush of Broom”) ‑

Pan ddê1 Mai â lifrai las

Ar irddail i roi’r urddas

(When May comes with its green livery

To bestow the honour on fresh leaves)86
‑ R.S.’s “Pan ddaw” for “Pan ddê1” and “i roi” for “i roi’r” lose aural appeal as well as correctness. Similarly, “Diachos yw Rhydychen” (for “Diachos oedd Rydychen”)87 loses not only the line’s past tense but also its tension. A particular pity is the misquotation of “Yn Abercuawc yt ganant gogeu” as “Yn Abercuawg yt ganant cogeu” (BLl, 32). For us to protest here that in Middle Welsh a plural subject mutates after a plural verb will sound hard, but the hardness is only that of the “threshold of cynghanedd” on which, after all, R.S. himself claims that these particular lines stand (Abercuawg, 5). In the same place, he underlines the point when he claims that cynghanedd is natural to the Welsh language, and that studying its rules would bring greater discipline to the poetry of the Anglo-Welsh (PMI, 52).
And yet even an outsider to cynghanedd’s finer points can give us a beautiful pun on its power:

Every drop 
of water is worth its weight 
in tears, but they are running 
out now like the variations on 
the cynghanedd. (WW, 4)

In addition to the main meaning here—that the multiple forms of cynghanedd are “running out” (ceasing)—the lines also play on the extra meaning that Welsh water and Welsh tears are also “running out” (tripping out) like the varied forms of cynghanedd, intricately and with memorable sadness.
But, of course, Misquotations can blur sense as well as music. For example, in lines evoking divine inspiration, Islwyn wrote “Pan y myn y daw, / Fel yr enfys a’r glaw” (“It comes when it wills, / Like the rainbow and the rain”).88 To replace “Pan y myn” (“When it wills”) with the flippant “Fel y myn” (“Just as it wants to”)—and then to replace the spontaneous “Fel” of the original (so perfect for the suddenness of rainbows and rain) with the stilted, over-syllabled “megis” (BLl, 88)—is to lose that original’s brilliant counterpoint between authority and grace. It is exactly that counterpoint that Gerard Manley Hopkins was so good on:

let joy size 
At God knows when to God knows what; whose smile 
’s not wrung, see you; unforeseen times rather—as skies 
Betweenpie mountains—lights a lovely mile.89
Another favourite poem, Gwili’s “Natur a Duw” (“Nature and God”), is quoted six times, but one couplet always inaccurately. What Gwili wrote was:

Duw ieuanc ydyw Duw, Duw’r gwanwyn clir;

Y Duw sy’n cyffro calon oer y tir . . .

(God is a young God, the God of the clear spring;

The God who stirs the cold heart of the land . . .)90
To substitute “deffro” (“to waken”) for the actual “cyffro” (“to stir”‑ exactly what the alliteration in “cyffro calon” enacts) is a serious loss. Equally unfortunate is the use of the word “bowl” here:

And in the glitter of stars, shoal upon shoal,

Thicker than bubbles in Ceridwen’s bowl,

The running of the sea under the wind . . . (SF, 34)

Ceridwen’s magic cauldron, from Chwedl Taliesin, merits a better synonym than “bowl”. After all, this was the cauldron that gave Taliesin his poetic gifts. To call it Ceridwen’s “bowl” is like asking us to imagine an Ode by Keats to a Grecian vase.

In the same way, “The owl, the ouzel, and the toad’s carousal / In Cors Fochno of the old laws” in “Wales” (SYT, 47) makes the toad of Cors Fochno seem more like Kenneth Grahame’s Mr. Toad than that of the medieval Welsh folk tale, where its main characteristic, after all, was its meagre physical existence. (And “carousal” was not chosen just to rhyme with “ouzel”—in An Acre of Land in 1952 the toad was already “carousing”.) Another poem on the same subject in the same volume, “The Ancients of the World”, quickly gets it right, with the toad of Cors Fochno feeling “the cold skin sagging round his bones” (SYT, 51). But more important is the fact that “Wales” takes us back to a source in Gruffudd Llwyd, whom R.S. admires. That source alone explains R.S.’s odd description of Cors Fochno as being “of the old laws”. In Gruffudd Llwyd’s cywydd “Estyn Einioes” (“Extending Life”) the whole treatment of this theme of The Ancients of the World is described as springing from “Hen ddeddf . . . A hen gyfrwyddyd” (“An old law . . . and an old account”).91 These are fine points in an exact culture. It was therefore an inspired, not to say surrealistic, choice that picked “The Ancients of the World” for the excellent Poems on the Underground series of posters. There, that most Welsh of R.S.’s poems is displayed side-by-side with glamorous advertisements in the modern/Modernist tunnels of the London subway.92
More purely literary contexts are also important. R.S.’s claim that the “Abercuawg” lines quoted above belong to Llywarch Hen is the result of his following William Owen Pughe’s erroneous late-eighteenth-century misconception of Llywarch Hen as an ancient poet, rather than an historical figure transformed into the subject of a saga. (In fact this poem was only ever linked to the so-called “Llywarch Hen Cycle” through a transcriber’s mistake.)93 The lines are in fact anonymous, and anonymity would have far better suited Abercuawg’s Eliotian and Wordsworthian theme of the search, “in time, for something which is beyond time, and yet ever about to be” (Abercuawg, 15). Similarly, when R.S. invites us to contemplate a lark’s song above Manafon we should not passively accept the allusions accompanying the invitation:

This is one of the most magical songs to be heard in Britain, and, listening to these melodious notes, there came to mind the Birds of Rhiannon and the old tale of how the hearer would, in hearing them, forget time. He later came across this bird’s nest in the nearby field, but, alas, this sweet singer is by now very rare in Britain. (Neb, 59)
This confuses two completely independent parts of “Branwen”, the second of The Four Branches. The first, located at Harlech, describes Rhiannon’s Birds singing to the seven who escaped from Ireland as they sit down to eat. The second, located at Gwales in Pembrokeshire, has no connection at all with Rhiannon’s Birds, and it was the magic of the “beautiful royal place above the ocean” at Gwales, and of the feast there, that made the seven forget time.94
Of course, it could be argued—as, elsewhere, R.S. himself argues—that poetry is different, that a poet forges new subliminal connections in a “matrix” of subconscious images (Neb, 77). One danger with this is that any mixture of allusions might then be considered valid, solely on the grounds that it represented, like the lark’s song, things “by now very rare in Britain”. That is culture as antiquarianism. And, indeed, in “Deprivation”, a poem which is obviously an updating of the episode at Harlech, R.S. describes Wales as

a brittle 
instrument laid on one side 
by one people, taken up 
by another to play their twanged 
accompaniment upon it, to which 
the birds of Rhiannon 
are refusing to sing. (WA, 49)
The difference between brittle music and “twanging” is precise, and tragic. In “Deprivation” the feast of the seven at Harlech has become a “sour tea” over which modern Welsh people “talk of a time/ they thought they were alive”. The occasional uncertainties in R.S.’s allusions are worth noting only because he sees better than anyone the inadequacy of merely “twanging” or vamping the individual notes that enable the Welsh nation to know it is alive.

(11)

The mistake regarding the birds of Rhiannon illustrates the route by which Welsh allusions are often warped in going the Anglo-Welsh rounds. R.S. is himself destined to become the source that Edward Thomas once was for this access of Welsh material into Anglo-Welsh literature. We should therefore note that the mistake linking the birds of Rhiannon to a forgetfulness of time probably carne from Edward Thomas in the first place. In Edward Thomas’s version of “Branwen” in his Celtic Stories (1911) we read that “They were seven years sitting at this repast and listening to the birds of Rhiannon, and the seven years were no longer than a summer’s day”.95 That R.S. had actually read Celtic Stories is shown by another tracer from the same book. In the Welsh original, the birds, though strangely audible, are but specks in the distance. Edward Thomas has them close-to, up in some rafters, though seeming far away. In R.S.’s “Maes-yr-Onnen”, Edward Thomas’s invented rafters are perpetuated:

You cannot hear as I, incredulous, heard

Up in the rafters, where the bell should ring,

The wild, sweet singing of Rhiannon’s birds. (AL, 10)

So, like the rafters, the wrong idea that the singing of Rhiannon’s birds eradicated time probably also came from Edward Thomas. Unless, that is, it came from Ernest Rhys. In Rhys’s Readings in Welsh Literature (1924) we hear that the seven who returned from Ireland did as Brân told them—“cut off his head, and carried it over-sea, bearing it towards Harlech, where the three mysterious birds of Rhianon [sic] began to sing to them the song that makes time into nothing”.96
The Anglo-Welsh nexus that filters Welsh material in this way can be illustrated by other similar traces. In R.S.’s “The Tree: Owain Glyn D(r Speaks”, Gruffudd Llwyd is described as “singing of the dead” (SYT, 56). In fact there is no singing of the dead in Gruffudd Llwyd’s poems to Owain Glynd(r. However, in John Cowper Powys’s novel Owen Glendower (1941), Gruffudd Llwyd performs one of his poems in Owain Glynd(r’s hall and sings, “The dead, the dead fight for the son of Griffith Fychan [Owain Glynd(r]”.97 It is not surprising therefore that R.S.’s description of the effect of Gruffudd Llwyd’s singing—“As though he plucked with each string / The taut fibres of my being”—also comes from Cowper Powys’s description of one of the listeners “as if his own secretest fibres, and those of all the company about him, had become the strings at which the man was tearing”. And at the same time R.S.’s “Gruffudd Llwyd . . . pierced my lethargy” comes from Cowper Powys’s description of a listener “sitting straight up now, hugging his knees. All lethargy had passed from him, as apparently it had from that whole crowded assembly” (p. 155).

Given its potential for mistakes, this relay of Welsh through Anglo-Welsh evokes the poignant compromise of all “border” states. It is even at the literal Wales/England border that R.S. finds some of his best images. “We still come in by the Welsh gate” in “Border Blues” (PS, 10) or “the spilled blood / That went to the making of the wild sky” in “Welsh Landscape” (SYT, 63) draw even on A. E. Housman’s “The Welsh Marches”:

The flag of mom in conqueror’s state 
Enters at the English gate: 
The vanquished eve, as night prevails, 
Bleeds upon the road to Wales.98
And if we want rural/industrial as well as Welsh/English borders, we should note that these lines from “Border Blues”

We go each Christmas to the pantomime: 
It was ‘The Babes’ this year, all about nature. 
On the way back, when we reached the hills ‑
All black they were with a trimming of stars ‑
Some of the old ones got sentimental, 
Singing Pantycelyn; but we soon drowned them; 
It’s funny, these new tunes are easy to learn (PS, 10)

are foreshadowed in Idris Davies’s “The Angry Summer”:

Let’s go to Barry Island, Maggie fach . . . 
We’ll have tea on the sands, and rides on the donkeys, 
And sit in the evening with the folk of Cwm Rhondda, 
Singing the sweet old hymns of Pantycelyn . . .

And across the moor at midnight 
We’ll walk back home again, 
And arm in arm sing catches 
From America and Spain.99
The best description of these “Anglo-Welsh” sources is R.S.’s own phrase in his poem “Sound”—“an echo of an echo”—which is itself an echo from a famous sonnet by R. Williams Parry: “Waking in the rushes the echo of an echo, / And in the heart the memory of a former memory”.100 And that R.S.’s use of it should be in a poem describing an ungraspable God returns us to our early analogy between the indirection of God and the indirection of a culture sensed only at several removes. Beyond the midway point of R.S.’s career, literary allusions don’t come so thick and fast, until they start to return with the greater autobiographical impulse of the later poetry. But even over the middle period the idea of echoes remains as a natural metaphor for the deus absconditus theme which at that stage takes over, as in “Waiting”:

Young 
I pronounced you. Older 
I still do, but seldomer 
now, leaning far out 
over an immense depth, letting 
your name go and waiting, 
somewhere between faith and doubt, 
for the echoes of its arrival. (F, 32)

But all this shouldn’t obscure the fact that the Welsh allusions themselves are far more often wellsprings from direct texts than the results of vague Anglo-Welsh “seepage”. This is important because the often incompetent tokenism of “Welsh” allusions in Anglo-Welsh literature generally has smelt too often, not of seepage, but of rising damp.

(12)

Of course, R.S. could himself be criticised in that some texts—Gwili’s “Natur a Duw”, discussed above, for example—are alluded to so often as to be counterproductive. Appropriately, the allusion that best overcomes this danger of over-exposure concerns the permanence underlying all change. It is the allusion to Dafydd Nanmor’s “I Wallt Llio” (“To Llio’s Hair”):
Mewn moled main a melyn 
Mae’n un lliw â’r maen yn Ll(n. 
(In a finely woven yellow kerchief 
It is of the same colour as the rock in Ll(n.)101
The context of this luminous reference changes each time the couplet is evoked, giving it the effect of a fugue, reflecting the permanence of the pre-Cambrian rocks of Ll(n to which Dafydd Nanmor, too, was referring. In Blwyddyn yn Ll(n R.S. evokes the wide poetic difference between Dafydd Nanmor’s and the twentieth-century Cynan’s treatment of these rocks, even while stressing his own sense of closeness in walking the same shoreline as the fifteenth-century poet (BLl, 37). One of the pieces of cryptic prose in The Echoes Return Slow beautifully catches the time-warp: “There is a rock on the headland mentioned by Dafydd Nanmor in a cywydd . . . The mind spun, vertigo not at the cliff’s edge, but from the abyss of time” (ERS, 86). Then the corresponding poem on the opposite page further crystallizes the experience to a point where Dafydd Nanmor’s part in it needs no mention at all:

There is a rock pointing 
in no direction but its ability

to hold hard. Time like an insect 
alights there a moment 
to astonish us with its wings’ 
rainbow, and takes itself off. (ERS, 87)
The collapsed allusiveness here is both imagist and symbolist: imagist in its sheer visual economy; symbolist in its delight in a syntax that disappears mysteriously into itself (“a rock pointing / in no direction but its ability . . .”). Once again, it is the Welsh allusions that best measure R.S.’s relationship to poetic Modernism. And in this respect it is worth noting that more recently, in Mass for Hard Times (1992), he has had, like late Yeats, again to open out his allusions, making again obvious and autobiographical, and non-Modernist, the sources of what he wants to say:

Dafydd looked out; 

I look out: five centuries 
without change? The same sea breaks 
on the same shore and is not 
broken. The stone in Ll(n 
is still there, honey-

coloured for a girl’s hair 
to resemble. It is time’s 
smile on the cliff 
face at the childishness 
of my surprise. (MHT, 72)

The appeal of Dafydd Nanmor for R.S. involves also a different kind of allusion. It recalls Saunders Lewis’s classic championing of Dafydd Narimor,102 significantly evoking therefore Saunders the critic as against Saunders the poet or politician. In that respect R.S. is one of the writers who helps consolidate the Welsh canon. We need add only that what Dafydd Nanmor pre-eminently represented for Saunders Lewis was, appropriately, the permanence of the Welsh cultural inheritance.

(13)

It is odd to think that this inheritance is completely closed to the vast majority of R.S. Thomas’s readers. Even discounting audiences that are not mainly English-language ones, one wonders how well Americans, say, understand these poems. There is always, of course, the possibility of annotation, of settling for “poetry via footnotes”. But annotation is like explaining Sanskrit in The Waste Land or Latin in David Jones. R.S. is certainly “Modernist” in using the hopeless fractures in meaning as an exciting ploy. But in one important sense he is not like Eliot or Pound or David Jones at all. He isn’t quite yet saying, with Eliot, “These fragments I have shored against my ruins”. His allusions are to one, still living, still saveable language.

One might then ask how an American’s experience of these poems differs from that of an Englishman. An American presumably has only a vague impression of some “ethnic” dimension lying beyond the Englishness. An English reader will already know of this nation called Wales over Offa’s Dyke that lives a modern life in the Welsh language, but may feel absolved from needing to explore the sheer otherness of Wales, from needing to apply to Wales the American question that R.S. quotes from Walt Whitman’s “By Blue Ontario’s Shore”: “Who are you indeed who would talk or sing to America? / Have you studied out the land, its idioms and men?” (PMI, 51). Indeed, the English reader might be deflected from that very question by the apparent Englishness of R.S.’s poetry—its clipped tones, for example, or its Anglican mysticism.

Close the circumference further, and there is the case of the non-Welsh-speaking Welshman. He doesn’t have to look over any dyke; the Welsh reality is for him neighbouring even when not neighbourly. He may even find some of R.S.’s references familiar—Pantycelyn, say, but not Dafydd Nanmon But R.S’s fears for such a person are still fears of living in what he calls “a land without vibrations”.103 And when we finally come to the Welsh-speaking Welshman himself, even he divides into two types. There is the Welshman who can read the texts but doesn’t know the contexts. And there is the Welshman who knows even more—sometimes very much more—than R.S. himself does about the original sources.

The allusiveness, then, though only one aspect of the poet’s art, raises the question, “For whom does R.S. Thomas write?”. It is an even sharper question now that he has published, at eighty, his Collected Poems (1993), in which we can see more clearly the songlines of his inspirations. The copious Welsh sources remind us again of the fact that he himself has written only two poems in Welsh. One, published by Euros Bowen in Y Fflam in 1950, drew praise from Gwenallt for its final lines—
cans beth ond y tir

A all wneuthur dynion yn flynyddol ir? ‑

(for what except the land

Can make men perennially fresh?)
But that poem’s stale poetic inversions, placing adjectives before nouns (“digyfnewid liw”, “dirgel hud”, “angeuol [sic] wawn”), do little more than justify R.S.’s belief that his own Welsh isn’t instinctive enough for the needs of poetry in that language. One has only to compare the above lines with Siôn Tudur’s “Nid câr da ond acr o dir” to know that.

And, no doubt, anguish at not being able to get back to the fountain-head in quite that way is something that, like a hidden agenda, itself energizes the poetry. It gives the poems the feel—even the images—of coiled tension, an extra leverage springing from a guilty sense of the lostness of the Welsh tradition. Ibis is most striking in the closure of poems: “Cocked, ready to let fly with his scorn”, “Armed, but not in the old way”, “explosives timed / to go off in the blandness of time’s face”, “but in what thicket cowers / Gwernabwy’s eagle with the sharp claws?” One wants to ask, why should an eagle with sharp claws cower, except to rebound?

But this personal anguish has come full circle in a way redounding to R.S.’s credit. All real creativity is measurable by its impact on subsequent generations. The simple fact is that R.S.’s English poems are now themselves influencing, and being echoed by, Welsh-language poets. There is Alan Llwyd’s “Cymru 1988”, a poem on the “spiritual anguish of this great poet / condemned to express our injury in his conqueror’s language, / and who would give for one verse in Welsh the whole wide world”.104 Or Elwyn Edwards’s traditional cywydd in praise of R.S., which embodies in cynghanedd phrases, titles and lines from the poetry itself.105 More important than praise of the poet is this allusiveness to his poetry. Complete R.S. poems have become epigraphs to books on Welsh subjects.106 Three poems by Alan Llwyd on Saunders Lewis clearly allude to R.S.’s two poems on the same subject. For example, in R.S.’s “The Patriot”, the paradox of the way in which Saunders’s “Welsh words leaving his lips / As quietly as doves” belie “The fierceness of their huge entry / At the ear’s porch” (BT, 47) is the very paradox that Alan Llwyd contracts into “Tydi, y cystwywr tawel” (“You, the quiet castigator”) in his “Saunders Lewis”. In the very same line of this Alan Llwyd poem, an image from R.S.’s second poem on Saunders, picturing him as the “recluse” who “moved among us”, reappears as “un a fu’n troedio’n / ein plith . . . / yn feudwy” (“One who walked / among us . . . / a recluse”).107 Emyr Humphreys’s recent poem on R.S.’s eightieth birthday sharpens in the very abbreviations of its title—“S.L. i R.S.” (“S.L. to R.S.”)—the reciprocity of the two traditions. It is a poem full of allusions to R.S.’s poems, including those on Saunders Lewis, in which Saunders himself is recreated, speaking out of an imagination forged by R.S. Thomas. And Emyr Humphreys completes our sense of something coming full circle by making his own poem slowly more Welsh, until its final section is in fact completely in Welsh.108 In the same way, we have only to translate the title of one of Euros Bowen’s poems, “Celain Hen Gân”109—“The Carcase of an Old Song”—to know that in R.S. the Welsh tradition is being not only re-sung and re-absorbed but recognized and re-cognized.

But R.S. himself raises the question not only of the identity but of the size of a poet’s audience. “Is there any purpose,” he asks, “in writing poetry in a language spoken by so few? It is a question asked even of Welsh. Oh, if Gwenallt or Saunders had written in English! But, in truth, 1 don’t see it as a relevant question. Let the poet write in his mother tongue and forget the size of his audience” (BLl, 79). He similarly defends any material that limits the size of his audience by claiming that, whatever the condition of the world at large, the poet’s duty is to make a poem as well as he can by harnessing every possible feat and strategy (PMI, 122), and that this is compatible (as with Shakepeare or medieval Welsh petitionary poems) with retaining the interest also of a general audience (PMI, 105). Whatever the truth of this, it at least snuffs out any caricature of R.S. as a poet with only a crudely political, or a simplistically cultural, mission.

He himself quotes George Steiner’s comparison, in After Babel, of language to water—the wider it flows, the shallower it becomes (BLl, 85‑6). Finding his own reach as a poet not deep enough in his second language, he raises the pressure of his English through Welsh allusions. As in wells, pressure comes most strongly from great depths. So when R.S. Thomas says that it is from the depth of their being that poets draw their poetry (BLl, 64), his own Welsh allusions remind us that depth can also call on depth.

NOTES

1. 
Personal information. There is a brief treatment of the general influence of Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger in an essay by Colin Meir in P. Jones and M. Schmidt, eds., British Poetry Since 1970: A Critical Survey (Manchester: Carcanet, 1980).
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