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“At the Foot of the Precipice of Water

. . . Sea Shapes Coming to Celebration”:

R.S. Thomas and Kierkegaard

William V. Davis
Baylor University
In Great Waters

You are there also 
at the foot of the precipice 
of water that was too steep 
for the drowned: their breath broke 
and they fell. You have made an altar 
out of the deck of the lost 
trawler whose spars 
are your cross. The sand crumbles 
like bread: the wine is 
the light quietly lying 
in its own chalice. There is 
a sacrament there more beauty 
than terror whose ministrant 
you are and the aisles are full 
of the sea shapes coming to its celebration.

‑‑‑ R.S. Thomas

What is a poet? An unhappy being who in his heart harbors a deep anguish, but whose lips are so fashioned that the moans and cries which pass over them are transformed into ravishing music. His fate is like that of the unfortunate victims whom the tyrant Phalaris imprisoned in a brazen bull, and slowly tortured over a steady fire; their cries could not reach the tyrant’s ears so as to strike terror into his heart; when they reached his cars they sounded like sweet music. And men crowd about the poet and say to him, “Sing for us soon again”‑‑which is as much as to say. “May new sufferings torment your soul, but may your lips be fashioned as before; for the cries would only distress us, but the music, the music, is delightful.”
‑‑‑ Søren Kierkegaard
I
In Nature Emerson said, “The true philosopher and the true poet are one, and a beauty, which is truth, and a truth, which is beauty, is the aim of both”.1 And surely it is the case that R.S. Thomas is interested in, even, one might say, obsessed by, the interconnections, the overlappings, of philosophical notions and poetic “truths”. In part, of course, this is because. for Thomas, philosophical ideas or notions (and especially those that impinge upon theological themes) are poetic truths‑‑as is clearly indicated by his close linkages between poetry and philosophy and, even more specifically, by the insistent theological theme that runs through much of his poetry and prose.

As early as 1966, in “A Frame for Poetry”, an essay specifically concerned with “the relation of religion to poetry”, Thomas suggested that “it is within the scope of poetry to express or convey religious truth, and to do so in a more intense and memorable way than any other literary form is able to”. “Religion”, he said, “has to do first of all with vision, revelation, and these are best told of in poetry”. And, he added, “the main reason for this surely is the poetic nature of the original message. . . . If the message is the man, then Jesus was a poet. . . . In another sense, he [that is Jesus‑‑and by Thomas’s metaphoric extension‑‑the poet as well] is God’s metaphor. . . .” And, furthermore, he asked, “how shall we attempt to describe or express ultimate reality except through metaphor or symbol?”2
In a 1972 BBC TV film Thomas argued even more explicitly. He said: “poetry is religion, religion is poetry. The message of the New Testament is poetry. Christ was a poet, the New Testament is a metaphor, the Resurrection is a metaphor. . . .” And, he added, “when I preach poetry I am preaching Christianity, and when one discusses Christianity one is discussing poetry”.3 Therefore, even though Thomas protests that he makes “no claim to being a philosopher”,4 as a poet he has clearly been closely drawn to theological themes as they have been treated by philosophers.

It is not surprising, then, that Thomas was, early on, drawn to a philosopher like Kierkegaard, one of the most theologically obsessed of the major philosophers. And on the basis of the recent poems in No Truce with the Furies (1995), Kierkegaard remains an important source and resource for Thomas’s thinking and for his poetry. Thomas published half a dozen poems on or about Kierkegaard before No Truce with the Furies and in it he added two more. I want to argue, therefore, that Thomas’s fascination with Kierkegaard and with the significance Kierkegaard has, and has had on his poetry and thought, come to climax in No Truce with the Furies. Before looking at these most recent poems on Kierkegaard in No Truce with the Furies, however, it will perhaps be useful to describe and to attempt to detail something of the significance Kierkegaard seems to have had on Thomas’s thinking over the years, and to try, to summarize Thomas’s earlier relationship to Kierkegaard, both in his poems and beyond them.

Søren Kierkegaard (1813‑1855), the Danish philosopher and theologian, is often considered both as the founder of “Christian existentialism” and as a revolutionary figure in terms of his impact on the history of Protestant theology. In arguing that all truth is subjective or “interior” Kierkegaard insisted on man’s need to make what he called a “leap of faith” through which he might he able to escape the world and to enter into a personal relationship with God. Kierkegaard saw man’s life as being filled with anxiety and despair, a “sickness unto death”. He believed that one’s relationship with God was a private, usually agonizing. and often lonely experience, one in which the individual attempted to analyze his/her own solitude, and to come to some sense of peace and accommodation with respect to his/her finitude. And since God, for Kierkegaard, was not immanent in society but rather “wholly other”, a being “absolutely different” from and fully separated from human beings, any and every attempt at a relationship between the individual and God was filled with “fear and trembling”. Although he was trained in theology, Kierkegaard chose not to take a pastorate, preferring instead to serve as a “missionary”‑‑one who saw his mission as an attempt to “reintroduce Christianity into Christendom”, not in any general or universal way, but to men one by one as “particular individuals”. Kierkegaard wrote:

The wish to be a rural pastor has always appealed to me and been at the back of my mind. It appealed to me both idyllically as a wish in contrast to a strenuous life and also religiously as a kind of penitence, to find the time and the quiet to grieve over that in which I personally may have offended. . . . [M]y personal guilt makes me capable of submitting to everything. . . . Then if I am a clergyman, the confusion will take on tragic dimensions inasmuch as I would have kept back something upon entering this profession. My position as author is different. I contract no personal relationship to any person who can make claims upon my example or upon the antecedents in my life. . . . It certainly is true that it seems more humble to pull back and become a pastor, but if I do that, there can also be something vain and proud in proudly rejecting the more spectacular. On the other hand, from now on I must take being an author [as] rny calling, my whole habitus was designed for this.5
One can only imagine what Thomas might have thought of this passage in terms of his own dual calling, and the stresses which his experiences as a parish priest created.

Thomas has reported that he discovered and began to read Kierkegaard while still a curate. When asked if he read Kierkegaard “because it was new ground” or because Kierkegaard “confirmed” what he was thinking, Thomas answered:

It was new ground I think. I began collecting Kierkegaard almost when I was a curate. . . . It might just have been the name, you know, the strange name. I discovered one or two of his books in a bookshop. I bought them . . . and I just began to collect them and read them. And then, of course, he gradually came to the attention of the Twentieth Century. When we went to Birmingham I went to a bookshop and saw two volumes of Either/Or for sale and I snapped these up and I just built him up. I’ve got most of Kierkegaard now. I think Yeats and Kierkegaard are, you know. . . . [this final ellipsis is in the interview].6
In this same interview, in 1983, when asked if he still reads Kierkegaard Thomas said,

I do, periodically, yes. . . . I think he’s got a very subtle mind, and I think I’ve got a certain amount of stimulation out of reading some of his [work]. But I disagree with his thing [thinking?] about poetry, there’s no room for poetry in his system and . . . I disagree with him there. I like him on the individual.7
Later in the interview Thomas adds, “You were talking about Kierkegaard. . . . I don’t read his sermons and such. Concluding Unscientific Postscript is, I suppose‑‑every few years it does one good to tackle it. . . .”8 In terms of Thomas’s reference here to Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript and in term, of his pervasive use of Kierkegaard’s metaphor of the “seventy thousand fathoms”, to be considered in detail below, it is perhaps pertinent to quote an important passage in the Concluding Unscientific Postscript that Thomas has surely taken to heart. Kierkegaard writes:

The truth is precisely the venture which chooses an objective uncertainty with the passion of the infinite. . . . But the above definition of truth is an equivalent expression for faith. Without risk there is no faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between the infinite passion of the individual’s inwardness and the objective uncertainty. If I am capable of grasping God objectively, I do not believe, but precisely because I cannot do this I must believe. If I wish to preserve myself in faith I must constantly be intent upon holding fast the objective uncertainty, so as to remain out upon the deep, over seventy thousand fathoms of water, still preserving my faith.9
Of’ course, it is impossible to know precisely the extent of’ Thomas’s grapplings with Kierkegaard. In response to the question “I wonder if you continue to read Kierkegaard and what he means to you these days?” Thomas recently responded, “I don’t always understand, don’t always agree, but his life is a theme, and his stress on the subjective, the nominative, very instructive”.10 In spite of the fact that Thomas himself remains somewhat vague about his relationship to Kierkegaard, the evidence of the poems and Thomas’s explicit references to Kierkegaard in his essay “The Creative Writer’s Suicide” (1977) and elsewhere, attests to what has no doubt been Thomas’s long and deep meditation on Kierkegaard’s thought and writings, and it would seem to be clear that Thomas has frequently used Kierkegaard to buttress his own thinking, or even, to initiate it.

In “The Creative Writer’s Suicide” Thomas discusses the “pressures” that a poet must bear by recalling Kierkegaard’s definition of a poet as “one who suffers”, and who only “in his anguish . . . opens his mouth”.11 Thomas goes on to describe Kierkegaard’s “three stages in the development of the personality”, and he uses Kierkegaard as a springboard for the remainder of his essay. Although Thomas explicitly mentions Kierkegaard’s The Present Age at the outset of his essay, the passage that he apparently has most specifically in mind occurs in another book by Kierkegaard, Stages on Life’s Way. In this passage (and in parallel passages elsewhere)12 Kierkegaard writes:

There are three existence-spheres: the aesthetic, the ethical, the religious. . . . The ethical sphere is only a transitional sphere, and hence its highest expression is repentance as a negative action. The aesthetic sphere is that of immediacy, the ethical is that of requirement . . . the religious sphere is that of fulfilment. . . . hence the religious contradiction: at the same time to lie upon seventy thousand fathoms of water and yet be joyful.13
This is a passage which clearly has burned itself into Thomas’s mind and memory. and one which reverberates throughout his canon; in “The Creative Writer’s Suicide” Thomas directly refers to Kierkegaard’s “three stages of development. . . . the aesthetic, the moral, and the religious”, in the development of the personality.14
It is somewhat surprising then‑‑given Thomas’s long-standing devotion to and his conspicuous identification with Kierkegaard’s life and writings‑‑that Thomas’s critics have, for the most part, not attempted to investigate the relationship between Thomas and Kierkegaard in any significant detail. And. therefore, even though several critics have, as Wynn Thomas says, “nervously noted” a relationship between Thomas and Kierkegaard, they have done so only glancingly, choosing “perhaps wisely”, according to Wynn Thomas, “to make little of it”.15 The purpose of this paper is to attempt to reverse this traditional wisdom and to make much of the relationship between R.S. Thomas and Søren Kierkegaard‑‑especially in terms of Thomas’s poems that are specifically related to Kierkegaard.

II
Before turning to No Truce with the Furies, where the Kierkegaardian influences are most specifically and most thoroughly detailed, it will be useful to look briefly at several of Thomas’s earlier poems that refer to Kierkegaard or that make overt use of Kierkegaardian themes, theses, or allusions‑‑both to demonstrate Thomas’s on-going obsession with Kierkegaard’s thought throughout his career and to trace something of the preparation he made for the poems specifically related to Kierkegaard in No Truce with the Furies.

The first poem in Thomas’s canon that makes mention of Kierkegaard occurs in Pietà (1966), a book that marked an abrupt shift in Thomas’s work‑‑a shift that turned him much more insistently toward philosophical or theological themes. This poem is entitled “Kierkegaard”16 and it is primarily a poetic retelling of the basic biographical facts of Kierkegaard’s life. Thomas describes Kierkegaard as having been born to a “stern father” and into a “Family that wore itself out / On its conscience”. Kierkegaard was a boy, Thomas says, who found the “acres” of his imagination growing “unhindered”‑‑although eventually his imagination was brought to “pause” by the “gesture” of a “warped / Crucifix”. Living “with the deed’s terrible lightning” of the crucifixion surrounding him, deprived of love and derided by the public press, Kierkegaard:

. . . wounded. . . . crawled

To the monastery of his chaste thought 
To offer up his crumpled amen.

If it is the case, as Moelwyn Merchant remarks, that in this poem “the progress of the imagery reads like a refashioning of the Passion narrative”,17 it is also true that some of the events of Kierkegaard’s early life mentioned by Thomas in his poem seem to be similar to Thomas’s own life and that these similarities may well have been one of the most obvious reasons that Thomas was drawn to Kierkegaard and to his writings. Both men are fascinated by doubles and by mirrors. Both had ambivalent relationships with their fathers, a fact which may have initially attracted Thomas to Kierkegaard, and both had ambivalent or distanced “relationships” with God as a “father-figure”. Both found themselves estranged from the society in which they lived, and this alienation or estrangement may well have contributed to a condition that made them feel separate and alone in terms of all of their relationships, whether with other individuals or with God. In short, it is clear that both Kierkegaard and Thomas, early on, began experimenting with their own “crumpled amens” and it seems entirely plausible that Thomas was drawn to Kierkegaard because he saw in him a person with a background similar to his own and because he also .saw him as someone sympathetic to his own thinking. Indeed, it might he argued that Thomas saw Kierkegaard, man and thinker, as a kind of mirror for his own life and thought.18
In “A Grave Unvisited” (CP 183), Thomas’s next poem on Kierkegaard, he describes how he has “Deliberately not” visited Kierkegaard’s grave in Copenhagen. Even so, from afar, Thomas does indeed “visit” it in his imagination: I imagine the size / Of his tombstone, the solid marble / Cracking his bones”. And then Thomas wonders‑‑had he made the literal visit‑‑would Kierkegaard “have been / There to receive this toiling body’s / Pilgrimage”?19 The second half of the poem begins with another question:

What is it drives a people 
To the rejection of a great 
Spirit, and after to think it returns 
Reconciled to the shroud 
Prepared for it?

Then there is an overt reference to the Gospel According to St. Luke. It is Luke’s gospel / Warns us of the danger / Of scavenging among the dead / For the living” (see Luke 24: 4-5). Of course, this is a reference to the statement made to the women who come to Jesus’s tomb on Easter morning and are met by “two men . . . in dazzling apparel” who ask them, “‘Why do you seek the living among the dead?’” The reference is, however, a rather curious one, fraught with various ambiguities both in terms of the biblical parallel and in terms of Thomas’s associations with Kierkegaard. The play on “the living and the dead”, the references to “the rejection of a great / Spirit.” and to the reconciliation of “the shroud / Prepared for it” can each be interpreted in several ways. Nevertheless, Thomas’s association of this passage with Kierkegaard forces the parallels between himself and Kierkegaard and between both himself and Kierkegaard and Christ. Indeed, one wonders how far Thomas might he tempted to extend these parallels‑‑thereby extending his own relationship to Kierkegaard, and to Christ. For instance, Thomas describes how he goes “Up and down with him in his books”. Is this a reference to Kierkegaard and his books or is it a reference to the books of the Bible which deal with Christ‑‑or to both?

Indeed, the poet describes himself not only as going “Up and down with him in his book”, but also, revealingly and movingly, as going with him

Hand and hand like a child

With its father . . .

There are two curiosities in this passage: “Hand and hand,” and‑‑“With its father”‑‑as opposed to “Hand in hand” and “With his father”.20 The non-colloquial expression and the curiously anonymous adjective in place of a personal pronoun (which parallels the anonymous or impersonal way that Thomas often refers to God, as “the God”) both serve to “distance” their references even as they insist upon the familiarity of the parallel that Thomas clearly intends to make between himself and Kierkegaard (and between both of them and God?). One wonders how precisely to read this passage. We know that both Kierkegaard and Thomas had distant relationships with their fathers‑‑and distant relationships with God as a father-figure. Therefore, one wonders if Thomas is here putting himself in the position of a “child” to Kierkegaard as surrogate father-figure, a father-figure who is a more understanding or a more “communicable” father than his own father was, or even than his Father God is?
There are several other interesting details in the poem. The first is the reference to the Danes’ attempts to “anchor” Kierkegaard with “the heaviness of a nation’s / Respectability”. Surely, Thomas has often worried the weight of “anchors” in his own life, and been well aware of the parallels between his own society and Kierkegaard’s. And might not Thomas be thinking of himself, as a Welshman in Wales, in terms of “the heaviness of a nation’s respectability”? Just as the Danes attempted to force Kierkegaard to conform to their own views of “respectability”, so some in Wales have attempted to pressure Thomas to conform in many ways as well. One reason that Thomas is no doubt so attracted to Kierkegaard is the example he set in so strongly and so successfully resisting attempts to control, tame, or “anchor” him. Indeed, Thomas’s long and ardent devotion to Saunders Lewis represents a Kierkegaardian example close to home, a point that has been made by M. Wynn Thomas‑‑who has argued that, for Wales and for R.S. Thomas. Saunders Lewis represents a kind of father figure, a kind of Kierkegaardian hero, who chose “quite consciously to devote his accusatory life to the preservation of values which have been jettisoned by the community in its unseemly haste to catch up with what it takes to be progress”, and who has therefore frequently been regarded as an enemy of “the public”. Wynn Thomas sees in R.S. Thomas’s description of Kierkegaard’s rejection by his own “fellow-countrymen” a parallel between Thomas himself, Saunders Lewis and Kierkegaard. He says, “For ‘people’ . . . read ‘the Welsh public’; and for Kierkegaard read Saunders Lewis‑‑or R.S. Thomas”.21
“Synopsis” (CP 357), “Balance” (CP 362) and “I”23 each mention Kierkegaard explicitly, if only in passing. “Balance” begins:

No piracy, but there is a plank 
to walk over seventy thousand fathoms, 
as Kierkegaard would say . . .

Here (and in “Synopsis”) Thomas directly alludes, as he does repeatedly in his later work, to Kierkegaard’s metaphor of being “out in the sea of thought, out in ‘70,000 fathoms deep’”,23 to suggest the depth of danger in the individual’s struggle to maintain a relationship with God. Kierkegaard uses this figure of speech throughout his works. He asks, for instance, “How many men have any idea at all how strenuous life becomes in an actual relationship to God?” And he then describes the “daily fear and trembling, every day, every moment of the day . . . because every spiritual existence is out in the depths of ‘70,000 fathoms’”.24 Elsewhere, Kierkegaard says that “intellectual existence . . . for the religious man is not easy, [because] the believer lies constantly out upon the deep and with seventy thousand fathoms of water under him”; indeed, “up to the last minute he lies above a depth of seventy thousand fathoms”.25 And Kierkegaard describes the “religious contradiction” that exists in an individual who “at the same time [that he lies] upon seventy thousand fathoms of water [can] yet bejoyful”.26 By this he means that man must “venture far out in [his] reliance upon God”27 even though such a “venture” is often dangerous.

While the world of “Balance”, as Tony Brown suggests, is equivalent to “Kierkegaard’s fear-filled universe”, a world where “authentic existence is derived only from faith born of constant and strenuous spiritual struggle with doubt in a world where nothing is certain”.28 Thomas is also working out his own version of Kierkegaard’s trope of the seventy thousand fathoms here‑‑but it is clear that Thomas has by now fully internalized Kierkegaard’s metaphor and made it very much his own as well. The reference to “piracy” in his first line above suggests a world in which one makes his living by the theft of someone else’s goods, one in which someone steals or appropriates something from another and keeps it for his own. But Thomas says that there has been “no piracy” in this instance. No one or no thing has been seized, captured, or stolen away. But Thomas still feels as if he is in some sort of jeopardy‑‑“there is a plank / to walk”, “far out / from the land”, over the “seventy thousand fathoms”. This danger, however, seems to be a threat more to his mind than it is to his body. But it is also a threat to the “easier certainties / of belief”. There are “no handrails to / grasp” and, below, in the deep waters, there “is the haggard gallery / of the dead, those who in their day / walked here and fell”. These, apparently, fell without being forced or pushed out on any plank; they fell because of a failure of faith. And, meanwhile, all around, above and below, there is the “chaos” of the anonymous and inimical “galaxies’ / violence” and the “meaningless wastage / of force”. Still, mysteriously, as if out of nowhere, there appears a “blond hero” who leaps “over my head” into the chaos. Is this “blond hero” Kierkegaard the Dane?‑‑or the blond Christ? Is this “leap”Kierkegaard’s “leap of faith”? Thomas’s only answer is his two final questions:

Is there a place 
here for the spirit? Is there time 
on this brief platform for anything 
other than mind’s failure to explain itself?

“Here”. “Where? “Mind’s failure to explain itself”? As is so often the case, Thomas, like Kierkegaard, raises questions which in turn raise additional questions. And Thomas’s poems often risk the kind of precarious “balances” that such questions raise or imply, and they often leave these questions unanswered‑‑perhaps because they are unanswerable.

III
With this Kierkegaardian context, and with these earlier poems in mind, we now turn to No Truce with the Furies, the book in which Thomas’s Kierkegaardian influence comes to climax. The first “Kierkegaardian” poem in No Truce with the Furies is‑‑perhaps it should not be a surprise‑‑“Fathoms”.29
Young I visited 
this pool: asked my question, 
passed on. In the middle years 
visited it again. The question 
had sunk down, hardly 
a ripple. To be no longer 
young, yet not to he old 
is a calm without 
equal. The water ticks on, 
but time stands, fingerless.

Today, thirty years 

later, on the margin 
of eternity, dissolution, 
nothing but the self 
looking up at the self 
looking down, with each 
refusing to become 
an object, so with the Dane’s 
help, from bottomless fathoms 
I dredge up the truth.

The first stanza describes Thomas’s youthful and then his middle-aged encounters with “this . . . bottomless” pool. His first visit was brief, casual, inconsequential. “I visited / . . . asked my question, / passed on”. During a second visit, “in the middle years”, Thomas finds that his “question” has “sunk[en] down” below the surface: as he has matured, the “question” has taken on “depth”; it has merged with the depths of his consciousness just as it has submerged into the depths of the pool.

In the second stanza the speaker seems to be clearly aware both of where he is and of what he is about. He is now “on the margin / of eternity,” nearer death and “dissolution”. The next several lines are intriguing and somewhat ambiguous. They explicitly say that he is split into a bifurcated “self”, one half of which is “looking up” and the other half “looking down”. But Thomas also seems here to suggest the presence of an additional “self”. Instead of simply the bifurcated self contemplating its separate sides, there seems to be the clear suggestion of another “self” that is “looking down” on or at Thomas’s “self” as it looks up. On the one hand, Thomas seems to be describing his own starings at himself and. on the other, his “starings” at God, or God’s “staring” at him. Both stare silently. Both refuse “to become / an object” to or for the other. And from the “bottomless” depths (or heights) of these mute contemplations, with Kierkegaard’s “help”, Thomas dredges up “the truth”. Is this “truth” a truth of man’s condition, in terms of man alone, or is it the “truth” of man’s condition in terms of his relationship with God? Or is it both? Again, any answer hangs on silence. A number of things may be noted, however. As he does here, Thomas frequently invokes the Narcissus myth, and he is often obsessed with mirrors and mirror images. In this passage both of these references are important. The doubled self (or the dual “selves”) which Thomas describes as staring back and forth at one another in these lines seems to be indebted‑‑especially so in terms of the addition of the Narcissus allusion‑‑to Kierkegaards’s dual notions of “double reflection” and “indirect communication”.

“Indirect communication” (or “inwardness”) and “double reflection” are related terms in Kierkegaard. He argues that “direct communication”, which “presupposes certainty” (Postscript 68) and therefore attempts to define truth by conveying “results”, is inadequate when applied to ethical and religious truths because such “truths” can only be known subjectively. Indeed, Kierkegaard says that “a direct mode of communication is an attempt to defraud God” (Postscript 69). Furthermore, since “the religious individual” is “constantly in [the] process of becoming inwardly or in inwardness”, he “can never use direct communication”, since to do so would “constitute . . . a deception” (Postscript 68). Likewise, “double reflection”, which “is implicit in the very idea of communication” (Postscript 68), and is truth “presented, not abstractly”, but truth “as it is related to life and reflected from life”,30 is “an instance of indirect communication requiring [the] artful suppression of the communicator, who as a ‘subjective existing thinker’” insists‑‑as Kierkegaard “constantly reiterated”‑‑that such truth “is inwardness”. Therefore, for Kierkegaard, “truth” can only be “appropriated by reflection” and, as Lowrie says, it will prove to be a vain acquisition if it does not transform the thinker’s personality and shape his ‘existence”’.31

Both “double reflection” and “indirect communication” can be associated with Kierkegaard’s frequent use of pseudonyms. For instance, the three “existence-spheres” or “life views” in Stages on Life’s Way are represented by pseudonymous “character” who purport to be the authors of some of Kierkegaard’s books. Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms and, in turn, the additional characters that they invent are a crucial part of Kierkegaard’s dialectical method. And it might be argued that some of the ambiguity in Thomas’s work comes about as a result of the essentially “pseudonymous” character of some of the speakers in his poems. This is a device, it would seem, used both by Kierkegaard and by Thomas, to distance things, to communicate indirectly certain things that may be too personal or private for more direct telling.


Thomas may also be thinking here of Karl Jaspers and Paul Tillich‑‑both of whom were specifically influenced by Kierkegaard. Jaspers distinguished between and differentiated three separate or separated realms of being, including one which encompassed both physical objects as well as “ideas” that might become objects. According to Jaspers, in moments of crisis or face to face with death, the individual confronts his/her “phenomenality” and thereby has the prospect of a “comprehensive” encounter with a transcendent being. Such an encounter may result in a “revelation” of “transcendence” between a “subject” and an “object”. However, this “transcendence” cannot be spoken about in “objective” ways.32
Indeed, as Thomas expresses it in “Fathoms”, this “self / looking down” refuses “to become / an object”. This sounds very much like Tillich. In the third volume of his Systematic Theology, Tillich deals succinctly with the subject-object dichotomy. He says,

The subject-object cleavage underlies language. Our enumeration of its ambiguities . . . can be summed up in the statement that no language is possible without the subject-object cleavage and that language is continuously brought to self-defeat by this very cleavage. . . . It reaches moments in which it becomes a bearer of the Spirit expressing the union of him who speaks with that of which he speaks in an act of linguistic self-transcendence. The word which bears the Spirit . . . witnesses, . . . expresses. . . . gives voice to what transcends the subject-object structure.33
In “Fathoms” Thomas seeks, “with the Dane’s help”, to find an answer to his question and to understand his condition or circumstances, to, as he says, “dredge up the truth”. The implication is that, by the end of the poem, “with the Dane’s help”, Thomas has been able to “dredge up the truth” from these “bottomless fathoms”. But this is all still rather vague since the reader is never fully enlightened or informed as to what “the truth” dredged up from the “bottomless” depths of these fathoms really is. Thomas seems to suggest that his readers must attempt to fathom both the question and the answer on their own, simply taking his testimony of his own success, with Kierkegaard’s help, as an example of the possibility of their success. The poem does perhaps suggest a method by which the reader may fathom his/her own situation, sending the reader back to Kierkegaard and his “indirect communication”, to a recognition of the futility of the demand for rational truths and direct apprehension and the importance of subjective reflection and individual faith. Kierkegaard is held up as an aid and an exemplar.

“S.K.” (15-17) is a much longer poem, and in many ways a more important and a much less cryptic one. In it Thomas summarizes and brings to climactic conclusion most of his earlier references to, and much of his earlier thinking on, Kierkegaard.34 The poem is divided into four distinctly separate sections. The first section consists of seven stanzas in couplets in which Thomas compares Kierkegaard to Christ and, as the stanzaic structure suggests, links them inseparably together. The comparison begins at the very beginning of the poem:

Like Christ we know little 
of him when he was young.

Thomas then focuses on Kierkegaard’s birth, again explicitly linking Kierkegaard to Christ: “Peering into a Danish mist / we discover no manger // to which the wise brought their gifts, . . .”

The final three couplets in this first part of the poem subtly shift the focus from an overt comparison between Kierkegaard and Christ to a comparison between “S.K.” and “R.S.”. Surely, Thomas’s title immediately suggests a comparison between himself and Kierkegaard since both men are frequently referred to by their initials; indeed, it might be argued that Thomas is specifically calling attention to such a comparison by entitling his poem “S.K.” (there are no further direct references to Kierkegaard, by name, in the poem itself). Still, after the cryptic or coded “naming” he uses in his title, Thomas manages to make Kierkegaard almost anonymous. And, indeed, we are quickly told that “S.K.” “learned / his anonymity from God himself”‑‑just as “R.S.” must have done. And surely the two final couplets in this first section of the poem seem to apply more to “R.S.” than they do to “S.K.”, and they simultaneously seem to suggest, via a somewhat curious progression of references, a parallel between R.S. Thomas and God! First we are told that “S.K.”
... learned 
his anonymity from God himself, 
and then that, as a result of this. he leaves

. . . his readers, as God 
leaves the reader in life’s

book to grope for the meaning 
that will be quicksilver in the hand.

There are several interesting suggestions in this passage. First there is the fact that Thomas tells us that Kierkegaard “learned / his anonymity from God himself”. If God is “anonymous”, and if Kierkegaard “learned his anonymity from God”, and if Kierkegaard sets the example for Thomas, then Kierkegaard leaves Thomas, as God has left Kierkegaard, to “grope” for the “meaning” of the “message” of this God‑‑just as Thomas, in his turn, leaves his readers to grope for the meaning of the message. Thomas’s anonymous God, so difficult to find or communicate with, so removed and mysterious as to seem almost totally absent, is placed in parallel with the “anonymity” of Kierkegaard, who often communicated in his writings only through “anonymous” pseudonyms, and with Kierkegaard’s equally anonymous God.

Then there is the word “quicksilver”, a particularly interesting word in its own right but especially so in this context. In addition to the significance of its component parts (“quick” having its root meaning, “alive”, as well as “fast”, and thus elusive, difficult to grasp hold of), quicksilver, mercury in its liquid form, is used in scientific experiments to determine subtle fluctuations in temperatures. The suggestion here seems to be that degrees of “meaning” are ultimately determined by conditions that depend not upon the instrument used to measure them but upon the “environment” surrounding the instrument or, indeed, upon the way the “meaning”‑‑or the instrument‑‑is “read” and understood, or interpreted, by the “reader”. This seems to suggest that, to any individual, God’s “meaning” in “life’s book”, depends upon the “temperature” of the individual’s own mind. That is, the “meaning” of God’s word, and of Kierkegaard’s philosophy, and of Thomas’s poems, varies according to the “temperature” of the vehicle that receives it. Therefore, the meaning made of’ the message by the interpreter is not “objective”, not inherent in or intrinsic to the words of the message themselves, but it subjectively resides within the interpreter. Thus these lines echo, “repeat”, or “recollect” both forward and backward‑‑in Kierkegaardian terms‑‑and they “recollect”, “repeat,” and “remember” any number of other lines in other poems throughout Thomas’s canon, lines in which the reader, in his own “life’s book”, must “grope for the meaning”, just as Thomas does here, only to discover that, whatever the reader takes it to be or makes it mean, it will often only be like “quicksilver in the hand”‑‑just as one of the most consistent themes running throughout Thomas’s and Kierkegaard’s work is that God, and the meaning of the Christian message in “life’s book”, cannot be fixed, that both God and the meaning of his message are constantly changing, and that no human “instrument” can measure either fully or finally.35
The second section of “S.K.” consists of three quatrains indented from the hard left-hand margin established by the couplets. This simple device seems to suggest that Kierkegaard’s literal life‑‑since that is what this section of the poem is concerned with‑‑will be, or should be, “indented”, set inside of, or made parenthetical to, his mental life of thought and work. Such a suggestion certainly applies to Kierkegaard in terms of the relationship between his literal life and the life of the mind since Kierkegaard’s “life” was essentially his mental life. Beginning with the banal banter of lovers, “‘Kiss me, kiss me not.’ / ‘I love you, I reject you’‑‑”, this section of the poem describes the “perilous game” of lovers, even though the mix of metaphysical reference and overt sexual suggestion is as uncharacteristic of Thomas as it would be for Kierkegaard. The section concludes with an explicit reference to Kierkegaard’s “gaiety in public”, that “was a shirt of nettles for him // at night.” Thomas also makes specific mention here of Kierkegaard’s lover, “Hapless Regine / with her moonlight hair”, who was never to know that “no apparent / lunatic was ever more sane”. Kierkegaard’s long and complicated relationship with Regine (Regina) Olsen was, as his biographer Walter Lowrie says, “an amazing love-story”.36 But, as Thomas says, “The game was perilous / to them both”. Surely, as Kierkegaard attested in the scores of references that accumulate throughout his voluminous works with respect to “Her”‑‑and, one wonders, had he not lost “Her”, whether he would have written any or all of what so frequently seem pieces specifically composed as compensation for her loss‑‑“His gaiety in public”, after his loss of Regina, was a shirt of nettles for him” throughout the rest of his life.37
The third section of “S.K.” consists of nine tercets or triplets, a triune verse form that suggests a linkage between Kierkegaard, God and Thomas himself. This section begins. somewhat surprisingly, with the suggestion that Kierkegaard “was the first / of the Surrealists, picturing / our condition with the draughtsmanship // of a Dali”. The reference to a “draughtsman” implies a particularly rich set of suggestions. On the most literal level, the word of course refers to a “draftsman,” one who draws or paints. However, Thomas no doubt also has in mind several additional meanings of the term: the notion of “drafts” in terms of writing; the notion of a “draft” as part of the process of purposeful selection; the idea of a draft as a preliminary sketch or version, a plan for something not yet finished or completed. And, of course, Thomas also has all abiding interest in painting, and in the relationships between poetry and painting as art forms, as is most obviously indicated by his galleries of poems on paintings in Between Here and Now (1981) and in Ingrowing Thoughts (1985), and in painters in general. (His first wife was an artist.)38
The next part of this third section of Thomas’s poem (ll. 6‑18) deals specifically and exclusively with Kierkegaard, his life and thought. Kierkegaard’s prose is described as “limpid” but with “a cerebral gloss / prohibitive of transparence”. This glossy surface lustre that prohibits or interferes with what it purports to present so glaringly is obviously an apt way for Thomas to associate Dali with Kierkegaard, and both of them with himself. These lines are clearly packed and Thomas seems to be using the word “gloss” in terms of all of its meanings, from the simplest sense of an explanation, to the notion of surface lustre and/or an attractive appearance, to the possibility of a masking of the true nature of something in the sense of “glossing it over”, even to the sense of a “gloss” as a false or wilfully misleading interpretation (as of a text), or to the possibility of a brief explanation (as, for instance, in the margin or between the lines of a text) of a difficult or obscure work or expression, or indeed to the idea of a continuous commentary accompanying a text. These are all things that paintings, poems, philosophy, and criticism often make use of or attempt to accomplish. The passage, further, states that Kierkegaard’s “laughter” was “that // of an author out of the asylum / of his genius”. “Asylum”, perhaps prepared for by the reference to Dali and the Surrealists (remembering the way in which their art supposedly reached down into the non-rational, non-civilized areas of the consciousness), is an interesting and ambiguous word in the context. An asylum is an inviolable place. It is a place that provides shelter, security, refuge and protection, a place for the care of the mentally ill (or insane) or the outcasts of society. It is a sanctuary‑‑certainly a loaded word for both Kierkegaard and Thomas. The “asylum” of “genius” and the “laughter” that “an author” laughs from such a place may well be an accurate description‑‑from both sides of the walls‑‑of the lack of’ communication between those inside and those outside such “asylums”, whether they be poets, painters, philosophers, or madmen. Asylums, places of shelter, refuge, and protection, sanctuaries intended to provide safety or to ensure immunity, may also imprison even their own makers.39

Next we are told that Kierkegaard, “Imagining / from his emphasis on the self // that God is not other”, leads us to be “arrested by his shadow”. The 
passage is complicated and, again, somewhat ambiguous. “That God is not other”40 suggests that God is similar to or the same as “the 
anthropomorphic deity made in man’s image and seen, known, or knowable both in or through the self and in or through other selves in such a way that he is made visible via “his shadow”. In the “shadow” of God’s presence (a present absence, as always, with Thomas) we are “arrested”‑‑stopped, seized, captured‑‑and we see, through the “dazzling explosion”41 in our mind’s eye, the “face of the beloved”, which glimmers or glows momentarily like a candle extinguished or “snuffed out.” This brief “lightning flash” made by the “mind’s dazzling explosion” is followed by full dark.

The final lines of this third section of the poem (19‑27) suggest a kind of Kierkegaardian “either/or” or, perhaps better, a “both/and”. This section begins, “Either way there was terror”. The remaining lines in this section are devoted, rather explicitly, to Kierkegaard:

Backwards there was the moor 
in Jutland, where his father,

from the Calvary of himself, 
had accused God.

Really, the statement ought to be more strongly put. Michael Kierkegaard had cursed God. And, thereby, as Thomas suggests, and as Kierkegaard would surely have agreed, Michael Kierkegaard “crucified” himself at a “Calvary” of his own making and‑‑as Kierkegaard thought‑‑he “crucified” his son as well. Kierkegaard was obsessed and tormented throughout his life by what he felt was his own continuing complicity in his father’s guilt, and the constant presence of the father’s sin visited on the son is a theme that recurs over and over again in his writings. Even more significant however is the specific allusion to “Calvary”, the place where Christ himself “accused God”. Such “accusations”, it would seem, may have different meanings, and yield drastically different results.

The section concludes:

Forward 
there was one overtaken

by his own speed, thought 
brought to bay by a truth 
as inscrutable as its reflection.42
This passage certainly applies to Kierkegaard and it seems to apply to Thomas too. The “inscrutable” truth remains a mystery, in “reflection”, to the end. It is thought cornered and crying out in the “reflected” presence of an “inscrutable” truth-like Calvary, like the life and work of Kierkegaard, or like the life and work of Thomas?

Such an “inscrutable truth” is the constant theme and thesis of all of Kierkegaard’s‑‑and all of Thomas’s‑‑work. It appears again, conspicuously, in “Reflections” (31) the title poem of No Truce with the Furies. “Reflections” begins, “The furies are at home / in the mirror”. Mirrors, what they reflect, and what they fail to reflect, like the sea and windows, have always been of interest to Thomas: “I became obsessed with the mirror image, comparing the sea now to a window, now to a looking glass”.43 It is not surprising, therefore, that here, in the title poem of No Truce with the Furies, a book that “reflects” his entire career, and one in which he is “reflecting back” on his long life, on all of his work and his world‑‑and perhaps, via Kierkegaard, also “reflecting forward” to the identity he will have left behind him as man and poet‑‑and in a poem itself entitled “Reflections”, that Thomas finds his “furies” “at home / in the mirror”.
As Marie-Thérèse Castay has pointed out, the mirror as a key image in Thomas’s work is evident as early as Tares (1961)‑‑and in a poem prophetically enough entitled “Judgment Day” (CP 105)‑‑in which “Thomas visualizes man’s creation as God breathing on a mirror”, and man’s “death as God breathing again” on the mirror, thereby “blurring that first image” out.44 Likewise, in a very interesting image in The Echoes Return Slow (1988), Thomas describes “the face of the believer, ambushed in a mirror”.45 And in Counterpoint (1990) Thomas imagines “God’s mind” as “two mirrors echoing / one another”, and he then describes mirrors as “surfaces / of fathoms which mind / clouds when examining itself / too closely”.46 But, perhaps most importantly, in “A Life” (CP 516)‑‑a poem in which Thomas speaks as personally and as openly as he ever has about himself‑‑there is a passage in which Thomas joins the Narcissus image and theme to his obsession with mirrors and describes himself as:

A Narcissus tortured 
by the whisperers behind 
the mirror.

With these earlier poems echoing behind it, here then, in “Reflections”, as elsewhere in No Truce with the Furies, Thomas’s “furies are at home / in the mirror”. (Lest we miss the double pun Thomas tells us in the same line, “it is their address”. And then that we should “Never think to surprise them”. And, finally, that “There is no truce // with the furies”.) Thomas’s “furies” are, at once, subjective states of frenzy (we remember the asylum), anger, and exaltation as well as the avenging deities of mythology who torment mortal men’s minds, and/or any avenging spirits in general, including anonymous, mirror-like, or self-imagined ones.

We might expect Thomas’s “S.K.” to end at this point, his “inscrutable” theme and the “reflection” on it come to conclusion‑‑but there is a fourth and final, coda-like summary section. In this final single stanza section of twenty lines Thomas concludes his argument. He concludes, likewise, not only the “argument” with Kierkegaard that has run throughout his work, but the definitive argument that has been the most obsessive theme of his long life and much of his major work, early and late. This final section of “S.K.” contains four sentences, three of them questions. It begins:

How do we know his study 
was not the garden 
over again, where his mind 
was the serpent, insinuator 
of the heresy of the self 
as God?
These are Thomas’s usual fully-packed words, and his usual ambiguity. Kierkegaard’s, like Thomas’s, “study” has always been of the mind as subtle serpent in the garden, the mind as “insinuator” / of the heresy of self / as God”, the mind in mirror-like confrontation with itself and with God. Such confrontations usually take place in prayer. In the next sentence Thomas defines what he calls the “difficulty / with prayer”. It is the “exchange / of places between I and thou, / with silence as the answer / to an imagined / request”. Such an “exchange / of places between I and thou” suggests Thomas’s usual reciprocal relationship between God and the individual but, just as usual, it is put into the context of an “imagined” relationship and an “imagined request”. The two final sentences are again questions.47 Thomas first asks:

Is this the price genius 
must pay, that from an emphasis 
on the subjective only 
soliloquy remains?

Then, more fully, and more confusingly, he asks:

Is prayer 
not a glass that, beginning 
in obscurity as his books 
do, the longer we stare 
into the clearer becomes 
the reflection on a countenance 
in it other than our own?48
This final question goes back to the end of the third section and to that “inscrutable . . . reflection” that brought truth to bay. And it brings to climax (if not to full or final resolution or conclusion) Thomas’s Kierkegaardian “reflections” in No Truce with the Furies. Related to the earlier Narcissus imagery, and with the dual suggestions of the expectations and the terrors inherent in solipsism, and of the notion of endless reflection as well as self-imprisonment‑‑with beyond it little or no hope‑‑Thomas seems to suggest that prayer is a “glass”, and that that glass, stared into long enough or looked at hard enough, may finally begin to clear, and to suggest the possibility of a presence in it‑‑a “countenance” (and perhaps even a presence that he “counted” on) “other than our own”.

In this glass, this mirror which mirrors mind more than anything else, this Kierkegaardian mirror into which he has looked so often, R.S. Thomas has come, “with the Dane’s help” to stand above the “bottomless fathoms” and to see, even if darkly and after long, patient waiting, a “countenance . . . other than [hisl own”.
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