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I

In the seven years since the publication of The Echoes Return Slow, there has seemed to be a feeling that it is a difficult, cryptic work, and some enthusiastic valuing of it as a beautiful and important one, but as yet there has been no published attempt to consider it as a coherent whole within the framework of its genre, autobiography.2
Yet the considerable growth in interest in that genre in the last thirty years has produced useful perspectives for evaluating autobiographical work. Boundaries of the genre have expanded considerably beyond the limiting supposition that autobiography is coterminous with self-written biography. Theorists now allow that good autobiography may as fully communicate the sense of a life as the events of a life and that “self-enacting, self-reflexive verbal structures” may be important means of communicating the feel of a life from inside, in areas in which discursive prose might be inherently inadequate.3 James Olney, one of the outstanding pioneers of autobiographic theory, declares: “One cannot . . . hope to capture with a straight-on look, or expect to transmit directly to another, one’s own sense of the self; at most one may be able to discover a similitude, a metaphor, for the feeling of selfhood”.4 As we shall see, the poetic medium, both prose and verse, of The Echoes Return Slow enables Thomas to explore fully his own sense of self, partly through allowing privileged access to the unconscious (and image-producing) part of his psyche, so important a determinant of the unique nature of his whole being. Thus, while we cannot talk meaningfully of the inner tensions of R.S. Thomas’s life, as these are intrinsically inaccessible, the sense a reader may generate of a life, drawing on Thomas’s self-reflexive writing, may be illuminating, coherent and moving.

A theoretical area of particular interest for students of The Echoes Return Slow, centres on discussion of the self and how it is constituted—whether it is transcendent and autonomous, or whether it is provisional, dependent on language and other selves for its very existence—and in what ways an autobiographical work can enact a writer’s sense of self.5 Interesting variations have been revealed in the strength with which people experience their own sense of identity. Moreover, instances of ways in which a writer’s weak sense of self has been strengthened through the very act of writing, both autobiographically and imaginatively, give insight into possible gains R.S. Thomas may have experienced in writing in this way.

Sartre, for example, in his autobiography The Words, recalls how his fatherless boy-self at last found identity through the act of writing:

I was beginning to find myself. . . . I was born of writing. Before that, there was only a play of mirrors. With my first novel, I knew that a child had got into the hall of mirrors. By writing I was existing. . . . I existed only in order to write and if I said “I”, that meant I who write”.6
Thomas’s explicit account of himself in Neb (No-one) returns more than once to his inability to have any clear sense of who he is.7 While at university, he says that he heard people asking unkindly about him, “‘Who does he think he is?’” His inward reply was “But he did not know who he was. He was no-one. Sometimes during a dance he went out and looked through the window at the happy crowd within and saw the whole thing as totally unreal” (Neb 22). On hearing that he will soon become a father, he asks, “How can no-one be a father to someone?” (Neb 48). In seeing his shadow fall on rocks a thousand million years old at Braich-y-Pwll, Ll(n, “he asks the same old question as before: ‘Who am I?’ and the reply comes more emphatically than ever ‘Noone’” (Neb 87). It is clear from such statements that Thomas does not seem, habitually, to have an awareness of a core of identity.

The Echoes Return Slow is a sequence of sixty prose pieces and sixty poems, each double-page spread having one prose piece and one poem reflecting on a particular stage, event or aspect of Thomas’s life. Appearing fragmentary as the story of a life, the text, in its very discontinuity, gives an appropriate feeling of Thomas’s lack of any real, linear, discursive self held together by an achieved centre of being. Thomas’s seems, much more, a fleetingly intuited self expressed through metaphor. The dynamic interaction of prose and poetry on facing pages, and the indeterminacy of polysemantic words (where several meanings exist in a single word) produce a “shimmer” effect remarkably appropriate for suggesting a nebulous sense of self. Only a quarter of The Echoes Return Slow passages comes from the authority of an “I” position (while Neb is written entirely in the third person with Thomas’s role or status in life at any particular time being used to focus his sense of who he is). He declares that “sometimes his shadow seemed more substantial than himself” (86), as though it took the evidence of his shadow-shape before him to convince him he existed. The third poem of this work (7), considered below, is a trope of overwhelming experience imaging Thomas’s first understanding of terror: it suggests how vulnerable self-hood may be, how easily swamped. Again, when readings in theology and philosophy change Thomas’s world view (33), he embodies the very nebulousness he is experiencing in the self by allowing the poem itself to drift spatially:

In a dissolving 
world what certainties 
for the self, whose identity 
is its performance?

He describes being constantly ambushed by his looking glass (108), as though he cannot reconcile what he sees there with any sense of what it feels like to be him: “Not from conceit certainly, yet he could not escape from his looking glass. There it was the concealed likeness, always ahead in its ambush”. He uses highly evocative images (25) to make concrete his feelings of hollowness, fear and spiritual aridity when he describes himself as an apprehensive young vicar “shrinking back” from parishioners, depicting the needs they confront him with as deep, empty wells that could draw him in.

For someone with a weak sense of self, the contemplation of his individual extinction may be all the more terrifying because of the known vulnerability of the flickering sense of identity. In a poem describing a period of near-despair (49), Thomas enacts with great sensitivity his fear of annihilation. His highly-developed ability to make the ineffable tangible seems to answer a deep need in him to get a grip on nothingness, to tame it in some way, through creating images that reify alarming sensations and in so doing, draw him away from the pull of non-being. He begins: “An obsession with nothing / distinguished him from his co- / thinkers”. He dreams of nothingness and “woke up to its immense / presence”, knowing that, just as there had been a time that predated his existence, so there will be a time when his individual core of being will cease to be. By the analogy of his own predicament—evolved from nothing and returning to it—he comes to a distressed realisation that nothingness predated God’s very existence. That thought provokes paralysis, for at times he is convinced that he lives in a universe totally lacking certainties or any scheme of things hospitable to his needs:

He was not one 
who could balance himself 
on the brittle tight-rope 
between dark and dark, nor

use his wings in the vacuum 
of his disbelief.

The intense loneliness of his situation is corrosive; like an unwanted child at a party, “There was a hope / he was outside of, with no-one / to ask him in”. One can imagine how, in recurrent periods of anguish, creating images for this state gave him some sort of purchase on it.

Nevertheless, in the sequence, there are rare moments when, for both poet and reader, the self may be discerned in its living presence. Such moments when there is a fleeting sense of fully-realised presence come with the depiction of Thomas’s zestful enthusiasm as a child when “there was dew on the early-morning / mushrooms” (75), the burning intensity of his young love (13), his transient sense of being illuminated with overwhelming transcendent love (69), and his memory of the reality of the love he and his young son bore for each other when the poet remembers “his lips / how they were soft and / wet when I kissed him / good-night” (41). Perhaps the most telling realisation, however, comes where a characteristic mental process in Thomas is enacted, with considerable psychological verisimilitude, by a prose/poem counterpoint (58-59). First Thomas evokes his vibrant delight in his surroundings at Eglwysfach where “otters swam in the dykes” and “wild geese and wild swans came to winter in the rush-growing meadows”. Then, on the facing page (59), he undertakes a ferocious act of self-castigation, finding himself weak, easily brow-beaten, irrevocably domestic in his concerns. The pairing suggests how, for Thomas, surges of self-loathing erupt to blight the loveliest day and seem to be firmly part of what continuing sense of self he has.

For Thomas, then, autobiographical writing can be seen as an aid to consolidation of a self. In Fictions in Autobiography, Paul J. Eakin suggests that this very function lies at the core of the autobiographical act: “This is to understand the writing of autobiography not merely as the passive, transparent record of an already completed self but rather as an integral and often decisive phase of the drama of self-definition”.8 One suspects that, in translating a myriad transient sensations into specific powerful images, Thomas is arriving at very necessary moments of self-definition, fleeting times when he assembles his sense of self most completely.

Indeed, in considering what theorists have to say about the place of metaphor in autobiography, one can arrive at some sense of what The Echoes Return Slow achieves over and above Thomas’s other autobiographical acts. James Olney, for instance, finds metaphor to be the essential exploratory tool of the genre:

[Metaphors] are something known and of our making, or at least, of our choosing, that we put to stand for, and so to help us understand, something unknown and not of our making; they are that by which the lonely, subjective consciousness gives order not only to itself but to as much of objective reality as it is capable of formalizing and controlling.9
Metaphor would seem to be the ultimate means of perceiving, and of exploring what we perceive.

Further, as we have indicated, where theorists are eager to emphasise the key importance of unconscious processes in creating powerful autobiography, they are often alive to the crucial role metaphor has to play in communicating total psychic life. In a penetrating chapter on Jung’s autobiography, Olney emphasises the point that the Western world grossly overvalues ego-consciousness. He explains:

Those like Jung (poets, for example) who are engaged with the more-than-rational, with the intellectually or cognitively inexplicable, with the experiences of the total psyche and the total man, necessarily have recourse to the language of the psyche itself, that is, to myth and metaphor.10
In the potent image-making of The Echoes Return Slow, we feel that Thomas is very fully in touch with total psychic life in a way that he cannot be in the more discursive Neb.

The process of autobiography thus works at a deeper level than conscious recollection and has little to do with the “truth” of objective fact. Indeed, the sense of the essential fictiveness of autobiography—the certainty that memory must be recreated, not merely retrieved and narrated—is an important insight of contemporary autobiographical theory. One reconstitutes the past from a particular moment in the present, and how one reassembles memory must be dependent on the needs of present consciousness:

Autobiography forges present meaning into the marrow of one’s remembered life. . . . The way in which the illusion of the past is presented is, finally, the meaning of the author’s life. . . . Naturally, and paradoxically, [that meaning] can change as life moves on.11
The more one senses that the images of the mind and one’s whole personal past are in a state of constant flux, the stronger will be the need to “fix” a past and an identity. It is fascinating to see how Thomas, in The Echoes Return Slow, bodies out fleeting feelings or mental states by giving them a firm narrative line. Describing his desolation at the sense of void left by the loss of religious vision in the modern world and relating this to tourists bent on ephemeral pleasures, Thomas writes a negative parable of the Feeding of the Five Thousand (51), ending with the fusing of the narrative and the demotic in a paradoxically climactic yet bathetic line, “The picnic is over”. The grind of constant study also becomes an emplotted encounter: “The books stood in rows, sentinels at the entrance to truth’s castle. He did not take it by storm. He was as often repulsed as he pretended to gain ground” (32). Ephemeral feelings and states take on a tangible identity and gain imaginative foothold in Thomas’s own mythic tale.

Thus, as we respond to The Echoes Return Slow, we would do well to bear in mind the importance of appropriate evaluative criteria for autobiography, such as those of Gusdorf: “There is a need of a . . . critique that instead of verifying the literal accuracy of the narrative or demonstrating its artistic value would attempt to draw out its innermost private significance by viewing it as a symbol, as it were, or the parable of a consciousness in quest of its own truth”12 It is as “the parable of a consciousness in quest of its own truth” that the deepest interest of The Echoes Return Slow lies.

II
Thomas has written, surely of himself, in his poem “A Life”:

Lived long; much fear, less 
courage. Bottom in love’s school 
of his class; time’s reasons 
too far back to be known.13
It is surely of interest to attempt to explore what those “time’s reasons” might be, to try to understand the deep inner rift in Thomas of which, for example, his frequent self-loathing and misogynistic tendencies are symptoms. As in The Echoes Return Slow Thomas seeks to discover who he is and what has shaped him, he portrays himself in a range of defining roles, amongst which his representations of his relationships with his mother and his wife seem particularly significant. While it is indeed a commonplace of the biographical art to give weight to the subject’s relationship with his mother, Thomas emphasises in Neb, writing of his own mother, that “the relationship between mother and son is a strange one, and, perhaps, crucial”.14 In the compelling images Thomas generates in The Echoes Return Slow in attempting to understand and evaluate his bond with his mother, it is likely that both he and the reader learn much that is new about that troubled relationship. The poetic images of The Echoes Return Slow seem to give a clearer sense of the tensions between Thomas and his mother than does the often transactional prose of Neb, useful though that version is in supplementing our understanding. For the images in The Echoes Return Slow to emerge most persuasively and intelligibly, it is necessary briefly to extend our focus beyond that work.

Some excellent recent work has highlighted Thomas’s problematic relationship with the female. In a fascinating paper on “Identity and Gender in the Poetry of R.S. Thomas”, Tony Brown has charted a regular recurrence of images of the female as constrainers of freedom and subverters of male self-hood.15 Wynn Thomas concludes a carefully documented analysis of the nationalistic poems with the compelling argument that “at the very bottom of his conversion to cultural nationalism is a hatred of his snobbishly anti-Welsh mother and an obsessive desire ‘to accuse the womb / That bore me’”.16
In view of the emphasis on the importance of the principal attachment figure in very early childhood which virtually every major theory of psychological development gives and in attempting to establish root causes for adult states in Thomas in the light of the pointers already noted, Thomas’s mother is likely to be a figure of considerable interest. Analysis of what we can discern of Thomas’s mother’s own history provides strong evidence for her being a very needy woman emotionally:

Her parents died when she was six and she was brought up by relations who soon sent her to boarding school. She felt, thus, that she had been deprived of love and this did not add to the good of the home. And as his father was a sailor and often away from home, his mother played the key part in R.S.’s upbringing.   (Neb 92)
A child orphaned at the age of six and then sent to boarding school is highly unlikely to have had her childish needs for affectionate dependence and love recognised. Psychological literature reveals that a very usual result of this sort of lack is that when such children grow up and have children in their turn, the child becomes the means whereby the mother unconsciously tries to have her long-dormant childish feelings taken care of:17 “Unknown to herself, the mother (or father) is seeking belated satisfaction of her desire for the loving care she either never had as a child or perhaps lost”.18 The child’s own needs frequently have to be suppressed to answer the mother’s.

Circumstances conspired to increase the risk for the young Thomas. The First World War came and his father was at sea: “He was followed from port to port by his young wife” (Neb 7). Thomas’s infancy and early childhood years were spent in utter dependence on his mother in an insecure and frequently-changing home environment. It was only when he was six, when his father started work on the ferries to Ireland and the family settled in Holyhead, that Mrs. Thomas and her son achieved any sort of permanent home. Even then, Thomas, as an only child whose father’s job necessitated frequent absences from home, was in danger of being required to be his mother’s main emotional support. Most interestingly, we discover that Thomas did not then, even at the age of six, start school. “I was supposed to be delicate. I had a reprieve from school on condition I was taught at home. I learned to copy marks which was supposed to be a lesson in writing”.19 In Neb he expands: “He failed to go to school because of some undefined illness again . . . and within a year or two he was ready to go to the sort of school where genteel people sent their children”.20 This seems to suggest that Thomas did not start school until the age of seven or possibly even eight. From his wry tone of telling, Thomas seems to doubt whether his delicate condition went much beyond his mother’s imagination.

In his authoritative three volume work, Attachment, Separation and Loss, John Bowlby quotes the work of Johnson and colleagues who “describe parents who, for emotional reasons, cling to their child and, in effect, stop him from going to school”.21 Bowlby, in his own analysis of anxious attachment patterns, outlines in his consideration of School Refusal what he calls a Family Interaction of Pattern A:

A family pattern in which a mother or father suffers from anxiety over attachment figures and retains the child at home to be a companion is now widely recognised. . . . More often, a mother is unaware or only partly aware, of the pressure she is putting on her child and believes, more or less sincerely, that she is doing everything possible for his benefit. In some cases, the train of events begins when the child contracts some minor ailment, and the mother treats the condition as of much more consequence than it really is. The child is kept at home, ostensibly to convalesce, but is gradually presented with a picture of himself as being unfitted for the rough world of school. . . . Whenever a family pattern of this kind is present, the parent concerned is found to be intensely anxious about the availability of her own attachment figures and unconsciously to be inverting the normal parent-child relationship by requiring the child to be the parent figure and adopting the role of child herself. . . . As a rule, the inversion is camouflaged.

Finally, in sympathetic understanding, Bowlby emphasises:

Yet, once the parents’ own difficulties are examined and the origins of these difficulties traced to the very troubled childhood that they, too, have experienced, not only does the behaviour as parents become intelligible but our sympathy is enlisted.22
In Neb Thomas describes his mother as “nervous and anxious” (Neb 13); the emotional tension aroused in such a mother by her only son’s leaving home to go to university may be considerable and Thomas describes the emotionally-fraught atmosphere of the home on the night before his departure. Returning to the house, he heard loud crying upstairs and his father trying to silence his wife. Many hours later, Thomas awakes from sleep to discover his mother is kissing him over and over (Neb 19-20), surely a gross invasion of the space of a nineteen-year-old. Moreover, his mother insisted on accompanying him to college the next day, making him feel like “the little baby arriving with its nurse” (Neb 19). It would seem that the mother’s overpossessive ruling and controlling of her son (“orfeddiannwyd ganddi” Neb 20) stemmed from a compulsive need in her. Further, in the light of what has already been established concerning Thomas’s weak sense of self, it is interesting to note the succinct statement that psychotherapist Alice Miller chooses to summarise what she sees as an important general principle (using case histories outlined by others):

Several of [the children] seemed to have developed scarcely any feeling of self. This can be seen as a reflection of the attitude of the parents who did not regard their child as an autonomous person but entirely in relation to the gratification of their own needs.23
An awareness of this background might encourage a more sympathetic understanding of Thomas’s consistent unease, amounting at times to ferocity, in the handling of the female.24
Thomas’s mother first appears in The Echoes Return Slow in the poet’s disturbing description of his birth. In the first poem, he sees himself as “time’s changeling” (3), as though in origin he did not feel himself to be his parents’ child. He understands something of the enigma of motherhood, the love that endures through pain: “Her face rises / over me and sets; / I am shone on / through tears” (3). By the second poem, Thomas’s very early experience of meningitis has taught him the limitations of loving motherhood which cannot protect him from pain, and also that love’s doting aspect where the photograph of a babe “only half sane” is framed and treasured.25 The “scrubbed doorstep” of the second passage (4) represents both the frontier of a secure, respectable home, presided over by house-proud Mrs. Thomas, and its opposite, a home that will be eliminated (in the idiomatic, serviceman use of “scrubbed”) as Mrs. Thomas follows her husband from port to port after war breaks out. The third prose/poem pair is a key one, so complex its intense images, so meaningful on many different levels that it seems reductionist to tease them out:
	As though war were cricket matches and jam tarts. The figures in white flannels occasionally had gold braid. The syrens wailed from the berthed steamers. I lay in a bunk while they feasted, turning and turning the glossed pages. The cockroaches should have been a reminder. The shadows from which they crawled were as dark as those where the submarines lurked.
	And beyond those silk 
curtains the weed
sways that is Salome 
dancing before a salt
throne, asking only, 
when the dance is complete, 

the head of the twice-

baptised on the sand’s platter.


The chief feeling Thomas apparently seeks to communicate is that of his first experience of terror and betrayal. He has been left in his father’s cabin while his parents “feast” elsewhere. Cockroaches emerge and terrify him. (Neb, 8, describes this as an experience of “arswyd”, terror.) Through that vivid and overwhelming experience of fear, he comes at some level to understand what wartime death might be like for any sailor, but more particularly his father: drowning, after submarine action, entangled in weed which will not let him surface. At another level, the poem shows a strong awareness of his mother’s sexuality. Salome, in the versions developed by Wilde and in the Strauss opera, dances the immensely erotic dance of the seven veils, incestuously arousing her stepfather (and uncle) Herod. Through his delight in the young flesh so exposed in the sinuous movement of the dance, Herod grants her what she asks for: the head of John the Baptist whom she has loved but who has spurned her. The infant Thomas, his mother’s little man, at the Oedipal stage of development intensely bonded to his mother, has been abandoned to fear while his mother goes off, in preference, to “feast” (as did Salome) with that stranger, his father. Doubtless the boy is also aware of the sexual charge between his parents that excludes him. The Salome dance image sees the danger in sexuality, for Thomas has earlier written “My father was a passionate man, / Wrecked after leaving the sea / In her love’s shallows”.26 In this prose/poem pair, the ship’s syren, spelt with an archaic y, reminds us of the seductive maidens who lured sailors to their deaths on the rocks. Through the weed image, there is simultaneously an understanding of the pain and betrayal experienced in infant Oedipal sexuality, a feeling of the terrifying power of women and a sense of being submerged and overwhelmed. The reader is likely to intuit far more from this powerful image than s/he can explain rationally.
The next prose/poem pair (8-9) describes the father’s domestication. In a most intelligently crafted passage, we see Thomas’s father, “who had travelled around the world several times under sail” (Neb 10), becoming trapped, as breadwinner, by humdrum shifts of merely crossing the Irish sea, losing a sense of the mystery and magic of the sea as the young boy gains it:

After “the hostilities were over”, the return to cross-channel. So many hours at sea, so many more on shore. The salt waters were spat into from Welsh mouths. Dreams were laid at the roots of a boy’s curls. The sea horses were ridden by dark riders. (8)

The sense of time being segmented into boring units is admirably conveyed and reinforced by rhyme: “So many hours at sea, so many more on shore”. As life closes down for his father, we feel it opening up for the young Thomas as the passage moves onwards from three controlling passive constructions to express lively movement through sibilant soughing alliteration in its final sentence: “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”. “The salt waters were spat into from Welsh mouths” suggests, beyond the primary meaning of nautical tobacco chewing, the dislike Mrs. Thomas felt for the proper sea-faring life which her husband is being made to abandon. “Dreams were laid at the roots of a boy’s curls” is one of the cleverest lines in the whole work, revealing what the future would hold for each member of the family triad. “Lay” is a word very rich in polysemantic meanings, allowing the poet to indicate obliquely many of the processes that were set in motion by the move to Holyhead. Possible meanings in order of consideration are: to put below the horizon by sailing away (nautical); to relinquish; to bury; to produce and deposit an egg; to deposit. The passive sentence structure allows indeterminacy as to the doer of the action: each family member in turn enacts the laying of dreams. The father’s aspirations are lost sight of as he surrenders a fulfilling career at sea to provide a secure home for his son. Expectations of happy family life are relinquished, even buried as he comes home to what quickly becomes an unhappy marriage. “He [Thomas] remembered the troubles there had always been between his father and [mother] (Neb 91-92)”. There is a further possible implication that the son replaced the father as the primary object of the mother’s love. In her turn, like a great hen laying, Thomas’s mother builds grandiose hopes on her pretty boy. It is she, for example, who later sets her sights on the church as a career for her son: “As I reached the top-form, there were background debates as to what I was to do. . . . My mother, early orphaned and brought up by a half-brother who was a vicar, fancied the Church. Shy as I was, I offered no resistance”.27 Revelling in Holyhead’s island position, the boy himself becomes totally absorbed imaginatively by the sea. “Dreams were laid at the roots of a boy’s curls”: the sentence shimmers, expands and takes on new shapes as the construing mind of the reader changes its focus; it has all the disconcerting depth of a hologram.

Sometimes images are contextualised in the pages which follow a poem: it does not become clear until p. 12 that the poem on p. 11 is about Thomas’s mother:

With cash in the one 
no harm in the other, 
they persuaded all but 
the child, who knew

with a child’s roguery 
whichever he touched

of the hands held out 
would always be empty.

One possible reading is that of the mother withholding from her child emotionally, “playing games” and teasing. In one sense, the child’s “roguery” would involve his dissenting from the “game” being played by running away and becoming a “rogue”, a loner apart from the herd and perhaps here Thomas is hinting at the source of a basic mistrust in him. The next passage shows him escaping: “No muscle. All legs. His cleverness was in running away” to college where “He tasted freedom in a parent’s absence” (12).

As the last poem (77) dealing with his mother has already been superbly analysed,28 I will limit myself to one or two further observations. The poem describes Thomas’s mother’s death and the ambivalent feelings he continues to experience to the very end of her life:

She came to us with her appeal 
to die, and we made her live 
on, not out of our affection 
for her, but from a dislike 
of death . . .

In the first four lines, the breaks keep on fracturing expectation in a shocking way, keeping at least two possible meanings before the reader, the one expected and the one that is delivered. An appeal in a judicial sense is often for the appellant to be allowed to live but his mother wants to die. “We made her live” sounds miraculous although the compulsion in “made” is evident, but “on” modifies it all as it becomes clear that the living they have preserved her for will be a dreary, pain-wracked existence. “Not out of our affection / for her but from a dislike” powerfully links a negated “affection” with “dislike”, making unmistakable the strong undercurrents of animosity the poet continues to feel for his mother. We then move on to “dislike / of death” where “dislike” is so inappropriately mild a word that one becomes aware of a deep level of dissociation in Thomas in his inability to confront death in this context. They are saved from this:

The ambulance came 
to rescue us from the issues 
of her body; she was delivered 
from the incompetence of 
our conscience into the hospital’s 
cleanlier care.

The harsh “s” sounds in the second line suggest tortured feeling and “issues”, packing densely multiple meanings, reveal both the son’s sense that his mother has become an insoluble problem, and his sense of appalled insufficiency before her body’s dissolution, involving, possibly, haemorrhaging and incontinence. “The incompetence of our conscience” is a marvellous phrase, where “incompetence” in a medical sense is understood to be something like the inability of a valve to function correctly and allow passage of liquid and “conscience” is understood in the obsolete sense of “heart”. Their care is “incompetent” because the horror of what they are having to experience inhibits the flow of tender feeling. The final image of taking his mother’s hand and forming “a tight-rope / of our fingers for the mis-shapen / feelings to keep their balance on” movingly suggests some sense of coming through and holding in the midst of much honestly acknowledged dislike and distaste. That this was an important relationship for Thomas is indubitable from the strength of feeling revealed here, however misshapen its manifestation. It is likely to have been crucially formative.

For a man with the attitudes towards women revealed at some points in R.S. Thomas’s writing, marriage, as Tony Brown’s recent discussion of these matters suggests, “is not going to be an unproblematic relationship”.29 The poet’s discussion of his relationship with his wife in The Echoes Return Slow is rich, complex and finally profoundly moving: it is given added poignancy by the fact that the sequence is being written in the knowledge that his wife is dying and also in the assurance that she has, after all, loved him. The poet’s exploration of this central relationship in his life is, while frequently oblique to the point of obscurity, unsparing in the way it confronts the emotional and sexual currents of a long marriage.

Thomas’s wife first becomes the focus of a poem in the context of her desire to have a child (35). In Neb, Thomas had recorded: “As hopes developed that the war would not last long, the rector’s wife made clear her desire to have a child. He had not seriously thought of the possibility” (Neb 47-48). In a parallel Echoes prose passage (34) we are told:

With the lifting of a cloud on the horizon, the desire of a woman re-asserted itself for someone to cherish beside the beloved. Close as they were, her soliloquies were too soft. He re-interpreted them with a poet’s licence.

The decision to have a child seems to have been a unilateral one by his wife. “Poet’s licence” suggests licentiousness, and tolerated freedom. Looking back to the time before they become a family, he composes, with his “poet’s licence”, the soliloquy he wishes she might have spoken. He imagines his wife feeling pleasure in her coming motherhood, but delighting too in memory of

that time we lay 
all night, side by side 
the moon virginal, 
his sword naked between.

In the first stanza, Thomas has been referred to as “he” and in classical literature the moon is always female. Thus we imagine the poet, with the cheerfulness of Aretino using a Renaissance image for the phallus, fondly remembering erotic love play that fell short of intercourse (“the moon virginal”) in the early days of their marriage, the sensuality of which was something he believed they had both enjoyed.30 The child is born and there is a sense, reinforced in other poems, that Thomas has been moved from centre stage, that the child is now “the apple of the mother’s eye” (40): “Where two / were company, he the unwanted / third”.31 The next allusions to his wife are elaborately coded. Again, briefly, one needs to move beyond The Echoes Return Slow, to “Nuptials”, a poem in the collection dedicated to the memory of his wife?’ Here he celebrates the early joy in marriage and then observes the change:

. . . Once the whole loaf: 
flesh white, breasts risen 
to his first kneading; 
a slice after, the appetite 
whetted for the more 
not to be; the fast 
upon fast to be broken 
only in love’s absence 
by the crumb of a kiss.

Given the collection’s dedication, it might be surmised that the poem has autobiographical resonance.

In The Echoes Return Slow (56-57) Thomas appears to return to this theme. Escaping briefly from his church duties, he walks on the beach and tries “to evacuate the car of the echoes of cloying Amens”. With humorous assonance, he suggests the antiphonal chant from which he is escaping: “He walked on the shore again to cauterize his nostrils with raw salt”. Then the prose lilts into liveliness as he manages “to refresh his ears with the white waves tumbling thunder”. The passage continues:

Others walked there, too; women figures like those of Troy, gathered to watch the tilting of innumerable riders. Like Graves before him, his eye fastened on one woman.

Thomas is drawing attention to a nexus of ideas: the pounding surf as sexual consummation (a generally-recognised media cliché); the Trojan story in a later version than the Iliad, as the medieval “tilting of innumerable riders” is referred to; and Robert Graves’s focus on one woman. Robert Graves’s obsession with Laura Riding (“riders” being a near pun) was a literary wonder of the thirties when, in an attempt to resolve a “ménage à quatre”, Laura attempted suicide by leaping from a high window and Robert jumped after her from a second floor one.33 One of the most remarkable features of their long relationship was that Laura withdrew sexual favours very early on, a situation Robert managed to tolerate.34 Laura later became very jealous of Robert’s great success with his I, Claudius sequence and declared she would write a historical novel to show the world how such things should be done.35 A Trojan Ending was the result, a self-glorifying work of quite remarkable banality and failure to grip, published only as a result of Robert’s influence with his publisher. In the work, Laura herself is Cressida, Robert Graves a combination of Troilus and Diomedes. Cressida, too, makes clear that hers is a spirit too rare to be involved in carnal engagements. Just before she leaves Troy for the Greek camp, Troilus observes in exasperation:

It is not Troy that Cressida is betraying. She is betraying me, her pledges of love to me . . . her going is an act of spite against me. Why? Because I grew tired of her lofty pose and demanded that she treat me as a man instead of as a companion in intellectual ecstasies.36
Diomedes, too, has to accept that there will be no sexual union with Cressida but the authorial tone invests his position with heroic fortitude and dignity.37 In the poem facing the Troy/Graves/Riding allusion, Thomas is reacting with misogynistic hostility to “one of James’ women” (57), to what he sees as a posturing and aloof woman, one prone to reject men, rather like Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady who had resisted marriage to Warburton and Goodwood before her unhappy alliance with Osmond. Thomas sees her as “having her splendid / moments staring with all her sex’s / wistfulness at the robust sea”.38 As he approaches her, he discovers she is neither hostile nor stand-offish

but driven to the extremity 
of herself by the forces which 
she resisted; a woman formed for 
desire, but repudiating even the velleities of it.  (57)

In Neb (123) Thomas described how little interest he had in observing people for, as he was not a writer of fiction, he had no need to study them. It seems, in fact, that, in this prose/poetry interaction, he has tried to fictionalise a very painful personal situation. As an honest man engaged in a personal search to come to some understanding of himself, he clearly cannot ignore this important aspect of his life. He has, perhaps, come to understand that a woman’s absolute hostility to sex, “repudiating even the velleities of it”, might not be a rejection of a particular man but might be a state provoked by tormenting tensions which drove her “to the extremity / of herself”.

As though by stream-of-consciousness association, the next poem (59), in self-castigating mood, reveals the dangers to male self-hood under female influence: that caritas becomes too domestic, valour too prudential. However, as this long sequence moves into its closing stages, the redeeming effect of his wife’s love is what shines through. As his mere presence transforms “her grimace of pain” into “a smile”, she seems to be affirming her perception of a deep truth: “‘Over love’s depths only the surface is wrinkled’” (121). In the sequence Thomas has wanted to set before us the joy of the physicality of his young love, very indirectly, his suffering from the sexual withdrawal, and finally the serene depths of the spiritual love of old age.

Thomas himself sees personality as a constant process of becoming: “Character is built up / by the application of uncountable / brushstrokes” (93). Indubitably he is aware that his mother formed him in certain basic ways; equally certainly, from his delineation of the transformation of his relationship with his wife, he knows that one grows and changes right up to one’s dying day. From a time well beyond the finality of his mother’s death, he attempts to symbolise—through the image of being overwhelmed (7), through the sense of a child being withheld on emotionally (11)—how that relationship had felt and how it had moulded him. He seems to reach an important conclusion in his statement, “His cleverness was in running away” (12). Any possibility of identity had to lie in being separate from his mother: his only defence lay in escape. As he takes a long-perspective view of his relationship with his wife, Thomas illustrates an important perception of autobiographical theory: that autobiography reveals more about the state of the psyche at the time of writing than “objective” truth about the past. From the tenderness of the present moment and the knowledge of the coming parting, he reviews previous events, particularly those which caused his sense of sexual rejection, in the light of the present certainty that he is loved. Separateness had seemed to be the cornerstone of his marriage relationship for much of its duration, refining love its final reality. In his poetic evocations of the feel of these two key relationships, Thomas is revealing their “innermost private significance” to him as he moves into the final phase of his life.

III
Present needs, then, influence the way in which we retrieve, reconstruct and interpret memory. As he fashions The Echoes Return Slow, knowing that his wife is dying, Thomas ponders deeply on his own past experiences of death. The volume is permeated with ideas and images of death. His personal confronting of its imminence for his wife and, ultimately, for himself, is set in a context of a more general anguished and prophetic awareness of what the possible outcome of the reckless exploitation of scientific discoveries might be in terms of world destruction. Published in 1988, the year before the Berlin wall crumbled and glasnost took a real grip, The Echoes Return Slow is shaped by its time and place of composition. Thomas was actively involved in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in the 1980s. At Easter, 1986, he had taken part in a national demonstration at Carmarthen, focused on a nuclear bunker, which had culminated in thousands of people “playing dead” at a given time to simulate the results of nuclear attack.40 Then, in May 1986, the Chernobyl nuclear disaster caused widespread radioactive fall-out over many countries. Within a month, there was a ban on all sheep movement within Snowdonia, a restriction still partially in operation eight years later.41 Snowdonia, beloved and familiar backdrop to R.S. Thomas’s boyhood rambles, had become seriously polluted by radioactive dust. The idea of death in a personal sense and the possibility of global annihilation impinged with force on his consciousness.

An examination of some of the metaphoric ordering, in Olney’s sense, that in 1988 Thomas chose to give the situations and events of the past gives illuminating insight into his sombre perception, at that time, of the world in which he lived. For him, the myths of Genesis speak profound truth about the human condition. In a period of “dark thoughts”, he senses the potentially savage and vengeful nature of God for whom “the forbidden tree flourishes / in his garden and he waters it / with his own blood” (39). It is a truism of the typological connections important to earlier times that the Tree of Knowledge and the cross are intimately connected: because of Adam and Eve’s disobedient stealing of fruit from the Tree of Knowledge, the redemptive power of Christ’s blood on the cross was necessary. Thus God, in some perverse way, is fertilising with his own blood the Tree of Knowledge which will ultimately prove man’s undoing. Thomas feels scientists are impiously tampering with dangerous knowledge beyond man’s right to know and, as “the combination is yielding”, lie has a premonition of apocalypse in his dread of “what will come forth / to wreak its vengeance on us / for the disturbance” (39). On p. 89, the tree of science is seen as an analogue of the original Tree of Knowledge (as it is etymologically) and the scientist of the guileful serpent which promised “Ye shall be as gods”.42 Through the power of the image, Thomas is able to suggest that the blandishments of science have diverted human beings from God’s intended purpose for them, repeating, in a sense, Adam’s first sin, perhaps with equally disastrous results. Despairing of God’s continuing concern for the sceptical world of the late twentieth century which has engaged in thoughtless devastation of his creation, Thomas fuses the dove of Genesis, which returned with a token of hope to Noah’s ark, with the spirit of God descending as a dove to inspire Jesus, as he implores, in lines in which the strength of the stresses reflects the urgency of the need:

Dove of God 
self powered, return 
to this wrecked ark, though it be 
with radiation in your bill.   (111)

The Genesis images have an integrating effect, placing the world of the late second millennium A.D. firmly in the context of ancient mythic truths about human nature, and setting Thomas’s own autobiographical preoccupations with flaw, loss and death in the context of that of wider humanity, through which he is, in Erikson’s sense, “accepting some definition as to who he is”.43 Within such a comprehensive frame of reference, other prophetic images resonate with singular potency. In other autobiographical writing, Thomas’s description of early morning forays in childhood for mushrooms are recorded with delight, zest and wonder: “. . . those early mornings were full of magic. Have you ever touched cold mushrooms, wet with dew, smelt their freshness, and tasted them?”44 In The Echoes Return Slow, looking back from a vantage point shadowed by death and global pollution, Thomas’s perspective on that earlier world is forbiddingly different:

White skulls, oily with dew in the late moonlight. Rising before dawn, he peered into a field as into a cemetery of white grave-stones. His feet rustling in the wet grass, he moved from one to another like an angel not to raise but to gather them in a meshed basket. Forty years later he did so again, the sun on his hand. Nature was still bountiful, but man was erecting, beautiful and poisonous, the mushroom-shaped cloud.   (74)

By fusing an evocation of simple beauty, purity and natural beneficence in the milk-white, smooth, compact mushroom, appearing like manna in the dawn (10, 74-75), with the mushroom-shaped cloud that could yet destroy life on earth (34, 74), Thomas engages us with both his Song of Innocence and his bleaker Song of Experience.

Such ponderings on Armageddon, while revealing something very characteristic about Thomas’s mental cast, are also important metaphoric intensifiers of his recording of his personal encounters with death. A delicate pattern of further allusion adds increased texture to this autobiography. The references to dancing are particularly intriguing. In the late Middle Ages, epidemic outbreaks of the Black Death, war and famine in Europe caused the medieval mind to fix in fascination and horror on the grislier aspects of death, from which the lasting iconography of the danse macabre was born. Thomas, numbingly aware of the possibility of global catastrophe after the Chernobyl disaster and, personally and painfully, ever more conscious of his wife’s increasing debility, envisions his own memento mori. The Dance of Death motif appears in The Echoes Return Slow as a flickeringly recurrent image rather than a clear and constant focus. It seems to adumbrate the poet’s recognition of his life-long, nagging but diffuse fear of death which he has not, perhaps, fully confronted and owned until the writing of this poetic sequence.

Thomas, of course, would have been acquainted with the danse macabre through artistic and ecclesiastical tradition; more particularly he has read Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Ages where a powerful chapter, “A Vision of Death”, traces the obsession of the Middle Ages with thoughts of death, putrefaction and hideous memento mori of various kinds.” The chapter gives an account of the evolution of the Dance of Death, describing the notable mural which adorned the walls of the cloisters of the Church of the Holy Innocents in Paris. This representation depicted each individual in a hierarchically-organised procession being seized and dragged into a dance by a decomposing corpse, the living man as he would soon be, in graphic reminder of the imminence of death.

The dancers in The Echoes Return Slow, too, are moving inexorably towards death. The poet observes of his student self: “He studied, he danced” (12) and in the next prose/poem pair (14-15) he is traumatically confronted with his first experience of death:

“Eileen died 
yesterday”. . . the bruised 
sunlight, the rift in time 
he was powerless to repair. (15)

Later, in a vivid depiction of the dance of all created things to the music of “the thin-lipped piper” (99), the poet declares:

I only

look at him as I dance,

shaming him with the operation 
on the intelligence of 
a creature without anaesthetic.

The unspecified “operation on the intelligence” that Thomas deplores seems to be that only human beings have to live with the consciousness that they must die: for that awareness you need an opiate. Besides the specific dancer references, there are other echoes of the danse macabre. Thomas is “ordained to conduct death” (16), in one meaning becoming Death’s familiar and guide in his regular role as officiator at burials. In the poem “Entered for life” (21) Thomas refuses to follow the lead of his danse macabre double by becoming a corpse in the Second World War when volunteers are called for “to play death’s part” in the grisly masque of death that engagement will become. He mentions memento mori explicitly (44). There is frequent focusing on death, funerals and graves. But perhaps the most powerful effect of this at times shadowy motif is in the way it subtly links the poet, as he becomes increasingly aware of his fear of death, with an age when such a preoccupation bulked obsessively large in the mind of man and gives an understated hint of the possible dimensions of the dread Thomas may at times have experienced.

Thomas enacts his own encounter with death within the resonances set up by these echoes which evoke the more gruesome aspects of human mortality. As Thomas explores his theme, the reader becomes aware that neither for himself nor for others is death something to be approached with composure. One of the boldest themes of The Echoes Return Slow is Thomas’s struggle with death to a point of triumphant and fearless emergence, an encounter which needs now to be traced chronologically.

The skirmish with death begins for Thomas at the point of birth. In the opening of The Echoes Return Slow, it is plain that Thomas is aware that his very coming to existence could have been life-threatening for his mother. “Time would have its work cut out in smoothing the birth-marks in the flesh” (2) manages to fuse a domestic and violent image: that of Time as a cosy old woman busily trying to massage away the scars of birth and, more literally, Time having its work cut out as Thomas, the large baby, during a difficult birth, was possibly forcibly extracted from his mother by episiotomy slit and forceps, a usual technique even in 1913 for expediting a protracted labour. Traumatic births leave a legacy: Thomas’s continuing psychic memory of “groping to a crack too narrow to squeeze through”. The Salome/weed image (7) of overwhelming experience associated with his first exposure to terror expresses, at one level, a strongly-felt understanding of the danger his father ran of death by drowning when in the Merchant Navy in the First World War. The “twice-baptised” is a drowned man.

As Thomas moves through the carefree life of a student, “He studied, he danced” (12) is double-edged, representing both his insouciance and his dancing towards his first experience of death which he will finally have to face on his own account. He fails “the less / gentlemanly examination of death” when “Eileen”, whom he seems to have loved, dies and he is made aware of “the rift in time / he was powerless to repair” (15), a sense of something utterly irrevocable for which he is quite unprepared. Dismayed by his desolation in the face of death, Thomas is perversely drawn into the very métier that will constantly expose him to it. He describes himself, as priest, at the grave’s head, a conductor of “a shabby orchestra of sniffs and tears” (16), revealing through the conceit an agonised sense of distancing himself from what is painful and reacting with distaste to overt signs of feeling with which he cannot cope. On the facing page, there is an image of the tender memory of bereft parents, as though Thomas is seeking to highlight through contrast his own inability to channel feeling appropriately where death is concerned:

Our little boy he paint a tree.

We keep it safe for him.

There is no soil

too good for this tree, but he dead 
we plant it rather in our hearts.   (17)

In the Second World War sequences, sensitivity to death becomes more complex. Opposite the prose passage mirroring the terrifying build-up to the slaughter of war there is placed an image of Thomas and his wife, while living at Tallarn Green, looking up towards the red night sky over blazing Merseyside:

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.   (19)

In “Autobiographical Essay” he makes clear it was the effects of the bombing raids which generated what he saw as “a cowardly wish to get away from this in a place where / did not belong”,46 a wish that encouraged him to learn Welsh as a means of returning to where he perceived his roots to be. A depth of self-contempt seems to be based on the belief that he was, simultaneously, through deep pacifist conviction a non-combatant in wartime and acutely frightened of death as high explosive rained from the air. On the next page he begins, “Others were brave” (20). It is significant that he declares he preferred to be “prompter than prompted” when volunteers were called to play death’s part (i.e. to become corpses in the danse macabre) and in a later poem he describes himself as “one of life’s conjurors” (59), intending a subsidiary meaning to be “one who solemnly charges or entreats”. He is part of a church system that urges others to do what he is conscientiously opposed to but also fears he would be too frightened to do. Gradually, however, a sense of reconciliation grows. In the wartime sequences, he had shown a tortured awareness that there is regeneration beyond dissolution as he pondered on flowers growing in the graveyard (23). He later muses on the fact that a priest has two gardens, “one feeding the body, one the mind. . . . He discovers a quicker calendar in his own garden. What he plants comes up sooner. In the churchyard, everything waits” (42). He sees himself as a priest planting bodies in burial for coming up at the resurrection, a macabre image which is possibly intended to shock. On the facing page, however, there is a most beautiful image of time effacing the works of man as on a book-shaped grave stone where

The weather 
has worn the words 
smooth 
but nevertheless redeeming by causing new growth as

moss brightens 
the spread pages, wings

of a dove daily 
returning from its journey 
over the dark waters 
with green in its bill.   (43)

The sense of fading away is beautifully suggested by the liquid flow of the initial semi vowel w’s and the long diphthong of “smooth”; gradual regeneration is evoked—within a delicate shimmer of continuing semi vowels in “wings” and “water”—by tauter, containing sounds such as, in “brightened”, the firm plosive b and the trim, light t, and the emphatic alliteration of “dove daily” and “dark”. Beyond death, he begins to see renewal and resurrection. He moves through meditations on possible contamination and death in a global context (74-75) to a searingly honest attempt to record his complex feelings on his mother’s death in the poem already discussed (77). The next, lovely, poem in the sequence (79)—where, supporting images of great stillness, every word is given its full weight rhythmically and the considerable harmony of the assonance is regularly interwoven with the beauty of liquid l’s and fricative f’s—may be read as Thomas’s realisation that his mother’s death has brought him peace. Slowly, Thomas’s great antipathy to death is dissolving. A later prose/poem sequence on death achieves a miracle of resolution, starting with Thomas’s usual distaste for and discomfort over overt grief displayed at funerals in the acerbic phrasing of “women blubbed for him” and the poem’s comments on “the cheap mourning” and “expensive, competitive flowers”. Then

A petal blown 
From time’s wreath, the barn owl 
came drifting. In the vicarage

hard-by on the frayed 
curtains, as the lights 
came on, the shadow of 
two faces drew near and kissed.   (91)

“Women blubbed” suggests shallow and unsightly emotion. The barn owl (which we know from Blwyddyn yn Ll(n actually roosted near the rectory) is both factual and symbolic, being “a petal from time’s wreath” for the millions of years it has taken for its feathers to evolve their totally noiseless flight (a source of wonder to Thomas, Blwyddyn yn Ll(n 92) and from the frequent appearance of owls in legend. Doubtless Thomas is thinking of Blodeuwedd, a woman created out of flowers but changed into an owl for her betrayal of her husband, Lleu Llaw Gyffes. But from a view of shallow, undignified love and of love’s betrayal, Thomas moves to a wonderful image of two faces kissing at the window of the vicarage just above the graveyard, surely a symbol of love continuing in the face of death.

The next sequence (92-93) explores Thomas’s increasing sensitivity to the power of love, which moves on to one of the most poignant poems in the whole sequence: self-despising Thomas comes to realise that he is no longer afraid of death, and discovers that, after all, he has courage. He knows now that there will not “be mutiny / at the day’s end”. He is ready to face death:

The spirit

retains its poise 
ready any time now 
for walking the bone’s 
plank over the dark waters. (95)

It is a triumph of no mean dimension, integrally connected to his new understanding of love.

Continuing, he acknowledges that all created things move in the dance towards death (99) and speaks with affectionate acceptance of the puzzlement of each stage in life (101), understanding that he will not now learn the answers to the questions “Life? Love? Truth?”. He reaches gentle acceptance that in dying one becomes part of a continuing cycle of growth and decay:

And “Grey-beard” 
earth said in anticipation of 
its bone meal, “you have been 
up too long. It is time for bed”.

The sequence moves into a serene consummation as Thomas comes to understand that love transcends death and is able to contemplate his wife’s approaching end with equanimity. Earlier (92) he has recognised his own insufficiency in loving: “Everywhere he went, despite his round collar and his licence, he was there to learn rather than teach love”. The penultimate poem (119) shows him being urged to accept that “Loving / is courage; there is no fear / in love”. As he reaches the climax of his autobiographic search (120-21), he finally grasps intuitively that, just as his passionate love of the sea has in no way depended on a rational, factual understanding of its nature, he can accept the enigma of his marriage relationship, the depths of which he has never fully sounded:

Both female. Both luring us on, staring crystal‑eyed over their unstable fathoms. After a lifetime’s apprenticeship in navigating their surface, nothing to hope for but that for the love of both of them he would be forgiven.

The mannered reference to the mesmeric power of the beloved objects, the sea and his wife, 1uring us on” seems to be shy cover for the depth of feeling that has been released in him by his new understanding of the mutual love within his marriage. Measuring from the shadow of death what he feels his life has been worth, he comes to see that his final value as a human soul may be intimately connected with his capacity to love: “nothing to hope for but for the love of both of them he would be forgiven”. The late-come-to knowledge that he, in his turn, is deeply loved has been transforming for him. The cadences of the final sentence of the passage speak of a struggle towards resolution. In his awareness of the depth and scope of his love for his wife and of the sea, he hopes he will reach a final equipoise: that his sins of commission and omission, particularly in love, recorded in the Book of Life, his metaphorical balance sheet, will be wiped out.

In the first stanza of the concluding poem (121), ruminatively aware of his wife framed against the sea, he contrasts the transient with the timeless: against the aeons of existence of the sea, his snowy-haired wife, frail and dying, is all too obviously subject to time:

I look out over the timeless sea 
over the head of one, calendar 
to time’s passing, who is now open 
at the last month, her hair wintry.

Then love becomes a visible miracle as he observes something like a chemical change being wrought in her through the strange power that their mutual love engenders:

Am I catalyst of her mettle that, 
at my approach, her grimace of pain 
turns to a smile?

He knows instinctively that the love for him experienced within that frail body is something he can rely on as one of the deepest experiences of his life. The concluding affirmation of the entire sequence is: “Over love’s depths only the surface is wrinkled”: where love is deep enough, problems are ultimately experienced as superficial. Known, valued and defined by the love of his wife, the final personal meaning Thomas seems to perceive at the point of laying down his pen is that death has lost its sting.

IV

Within the substantial territory claimed by recent autobiographical theory, it is clearly both legitimate and illuminating to view The Echoes Return Slow as autobiography. For factual narrative of the events of Thomas’s life, some of the dates, the personalities, the places and the broad sweep of his commitment to Welsh language, ornithological and environmental concerns—for self-written biography in fact—one would certainly turn to Neb. But throughout that work one is aware of a personality held at arm’s length: not only is Thomas No-one but his unremittingly third-person narrative positively encourages a sense that he is writing of Somebody Else. A journalist has described Thomas as a difficult interviewee, “a very private figure”.47 To expect confessional autobiography in the conventional sense from a man of his temperament would be unrealistic. Yet from The Echoes Return Slow, obliquely, within the framework of highly-wrought prose passages which epitomise Thomas’s life story and poems set in counterpoint to these, we gain a most revealing sense of a unique personality embodied and enacted in its most characteristic and most telling mode of expression, the lyric poem. We are further able to trace the poet’s exploration of some of the forces that moulded his identity. We take in, often through illuminating image, something of the inwardness of Thomas’s experience of his own sense of self. We come to appreciate Thomas’s habitual ways of perceiving and understanding, often intuitively through metaphor and symbol. We encounter within the work a constantly-evolving personality which has paused at one particular point in its unfolding “[to draw] all the significant past up into the focus of the present” and thus discovering “through the glass of memory, a meaning in his experience which was not there before and which exists now only as a present creation”.48 Given pertinacity in the reader, The Echoes Return Slow can be seen to be autobiography of the most searching sort.

Yet, while valuing the sequence highly as a powerful autobiography, one has to acknowledge that it is at times a cryptic, difficult work where ambiguity and indeterminacy are cultivated in deliberate and purposive ways.49 The explicit is very carefully avoided. These features would seem to be crucial in making possible the level of self-disclosure Thomas in fact achieves in this work. Thomas is not being convoluted or obscure from malicious scorn of the reader but because, at a very deep level, the protection of deniability of what he has seemed to have said is essential to him. From the lonely depths of his introverted identity, his poetry is a sure bridge that he builds to the outside world.

A pen appeared, and the god said 
“Write what it is to be 
man”. And my hand hovered 
long over the bare page,

until there, like footprints 
of the lost traveller, letters 
took shape on the page’s 
blankness and I spelled out 
the word “lonely”.50
The Echoes Return Slow is born not of any impulse to confess, nor even, primarily, of a desire to be finally understood by his readers. Thomas’s chief need has been to explore and understand himself: to have a construct outside himself that enacts both the shaping of that self and its achieved form at a particular time. He has fashioned in the world an artefact that represents a unique identity which can reflect back to the lonely, uncertain self some sense of who he is. Ultimately, through such processes, “Narcissus” may become less “tortured by the whisperers behind / the mirror”.51
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