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What is one to make of this?

Nor shot, nor shell, but the fused word, 
That rocks the world to its white root, 
Has wrought a chaos in the mind, 
And drained the love from the split heart;

Nor shock, nor shower of the sharp blows, 
That fall alike from life and death, 
But some slow subsidence within, 
That sinks a grave for the sapped faith.

Here, surely, is a poem that—with its self-conscious sonorities, declamatory rhetoric, dramatic off-rhymes and impacted images—could almost pass for one by Dylan Thomas? Or that would not be out of place in Raiders’ Dawn, that disturbing first volume of poetry by Alun Lewis whose language is so fraught with violence? And yet it is a poem by R.S. Thomas, entitled “Propaganda”, and printed in his first collection The Stones of the Field (1946).1
The short lyrics in that book, particularly those that Thomas effectively disavowed when he chose not to reprint them in his later, mature collection Song at the Year’s Turning, have been overlooked by critics. Understandably so, since by omitting them Thomas presumably meant to indicate that they were only apprentice pieces and that the early growing points of his distinctive, authentic talent lay elsewhere—in the farmer poems (including those about Prytherch) that were also included in The Stones of the Field. But those discarded early lyrics are not, I feel, entirely without interest or indeed without significance. They seem to bespeak a “chaos in the mind”, a sensibility under stress. And the affinity between “Propaganda” and certain poems by Dylan Thomas and Alun Lewis is, in my opinion, one that is worth noting—not because of any suggestion of influence but because it dramatically highlights a shared social experience. All three writers were living through a period when, as Yeats put it, “mere anarchy” had been loosed upon the world, and it was Yeats himself, of course, who, in his poetry, showed younger poets how to construct a language strong enough to convey the brutalities of breakdown.2  R.S. in his turn, showed he had learnt lessons from the master by writing Yeatsian poems in the early forties like the following, “On a Portrait of Joseph Hone by Augustus John”:

As though the brute eyes had seen 
In the hushed meadows the weasel, 
That would tear the soft down of the throat 
And suck the veins dry 
Of their glittering blood.

And the mouth formed to the cry,

That gushed from the cleft heart

And flowed coldly as spring water over

The stone lips. (SF 35)

It is with a poem like this very much in mind that I should like to suggest that The Stones of the Field might usefully be read as war poetry. Obviously I do not mean that the collection directly addresses the subject of war. What I do mean is that the poetry frequently comes from an imagination fearfully alerted by war to the ferocities of existence: “Your love is dead, lady, your love is dead; / Dribbles no sound / From his stopped lips, though swift underground / Spurts his wild hair” (“Madrigal”, SF 32). Indeed, there is a terrible Jacobean relish about such lines, that shows how R.S. Thomas, like Alun Lewis, understood how sexually arousing and sensually heightening the experience of violence and disaster could be.

So much has been written, not least by R.S. Thomas himself, about the move to Manafon that precipitated the Iago Prytherch poems, and a rite de passage it clearly was, involving the rude awakening of an innocent, sentimental, cossetted, romantic bourgeois to the harsh and sometimes cruel facts of life on the upland farms. But what the critics seem to have consistently overlooked is one of the reasons for the move, as R.S. Thomas has recalled it in his autobiography Neb. He is remembering the period he spent, from 1940‑1942, as a curate at Hartmer, in Flintshire border-country:

By now the war had started in earnest, and although there was not much risk locally, the parish was in the path of the German planes as they aimed at Merseyside. Every night, when the weather permitted, the planes came across on their way in and they soon began to get on the curate’s nerves, not so much because of fear but because of despair and hopelessness at the thought that they were on their way to drop their evil loads on helpless women and children. . . . Although Merseyside was about twenty miles away as the crow flies, as he stood at the door with his wife listening to the sound of bombs in the distance and watching the flames lighting the sky, he felt an occasional puff of air going through his hair and lifting his wife’s skirt. Sometimes the Germans would drop a few bombs in the area, after seeing a light somewhere perhaps, but without harming anyone, thanks to the open character of the land. One night, he happened to be looking through the window when he heard a bomb screaming on its way down quite near. He waited for the explosion, but nothing happened. The following day it was discovered that the bomb had plummeted to earth a yard or two away from a zinc-roofed cottage, where an old couple was living. They were sleeping soundly at the time, not realising that anything unusual was happening! The curate decided to build a defensive wall against the wall of the parsonage opposite the place under the stairs, as a place to shelter in, should more bombs start to fall. One night when he was leaving the church that was next door to the house, he heard a terrible explosion quite near. He ran in and urged his wife to come to shelter under the stairs, and there they were for hours, while the enemy aircraft circled above their heads. They heard afterwards that there were Italians as well as Germans, and that they were having difficulties in trying to get near to Merseyside. Several bombs were dropped in the area that night, and the hill-country was set on fire in the neighbourhood of Minera. Seeing the flames, they started to drop bombs there too, and some shepherd that was living near the moorland got the fright of his life. The curate so hated to think about the damage that was occurring almost every night, and so longed for the hills in the distance (Moel Famau could be seen clearly enough towards the north-west) that he decided to learn Welsh, in order to come back to the real Wales.3
It took more than forty years for R. S. to reflect directly on these events in a poem. It was in The Echoes Return Slow (1988) that he at last confronted feelings whose repressed presence had, it now seems, covertly influenced the poetry of The Stones of the Field:
In the country house 
doorway the wind that ruffled 
the woman’s skirt came 
from no normal direction.

Skies were red where no 
sun had ever risen 
or set. He learned fear, 
the instinctive fear

of the animal that finds 
the foliage about its den 
disarranged and comes to know 
it can never go there again.4
The shock-wave from the distant bombs here becomes a very suggestive trope for the unnatural, for a reversal of the ordinary, proper direction of’ things. And it is the same shock wave that shakes R.S. to the foundations of his inner being, creating a fundamental sense of insecurity and mistrust. It was this “animal” experience of “instinctive fear” that, in actual historical reality, prompted him to try to make his home safe, as best he could, and to construct a sanctuary for his wife and himself under the stairs. And it was also the same fear of the animal, that finds its very den has been disturbed, that perhaps led him half-admiringly to associate the Manafon upland farmers with “The land’s patience and a tree’s / Knotted endurance” (SF 27). In his wartime poetry he invests Prytherch and his kind with a power of survival that makes them more reassuringly trustworthy than any cwtsh dan stâr. Moreover, baffled and pained though R.S. chronically is by Prytherch’s “uncouth ways”, he is also ambiguously attracted to his unselfconsciousness. And this attraction, usually explained in terms of Thomas’s reaction against his urban bourgeois background, can also be seen in a new light‑the light of the Merseyside bombing, as it were—if we remember what R.S. reveals about his wartime self in The Echoes Return Slow. The portrait he there paints is of a lonely, isolated figure tormented by the unceasing arguments he was having with himself. He even half-envied the men of action, who had gone to war with promptness and conviction: “Yes, action has its compensations. What does one do when one does not believe in action, or in certain kinds of action? Are the brave lacking in imagination? Are the imaginative not brave, or do they find it more difficult to be brave? What does a man do with his silence, his aloneness, but suffer the sapping of unanswerable questions?” (ERS 20). Through the “unimaginative” figure of Prytherch he was able at once to articulate his inner doubts aloud, and also to imagine a human existence apparently proof against “the sapping of unanswerable questions”. When reading his wartime poems, we should, I feel, bear in mind the revealing picture of his wartime self that R.S. Thomas has, for the first time, given us in The Echoes Return Slow: “Casualty of the quarrel with strong men, bandaging himself with Yeats’s sentence about the quarrel within, he limped on through an absence of sympathy. His poetry was bitter” (ERS 22).
R.S. Thomas’s pre-Manafon experience of the bombing of Merseyside obviously underlies the only poem in The Stones of the Field that deals directly with the war. “Homo Sapiens 1941” is a mock-epic study of man the hubristic aviator, the Icarus of modern technological warfare, and it exposes the spurious glamour of the Romantic will-to-power that was prevalent in the aesthetics as well as in the politics of the thirties:

Murmuration of engines in the cold caves of air,

And, daring the starlight above the stiff sea of cloud,

Deadly as a falcon brooding over its prey

In a tower of spirit-dazzling and splendid light,

Pedestrian man holds grimly on his way.

Legions of winds, ambushed in crystal corries,

Conspiring to destroy him, and hosts of ice,

Thronging him close, weigh down his delicate wings;

But loud as a drum in his ear the hot blood sings,

And a frenzy of solitude mantles him like a god. (SF 12)

The episode is reminiscent of Satan’s sinister flight towards earth in Book II of Paradise Lost, when he “heroically” withstands the buffetings of chaos. But the poem reads primarily as an ironic pastiche of the Romantic modernist style favoured by, say, the Futurist artists and writers. R.S. Thomas’s imagination sweeps the sky like a flurry of searchlights as he tries to fix the image of self-intoxicated modern man, caught in all the destructiveness of his mad daring. There are moments of particular resonance. Take that opening line, for instance: “Murmuration of engines in the cold caves of air”. Is Thomas recalling and rewriting the famous lines about the First World War in The Waste Land?: “What is that sound high in the air / Murmur of maternal lamentation”. It could be that this distorted echo of Eliot is Thomas’s way of introducing into his poem those feelings about the women and children of Merseyside that he mentions in Neb—so the murmur of maternal lamentation becomes the dark accompaniment to the murmuration of masculine engines.

Because there is no other poem like it in The Stones of the Field, “Homo Sapiens 1941” has tended to be discussed in isolation.5 I have never seen it referred to in connection with the lago Prytherch poems, and yet it is with reference to “Homo Sapiens 1941” that R.S. Thomas’s early farmer poems acquire a pointed “period” meaning that immediately politicises them. To put it simply, Prytherch is the elemental opposite of “Homo Sapiens 1941”—earth-bound where the latter is air-borne, doggedly ancient where the latter is dangerously modern. The point seems to be underlined by R.S. Thomas when, in Song at the Year’s Turning, he arranges “Homo Sapiens 1941” opposite his familiar poem “A Labourer”.6 If “legions of winds, ambushed in crystal corries” have conspired to destroy the modern airman, then the question with which “A Labourer” opens is: “Who can tell his years, for the winds have stretched / So tight the skin on the bare racks of bone / That his face is smooth, inscrutable as stone?” (SF 8). If the airman is mockingly depicted as braving the fury of the skies, then the “peasant”, in Thomas’s poem of that name, season after

Against siege of rain and the wind’s attrition,

Preserves his stock, an impregnable fortress

Not to be stormed even in death’s confusion.

Remember him, then, for he, too, is a winner of wars. (SF 14)

I take that admonition to be more than a casual rhetorical gesture, since the early figure of Prytherch seems to be, in certain of its features, partly the product of a wartime imagination.

The opening poem of The Stones of the Field is “Out of the Hills”, where the upland farmer, “Dreams clustering thick on his sallow skull, / Dark as curls”, comes “ambling with his cattle / From the starved pastures” (SF 7). Thomas follows his progress down into the valley with distinct unease, unwilling to

. . . witness his swift undoing 
In the indifferent streets: the sudden disintegration 
Of his soul’s hardness, traditional discipline 
Of flint and frost thawing in ludicrous showers 
Of maudlin laughter; the limpid runnels of speech 
Sullied and slurred, as the beer-glass chimes the hours[.]

There is obviously a lot that could be said about Thomas’s distaste for the corrupting softness of life on the valley bottom, but in the context of this period study it is worth noticing the belief that was current when the poem was written. It was generally accepted at that time that the dwellers in the valleys along the Welsh borders belonged to an entirely different race of people from the farmers who lived in the neighbouring uplands.7 The former were the English descendants of the foreign invaders from post-Roman times onwards, while the latter were the Welsh remnants of the original pre-Celtic tribes that had retreated into the hills. This belief seemed solidly based on scholarly, “scientific” evidence. The eminent professor of Geography at Aberystwyth, H.J. Fleure, had, from the twenties onwards, been conducting a systematic anthropological study of the different racial elements in the Welsh population. He was able to report in the October 1939 issue of Wales that “The work of measuring the types of Welsh people has been proceeding very rapidly during the last five years and there are now measurements of between 4,000 and 5,000 adult men of ascertained localised ancestries”.8 The reference here is to the measuring of human skulls, a practice undertaken because it was believed that there was a precise correlation between skull size and shape and racial antecedents. In his article, Fleure listed and described six different racial types that could be readily distinguished in the Welsh population. He labelled these from A to F, and then explained roughly which categories predominated in the different areas of Wales. He concluded, for instance, that “Montgomeryshire [where Manafon, of course, was located], Brecknock, and Radnor show increasing proportions of F as one goes towards England and increasing proportions of B as one goes towards the western hills” (269). By F he meant “tall, rather long headed fair men with sharp profiles” who were descended from “the post-Roman invaders of Britain” (268). These, he added, were “the famous or should we now say, thanks to the wild exaggerations of Nazi propaganda, notorious Nordic types”. As for B, these were “the ‘little dark Welshmen’ occurring everywhere, short or medium in height, with oval faces and long, rather than extremely long heads, dark eyes less deeply set than those of A, but sometimes the eye pigment has been almost lost” (267).

To call attention to Fleure’s categories is not, for one moment, to suggest that Prytherch is simply a version of his type B, a “1ittle, dark Welshman”. But it does seem possible that the idea, which could be extrapolated from such evidence as Fleure offered, that the “aboriginal” Welsh could still be found stubbornly surviving in the western hills above Manafon, proved attractive to an R.S. Thomas who had been so disturbed at Hanmer by modern images of violent invasion. If so, then, as the pages of Wales during that period show, he was certainly not the only writer to be influenced directly or indirectly by anthropological thinking such as Fleure’s. There are two other particularly interesting examples. In the July 1943 issue a Lieutenant J.B. Sidgwick from Leicester, stationed apparently in the Newtown area, just down the road from Manafon, published a poem called “Welsh Station”:

The hills in this part of the world

Are hard worked and domestic, harrowed

And horsedrawn to their summits.

Slick smooth-pastured hill flanks

Slip into the valleys, usurp the old wild

Strongholds of the long-headed defenders, 
Saturnine and slight, who burnt their earth 
Before the encroaching cast. Borrow 
Is buried now beneath black-suit Sabbaths 
Hard cash, alicks and social pretenders.9
The poem concludes on a note of lament for the defeated aboriginal inhabitants, now assimilated into the invading culture: “Rout leaps out of planned retreat— / And liquid vowels, gentle eyes / Merely serve to emphasise / Dolichocephalic defeat”. R.S. Thomas was, of course, to press beyond these domesticated hills around Newtown and to find in the harsher upland areas farmers whose faces and accents were still as yet unsubdued by modern civilization.

Sidgwick was an unknown writer, but John Cowper Powys was not. During the course of an article on “Wales and America” in the June 1944 issue of Wales, Powys cited Fleure in support of his claim “that there exists in Wales a deep tradition of pre-historic understanding between the mountains and the people such as is rare on our migratory planet”.10 He went on to elaborate the point, in terms that seem almost to anticipate some of R.S. Thomas’s feeling about the “native” Welsh:

Geographically and historically—pre-historically too, no doubt—Wales is the last stronghold of the oldest race in Europe. Here, in the mountain-plateaus and the deep valleys, with the Irish Sea to prevent further escape, migratory invaders have been forced, for some ten thousand years, to amalgamate with aboriginals who, as Professor Fleure hints, go back in long uninterrupted descent to a branch of our Homo Sapiens who succeeded the hardly human Neanderthal. And it may well have been that the difficult and delicate art of sinking into your native soul and your native soil, while wave after wave of warlike invaders pass over you, has in all these thousands of years given to the Welsh their predominant characteristics. (70)

Alerted by this, we can see signs of Fleure’s influence everywhere in the piece on “Welsh Aboriginals” that Powys published in the July 1943 issue of Wales. In his own inimitable fashion he there gloried, with eccentric Romantic zeal and panache, in his own “real Aboriginal Welsh blood”, which was “true Non-Aryan Berber”.11 He enthusiastically agreed with Dr Iorwerth Peate “that it is the inaccessibility of certain parts of our land that has saved our ‘remnant’ of Real Welshmen”. He further quoted Peate’s opinion that the “People of the mountains were the natives; but men of the plains were the Romans. There you get the story of every new influence in our land—
I’r estron, os mynu,

Boed hawl tros y glyn;

I ninnau boed byw

Ar ymyl gwisg Duw

Yn y grug, yn y grug—
Let the strangers, if so must be

Stake his claim in the valley:

Give us to live our life

Where the Deity garments himself

In the Heather—in the Heather—  (61)

This Welsh folk-rhyme is, of course, the very one quoted by R.S. Thomas in “The Depopulation of the Welsh Hill Country” (first published in Wales 1945), at the end of a passage where he argues that it is in the hill country that there “beats the old heart of Wales”.12 To set his poem “Out of the Hills” in this extensive context is, then, to understand why that poem ends with Thomas reassuring himself and us that at midnight the farmer will extricate himself from the clutches of the valleys folk and make his way home. “Be then his fingerpost / Homeward”, the poem urges us: “The earth is patient; he is not lost” (SF 7). As The Echoes Return Slow shows, Thomas’s imagination had become particularly sensitised to ideas of invasion during his stay at Hanmer. He recalls listening as “All night the freight trains thundered over the viaduct on their way south. The English coast was in danger. The tall headlines in the papers marched grimly into an uncertain future” (ERS 18). There may be an ironic emphasis here on the way the English (as opposed to the Welsh) react to the threat of invasion. What Thomas later became aware of, at Manafon, was that the arming of England to repel invasion meant the “invasion” of Wales by the “modernising” required by the war effort. As he recalls in The Echoes Return Slow: “The tractor invaded the age-old quietness of the land. As the war proceeded, technology directed its infiltration. The farmer changed his allegiance from Ceres to Mars, from subsistence to profit. The priest again questioned his vocation” (ERS 28). Invasion also came in a cruder form—in the form of the “barbarians” from Hackney, evacuees who were quartered on the vicar and his wife during the latter stages of the war. His recent testimony is that the women neglected their children scandalously, preferring to spend most of their time in the local pubs, when they were not “flirting” with the wounded soldiers housed at Gregynog. And this, he adds with disgust, when their men-folk were “in danger of their lives on the continent” (Neb 112). There are traces—even sources?—here of the misogyny that sometimes seems evident in Thomas’s later poetry.
It will not do, though, to see Prytherch and his people, full though they are of “the artistry of [their] dwelling on the bare hill” (SF 29), simply as the kind of figure of traditional endurance outlasting cataclysm that we famously get in Hardy’s poem “In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’”. Because another of the ways m which the war leaves its mark on the poetry of The Stones of the Field is by foregrounding for Thomas the violence that is so troublingly a part of existence itself—whether it be noticed in nature, or in man’s dealings with nature. It is a violence that Thomas sometimes sees as inseparable from fertility and sexuality. Notice, for example, the question on which “A Labourer” ends: “Is there love there, or hope, or any thought / For the frail form broken beneath his tread, / And the sweet pregnancy that yields his bread?” (SF 8). It is in the neglected lyrics, though, rather than in the much more promising and relatively accomplished farmer poems, that one feels exactly how exposed and raw were R.S. Thomas’s emotions at this time. The poem he simply called “Song” can still startle us because it is so uncharacteristic of the R.S. Thomas we know—the poet’s mature self. But it is in the very immaturity (in this sense) of’ the sentiments that the interest of the poem lies:

We, who are men, how shall we know

Earth’s ecstasy, who feels the plough

Probing her womb,

And after, the sweet gestation

And the year’s care for her condition?

We, who have forgotten, so long ago

It happened, our own orgasm,

When the wind mixed with our limbs

And the sun had suck at our bosom;

We, who have affected the livery

Of the times’ prudery,

How shall we quicken again

To the lust and thrust of the sun

And the seedling rain?   (SF23)

This enthusiastically primitivistic account of man’s intercourse with nature is not entirely convincing—R.S. Thomas is no Stravinsky, and his “Song” is no orgiastic Rite of Spring. In fact, one seems to sense there is a desperation behind the affirmation—a will to wholeness that is itself a symptom of sickness. And the sickness, judging at least from other poems in the collection, is his dismayed awareness not only of a misfit between man and nature but also of the inherently misshapen character of nature itself, the equivocal character of her energies.

This is most simply evident from the two poems R.S. Thomas chose to pair at the precise centre of The Stones of the Field. On one page is “Country Church” (SF 24); on the other is “Birch Tree” (SF 25), a short poem full of rapturous wonder at the world’s powers of self-transfiguration:

When the cloud left you, you smiled and sang 
With day’s brightness, o birch tree among 
The envious moors, sullen and frowning; 
Your long veins were filled with light, 
And broke in showers on the night, 
Your dark head with silver crowning.

Here the released joy of the birch tree is literally radiant—that is, it radiates outwards until, in darkness, it becomes the light and fire that we know as stars. The image appears to be a spiritual one, since the Virgin Mary is traditionally represented in iconographic tradition as crowned with stars, in accordance with the famous passage from the Book of Revelation: “And there appeared a great wonder in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars” (Revelation 12.1). But fused with this Christian imagery is the older Celtic association of the birch tree with love. As Alwyn and Brinley Rees pointed out long ago in their classic study of Celtic Heritage, medieval Welsh love poetry (including that of Dafydd ap Gwilym) is full of “lines associating the birch-tree with love. The lover’s bower usually stood beneath a birch-tree or in a birch-bush; wreaths of birch were presented as love-tokens, and in Wales the may-pole was usually a birch-tree”.13 So R.S. Thomas has here combined Christian with pagan elements, to produce what might be loosely called a sacramental image, finding a sacred, celebratory joy in the sensuous and even the sensual life of nature.

But before resting content with such intense lyrical affirmation, we should glance at the qualifying poem with which “Birch Tree” is, as it were, paired in The Stones of the Field. “Country Church” is obviously as precisely accurate an evocation of that building as the sub-title, “(Manafon)” would suggest. Indeed, in his recent autobiography Neb, R.S. Thomas has described the church in terms strikingly similar to those he had used in his poem forty years before:

The church stands, built from the river stone, 
Brittle with light, as though a breath could shatter 
Its slender frame, or spill the limpid water, 
Quiet as sunlight, cupped within the bone.

It stands yet. But though soft flowers break

In delicate waves round limbs the river fashioned

With so smooth care, no friendly God has cautioned

The brimming tides of fescue for its sake.   (SF 24)

“No friendly God”—what a fine, minatory title that would make for a study of R.S. Thomas’s religious poetry. But the phrase also warns us that in The Stones of the Field the natural world is not seen as benignly spiritual in character. If in “Birch Tree” light comes to triumph over darkness, then in “Country Church” light makes even “built” stone “brittle”—an inspired conjunction of terms that makes one word (“brittle”) seem the virtual disarrangement of the other (“built”), so that language itself, in its unsettling pliability, seems to endorse the sense of an unstable universe. Indeed, the quiet, haunting power of this poem derives in good part from what might be called the metaphysics of its sonic patterns. Throughout, moments of confidence instilled in us by concatenations of sounds that link words of solidly like meaning (“stands . . . stone”) alternate with unnerving moments when like sounds leave us adrift among unlike meanings: “built . . . brittle . . . spill . . . limpid”. In the last stanza an effect of magical idyll, of a suspension of time, is created by the lulling repetition of soft consonants—“soft flowers . . . delicate waves . . . limbs . . . fashioned . . . so smooth”, only for the very same sounds to lead us unawares into a very different world—of “no friendly God” and of the “brimming tides of fescue”. Again, R.S. Thomas highlights this aspect of his wartime experience at Manafon in The Echoes Return Slow, when he recalls that “life in the remotest backwater is prompter of a hundred and one questions. As to be alive is to be vulnerable to pain, so it is to be conscious that peace is transitory” (ERS 28).

“Peace is transitory”: when we bear in mind that this comment on the general nature of life is made in the context of R.S. Thomas’s recollections of wartime life in Manafon, we notice how implicit in it is a sense that war, with its pain and violence, exemplifies—in extreme and obscene form—abiding aspects of existence itself. And there are poems in The Stones of the Field where R.S. Thomas seems to me to be forcefully reminding himself of that—anxious to lose any lingering Romantic innocence he had about the pastoral life. Take his poem “Winter Retreat”, for example:

Accustomed to see death like a wild boar

Running amok, eyes red, great jaws

Slavering horribly with their mad lust for blood;

Accustomed to listen to the bewildering uproar

Inseparable from its usual method,

These last stragglers through a world of snow,

Failing to recognize under the glib mask

Of innocent whiteness the traditional foe,

Abandoned themselves with a child’s trust to sleep

On its dissembling pillow.   (SF 28)

One wonders to what extent the lurid nightscape of burning Merseyside influenced those opening lines. It is difficult to disconnect R.S. Thomas’s image of “death like a wild boar” not only from the legend of the Twrch Trwyth, but also from Alun Lewis’s evocation, in “Post-Script: For Gweno”, of “the mad tormented valley / Where blood and hunger rally / And Death the wild beast is uncaught, untamed”.14 Or the same poet’s memory of the invasion of Greece, “When the raving tuskèd boar / Cored the sensual innocenft”.15 In other words, even if R.S. was not specifically thinking of the war in those opening lines, the Behemoth images he used were very much part of the vocabulary of psychic stress during the Second World War, as of course they had been during the First World War.

In so far as it is a collection in which R.S. Thomas, partly challenged by war, determined to face undeviatingly up to the harshness of existence, The Stones of the Field is also what Whitman famously called “a language experiment”.16 The poems are the record of his search for a truthful vocabulary for experience, and he effectively says as much in the final poem in the volume. But before we consider that, it is worth remembering what R.S. had to say about language in the essay on Scottish Writing that appeared in Wales the same year that The Stones of the Field was published. There he enviously praised the fierce, uninhibited style of Scots writers such as Douglas Young:

Scots has . . . a braw quality in keeping with its environment which makes one wonder why in equally stem surroundings so much modem Welsh writing is jingling and sweet. There are people living under the harsh crags of Cader Idris and Yr Wyddfa, or on the bare gaunt moorlands of central Wales, but their verse is tame to the point of lifelessness.17
With those comments in mind we should be better able to understand the significance of “Spring Equinox”, the closing poem in The Stones of the Field:
Do not say, referring to the sun,

‘Its journey northward has begun,’
As though it were a bird, annually migrating,

That now returns to build in the rich trees

Its nest of golden grass. Do not belie

Its lusty health with words such as imply

A pallid invalid recuperating.

The age demands the facts, therefore be brief—
Others will sense the simile—and say:

‘We are turning towards the sun’s indifferent ray.’   (SF48)

“The age demands the facts” is a phrase that could have served as an epigraph to The Stones of the Field. But the poem is very much about the different pictures of the world that lurk behind our “factual” descriptions of it—because these pictures clearly reveal the faith by which we actually live. In the examples he gives, R.S. brings several buried similes to light only in order to reject them. But he concludes by admitting that we can offer no substantial description of the world that is completely simile-free—that is, in which there is no implied suggestion of what the world is like. The real work therefore is the work of finding appropriate similes, and viewed in the light of this concluding assertion the whole collection can be seen as an exercise in figurative language. Not only are the poems in The Stones of the Field full of similes, they are ostentatiously full of similes, to an extent that almost invites us to see them as poems about similes. This is clear enough in a short poem like “A Thought From Nietzche” (sic) (SF 13) which is an extended conceit, based on a trope that treats the human body as if it were an acre of ground. Related conceits occur throughout the collection—particularly comparisons, verging on the mythopoeic, between men and trees. And it is not only in the short lyrics that troping is so prominent as virtually to constitute the topic of the poetry.

The farmer-portraits are full of foregrounded figures of speech, as is the long narrative poem “The Airy Tomb” (SF 42-46). And just as, in the final lines of the final poem, the emphasis is on the “indifference” of nature to the human condition, so throughout the collection the similes tend to work to establish the same harsh truth about the elemental nature of the universe and man’s place in it—whether Iago Prytherch be described as penning “a few sheep in a gap of cloud” (SF 14), or a farmer be described (wonderfully) as “Gaitered with mud, lost in his own breath” (SF 20), or a labourer is seen “as his back comes straight / Like an old tree lightened of the snow’s weight” (SF 8). In other words, R.S. Thomas’s wartime response to his demanding age was to render life in uncompromising similes that pictured the world not as reliably ordained or managed by a humanity-orientated God, but as provocatively neutral-glorious and harsh in equal measure, and expressing something of divinity in both its aspects. Indeed to re-read The Stones of the Field is to discover how consistent with that view of a distant God he has articulated in his poetry over the last twenty years is the troubled sense of the divine one gets from this, his first collection.

And with this in mind, it is easy to understand why R.S. Thomas took the collection’s title from the Book of Job. The phrase “the stones of the field” occurs during the following passage:

In famine he shall redeem thee from death: and in war from the power of the sword. Thou shalt be hid from the scourge of the tongue: neither shalt thou be afraid of destruction when it cometh. At destruction and famine thou shalt laugh: neither shalt thou be afraid of the beasts of the earth. For thou shalt be in league with the stones of the field; and the beasts of the field shall be at peace with thee. And thou shalt know that thy tabernacle shall be in peace; and thou shalt visit thy habitation, and shalt not sin. (Job 5.20-24)

Here indeed, one might say, is a vision of a providential God, but placed in the context of the Book of Job as a whole, these words have a tragically hollow ring to them. They are not Job’s words, but the words of Eliphar the Temanite, as he rebukes the afflicted, tormented Job for his loss of faith in the Almighty. But by the end of the Book of Job it is with this very same Eliphar the Temanite that God is angry: “for ye have not spoken of me the thing that is right, as my servant Job bath” (Job 47.7). By then, Job has been brought to realise that God is like the mighty, ungovernable Leviathan, not to be measured or constrained by human beings: “Canst thou draw out leviathan with an hook? or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest down?” (Job 41.1). It is this vision of God that has always been R.S. Thomas’s mastering vision, his answer to the irreducible puzzle of existence as presented to him in general by the nature of the universe, and in particular by the cruelties of his demanding age. And it is with the Job who reaches this understanding that he identifies in The Stones of the Field, as the following poem, aptly called “The Question”, shows:

Who is skilled to read 
The strange epitaph of the salt weed 
Scrawled on our shores? Who can make plain 
The thin, dark characters of rain, 
Or the hushed speech of wind and star 
In the deep-throated fir?

Was not this the voice that lulled

Job’s seething mind to a still calm,

Yet tossed his heart to the racked world?   (SF 15)
“Then answered the Lord unto Job out of the whirlwind, and said. Gird up thy loins now like a man: I will demand of thee, and declare thou unto me. Wilt thou also disannul my judgment? wilt thou condemn me, that thou mayest be righteous? Hast thou an arm like God? or canst thou thunder with a voice like him?” (Job 40.6-9). This was the voice that eventually spoke to R.S. Thomas out of that wind of war that lifted his wife’s skirts as they stood at the door watching Merseyside burn. It was also the voice that intermittently spoke to him out of the stones of the fields above Manafon. It lulled his seething mind to a still calm; but it also tossed his heart to the racked world. And the poems of The Stones of the Field show him to us in this double aspect.
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