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Abstract 
VERNON WATKINS, METAPHYSICAL POET 

Susan E l i z a b e t h McCaslin 

The Welsh poet Vernon Watkins (1906-1967) can best be char­
a c t e r i z e d as a modern metaphysical poet. Not only does he stand 
i n r e l a t i o n s h i p to c e r t a i n "Metaphysical Poets" of the seven­
teenth century l i k e Henry Vaughan and Thomas Traherne, but he i s 
metaphysical i n the more comprehensive sense of being concerned 
with the r e v e l a t i o n of a transcendent order hidden w i t h i n the 
world of time. Throughout h i s canon he speaks i n a unique voice 
of the t r a d i t i o n a l metaphysical and o n t o l o g i c a l questions of 
God's r e l a t i o n to man, time to the timeless and the P l a t o n i c 
many to the one. A close reading of many of h i s poems reveals 
the conceptual and symbolic u n i t y of an imagination centered on 
the idea of the "overthrow of time." Though the t h e s i s places 
s p e c i a l emphasis on the l y r i c s — p a r t i c u l a r l y on two s e r i e s of 
l i n k e d poems (the " T a l i e s i n " and "Music of Colours" sequences) 
where Watkins views nature sub specie a e t e r n i t a t i s — h i s prose 
w r i t i n g s and longer dramatic l y r i c s are a l s o taken i n t o consider­
a t i o n . I t i s found that symbols r e c u r r i n g throughout h i s work 
take on added resonance and depth when seen i n the context of the 
c a r e f u l l y woven matrix of which they are a part. The t h e s i s 
constructs a t r a d i t i o n a l and h i s t o r i c a l context f o r reading Wat­
k i n s ' poetry by e x p l o r i n g f i v e i n t e r r e l a t e d aspects of h i s 
e s s e n t i a l l y metaphysical imagination: 1) h i s i n t e g r a t i o n of 
C e l t i c myth and C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f i n the sequence of poems d e a l i n g 
with the s i x t h - c e n t u r y bard, T a l i e s i n , 2) h i s use of P l a t o n i c 



i i i 

and N e o p l a t o n i c c o n c e p t s and symbols i n t h e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " 

s e q u e n c e , 3) t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f h i s c h o i c e o f t r a d i t i o n a l v e r s e 

forms and a m u s i c a l , v a t i c s t y l e t o h i s m e t a p h y s i c a l o u t l o o k , 

4 ) h i s a f f i n i t i e s w i t h t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s , Donne, 

H e r b e r t , Vaughan and T r a h e r n e , and 5) t h e im p a c t o f t h e two 

modern p o e t s who had t h e g r e a t e s t i n f l u e n c e on h i s s t y l e , W. B. 

Y e a t s and D y l a n Thomas. W a t k i n s ' p r o f o u n d c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f t h e 

d e l i c a t e i n t e r r e l a t i o n o f t h e t e m p o r a l and e t e r n a l w o r l d s , 

c o u p l e d w i t h h i s i m p e c c a b l e c r a f t s m a n s h i p , p l a c e him among t h e 

f i n e s t l y r i c p o e t s o f t h e modern p e r i o d . 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

" C h r i s t e n me, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t my a c t s i n t h e d a r k may 
be j u s t , 

And a d a p t my p a r t i a l v i s i o n t o t h e l i m i t a t i o n o f t i m e . " 
( f r o m " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n " ) 

When V e r n o n W a t k i n s was i n h i s t w e n t y - t h i r d y e a r , b e f o r e 

he had emerged as a p u b l i s h e d p o e t , and d u r i n g a t i m e o f s e ­

v e r e e m o t i o n a l c r i s i s , he underwent an e x p e r i e n c e he was t o 
1 

r e f e r t o l a t e r as "a c o m p l e t e r e v o l u t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y . " 

I t was n o t a c o n v e r s i o n e x p e r i e n c e i n t h e o r d i n a r y s e n s e o f 

the' word, s i n c e he was a l r e a d y a p r a c t i s i n g C h r i s t i a n ( c o n ­

f i r m e d i n t h e A n g l i c a n C h urch) when t h e e v e n t o c c u r r e d , b u t i n ­

v o l v e d a c o m p l e t e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f h i s way o f v i e w i n g t h e n a ­

t u r e o f t i m e , and a r e n e w a l o f h i s commitment t o t h e p o e t i c ex­

p r e s s i o n o f h i s C h r i s t i a n e x p e r i e n c e . He spoke l a t e r o f how 
C h r i s t "drew him b a c k from t h e a b y s s " and f o r e v e r a l t e r e d h i s 

2 
v i e w o f t i m e . I n an i n s t a n t he had s e e n t h a t an i n v i s i b l e , 

e t e r n a l r e a l m i n f o r m s t e m p o r a l i t y a t e v e r y p o i n t , and r e c o g ­

n i z e d t h a t he c o u l d n e v e r a g a i n w r i t e a poem, as he p u t i t , 
3 

" d o m i n a t e d by t i m e . " T h i s e s s e n t i a l l y P l a t o n i c theme o f t h e 

r e l a t i o n o f t h e t e m p o r a l w o r l d t o an e v e r l a s t i n g , p u r p o s e f u l , 

t i m e l e s s one became t h e c e n t r a l i s s u e i n f o r m i n g t h e whole o f 

h i s p o e t r y . I n e s s e n c e , h i s i m a g i n a t i o n c e n t e r s on an o n t o -

l o g i c a l i s s u e r e g a r d i n g t h e n a t u r e o f r e a l i t y and how v a r i o u s 

l e v e l s o f b e i n g , p r i m a r i l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d i n h i s mind as t h e 

t e m p o r a l and t h e t i m e l e s s , s t a n d i n r e l a t i o n s h i p t o e a c h o t h e r . 

S i n c e t h e k i n d o f a r t t h a t most a t t r a c t e d him r e f l e c t e d 

i n w a r d , i n d i v i d u a l and p e r s o n a l g l i m p s e s o f s u c h an e t e r n a l 

o r d e r , a e s t h e t i c s and m e t a p h y s i c s became i n s e p a r a b l y wedded 
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i n h i s mind. I n b o t h h i s p o e t r y and s c a t t e r e d p r o s e he i m p l i e d 

t h a t p o e t r y ' s h i g h e s t f u n c t i o n was ( i n s o f a r as p o s s i b l e ) t o em­

body o r i n c a r n a t e e t e r n a l o r u n i v e r s a l t r u t h s i n l a n g u a g e . H i s 

w e l l - k n o w n and o f t e n - a n t h o l o g i z e d " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s , White 

B l o s s o m " r e v e a l e d h i s c omplementary s e n s e t h a t t h e u l t i m a t e 

r e a l i t y , t h e a b s o l u t e " w h i t e n e s s " o f e t e r n i t y , was u n r e p r e s e n t ­

a b l e . T h e r e f o r e , h i s p r i m a r i l y l y r i c a l i m p u l s e c h a n n e l l e d i t ­

s e l f i n t o m e d i a t i n g , m a i n l y t h r o u g h n a t u r e , i n t u i t i v e g l i m p s e s 

o f e t e r n i t y , and i n t o s u g g e s t i n g t h e p r e s e n c e o f an i n e f f a b l e , 

t i m e l e s s o r d e r h i d d e n beyond, b e h i n d and w i t h i n t h e p h y s i c a l 

one. The e p i g r a p h t h a t opens t h i s s e c t i o n announces t h r o u g h 

t h e mask o f T a l i e s i n , a s i x t h - c e n t u r y Welsh b a r d , t h a t t h e s p i r ­

i t u a l d i m e n s i o n W a t k i n s had p e r c e i v e d was t o g o v e r n t h e whole 

o f h i s l i f e and p o e t i c e x p r e s s i o n ; t h a t t h e a s s u m p t i o n o f t r a n ­

s c e n d e n c y , and n a t u r e v i e w e d sub s p e c i e a e t e r n i t a t i s , l a y a t 

t h e c o r e o f a l l he w r o t e ; t h a t h i s a r t would draw f r o m t h a t a s ­

p e c t o f t h e i m a g i n a t i o n w h i c h a l l o w s man t o t r a n s c e n d t i m e . 

My i n t e n t i o n i n t h i s t h e s i s i s t o e x p l o r e s e v e r a l r e l a t e d 

a s p e c t s o f what c a n be c a l l e d t h e " c h r i s t e n e d i m a g i n a t i o n " o f 

t h i s t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t . I n t h e c h a p t e r s t h a t 

e n s u e , I s h a l l be a t t e m p t i n g t o c o n s t r u c t a t r a d i t i o n a l and 

h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t f o r r e a d i n g W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y by e x p l o r i n g 

1) W a t k i n s ' i n t e g r a t i o n o f C e l t i c myth and C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f i n 

t h e s e q u e n c e o f poems d e a l i n g w i t h T a l i e s i n , 2) h i s u s e o f 

P l a t o n i c and N e o p l a t o n i c c o n c e p t s and symbols i n t h e " M u s i c o f 

C o l o u r s " s e q u e n c e o f poems, 3) t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f h i s c h o i c e 

o f t r a d i t i o n a l v e r s e forms t o h i s m e t a p h y s i c a l v i s i o n , 4) h i s 

a f f i n i t i e s w i t h t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s , Donne, H e r b e r t , 
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Vaughan and Traherne, and 5) the impact of the two modern 
poets who had the greatest i n f l u e n c e on h i s work, Dylan Thom­
as and W. B. Yeats. My u l t i m a t e purpose i s to begin to estab­
l i s h an adequate method f o r i n t e r p r e t i n g the work of a deep, 
but too l i t t l e - r e a d modern, l y r i c a l poet working uniquely i n 
the metaphysical mode. 

Though I am concerned with the question of i n f l u e n c e i n 
Chapters IV and V, the f i n d i n g s of my t h e s i s suggest that 
Watkins was not confounded by what Harold Bloom i n h i s recent 
book, The Anxiety of Influence, A Theory of Poetry (New York: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1973), sets f o r t h as the modern poet's 
c r i p p l i n g sense of inundation by the past. Watkins, i n con­
t r a s t , a c t i v e l y l i n k s himself to h i s chosen l i t e r a r y predeces­
sors without l o s i n g h i s own i n d i v i d u a l i t y . In f a c t , he a c t i v e ­
l y invokes and celebrates h i s r e l a t i o n to a v i t a l stream of 
t r a d i t i o n , confident that what he has to say and h i s way of 
saying i t w i l l ( i f c a r e f u l l y resolved and craf t e d ) assume a 
place i n that stream. With poets l i k e W. B. Yeats, T. S. 
E l i o t , David Jones and Edwin Muir he can be c h a r a c t e r i z e d as a 
seeker a f t e r c o n t i n u i t i e s and a t r a d i t i o n a l view of the world. 

In the process of examining these r e l a t e d aspects of Wat­
k i n s ' e s s e n t i a l l y metaphysical v i s i o n I hope to demonstrate the 
as t o n i s h i n g u n i t y of h i s imagination. Throughout h i s work he 
develops a complex network of i n t e r r e l a t e d symbols that recur 
i n a v a r i e t y of contexts. Watkins uses h i s p o e t i c images not 
merely as counters or ciphers f o r h i s imaginative experience, 
but as u n i v e r s a l symbols that "partake of the r e a l i t y which they 

4 
render i n t e l l i g i b l e " i n the best C o l e r i d g i a n sense. A study of 



4 

how t h e s e symbols r e c u r t o a c c u m u l a t e meaning from poem t o 

poem r e v e a l s t h a t i n d i v i d u a l poems a r e p a r t o f a s i n g l e f a b r i c , 

t h a t W a t k i n s ' l y r i c s ( l i k e t h o s e o f Y e a t s ) t a k e on t h e i r f u l l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o n l y when r e a d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f h i s work as a 

w h o le. The d e m o n s t r a b l e w h o l e n e s s o f h i s work a r g u e s t h a t he 

s h o u l d be s e e n as a much d e e p e r and more s e r i o u s p o e t t h a n i s 

g e n e r a l l y assumed. 

In s p i t e o f t h e t h e m a t i c i m p o r t a n c e o f W a t k i n s ' e a r l y d r a ­

m a t i c poem, " B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd," i n e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s c o n ­

c e r n w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n o f t h e w o r l d s o f t h e l i v i n g and t h e dead, 

t i m e and e t e r n i t y , I s h a l l be t o u c h i n g on i t o n l y s u p e r f i c i a l l y 

i n o r d e r t o f o c u s on t h e s h o r t e r l y r i c s where W a t k i n s ' r e l i ­

g i o u s and m e t a p h y s i c a l themes r e c e i v e t h e i r f u l l e s t and ( I b e ­

l i e v e ) most mature t r e a t m e n t . "The B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd" 

has a l r e a d y b een s t u d i e d i n d e t a i l by Dora P o l k i n h e r V e r n o n  

W a t k i n s and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n ( C h r i s t o p h e r D a v i e s , 1 9 7 7 ) . 

R a t h e r t h a n c o v e r t h e t e r r i t o r y o f h i s u s e o f C e l t i c myth a l ­

r e a d y w e l l - m a p p e d by o t h e r s , I s h a l l be f o c u s i n g i n s t e a d on 

W a t k i n s ' i n c o r p o r a t i o n o f W elsh and c l a s s i c a l m o t i f s w i t h i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f h i s C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . 

I t i s o b v i o u s t h a t b o t h m e t a p h y s i c a l and p r o f e s s e d l y 

C h r i s t i a n p o e t s a r e i n a m i n o r i t y i n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . 

The t r a d i t i o n a l l a n g u a g e o f r e l i g i o u s e x p e r i e n c e has become n o t 

o n l y f r a u g h t w i t h a m b i g u i t i e s , b u t t h e b a s i s o f i t c a l l e d i n t o 

q u e s t i o n . I t i s e s s e n t i a l , t h e r e f o r e , t o p r o v i d e a t l e a s t p r o ­

v i s i o n a l d e f i n i t i o n s o f some o f t h e terms I s h a l l be u s i n g t o 

d e s c r i b e W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y . I s h a l l be a r g u i n g t h a t he i s b o t h a 

m e t a p h y s i c a l and a r e l i g i o u s p o e t . By " m e t a p h y s i c a l " I mean t o 
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s u g g e s t n o t o n l y A r i s t o t l e ' s c a t e g o r i z a t i o n o f a l l t h e s p e c u l a ­

t i v e knowledge beyond t h a t o f t h e p h y s i c a l s c i e n c e s ( t a meta t a 

p h y s i c a ) , o r h i s s e a r c h f o r a f i r s t c a u s e , b u t t h e P l a t o n i c 

s e n s e o f m e t a p h y s i c s as t h a t w h i c h d e a l s w i t h e x p e r i e n c e o f a 

t r a n s c e n d e n t n a t u r e , t h a t w h i c h s u r p a s s e s t i m e , m u t a b i l i t y and 

p r o c e s s and i s t h e s o u r c e o r o r i g i n o f t h e t e m p o r a l o r d e r r e c ­

o g n i z e d by t h e f i v e s e n s e s . I n d e s i g n a t i n g W a t k i n s ' s p e c i a l 

i n t e r e s t t o be i n t h a t b r a n c h o f m e t a p h y s i c s known as o n t o l o g y , 

I am n o t s u g g e s t i n g he a p p r o a c h e s t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s 

o f t h e n a t u r e o f " b e i n g " l i k e a s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g i a n , b u t t h a t 

t h e q u e s t i o n i n f o r m i n g most o f h i s p o e t r y c o n c e r n s how t h e tem­

p o r a l w o r l d r e l a t e s t o e v e r h i g h e r l e v e l s on a s c a l e o r i g i n a t ­

i n g i n God. I n terms o f e p i s t e m o l o g y o r t h e s c i e n c e t h a t s e e k s 

t o d e f i n e t h e b a s i s o f human knowing, W a t k i n s assumes t h a t man 

may make d e d u c t i o n s f r o m t h e s e n s e s and t h r o u g h t h e r e a s o n , b u t 

t h a t t h e r e i s a d d i t i o n a l l y a more i n t u i t i v e , a p r i o r i and d i ­

r e c t f a c u l t y i n t h e mind f o r g r a s p i n g u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y w h i c h 

B l a k e , C o l e r i d g e and Wordsworth c a l l e d " I m a g i n a t i o n , " and t h e 

e a r l y C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g i a n s , S t . A u g u s t i n e and t h e 

N e o p l a t o n i s t s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h " t h e i n n e r l i g h t " o r " d i v i n e 

s p a r k . " W a t k i n s ' poems s u g g e s t t h a t t h e i m a g i n a t i o n , t h o u g h a 

p a r t o f r e a s o n , u l t i m a t e l y t r a n s c e n d s i t and g i v e s man d i r e c t 

a c c e s s t o e t e r n i t y . 

I n C h a p t e r IV, I s h a l l be d e v e l o p i n g my argument t h a t Wat­

k i n s i s c l o s e i n s p i r i t t o t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t s o f t h e s e v e n ­

t e e n t h c e n t u r y , p a r t i c u l a r l y t o Henry Vaughan and Thomas T r a -

h e r n e , who drew on some o f t h e same P l a t o n i c , N e o p l a t o n i c and 

C h r i s t i a n s o u r c e s , and who s h a r e d t h e m y s t i c s ' s e n s e o f t h e 
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i n w a r d n e s s and i n d i v i d u a l n e s s o f d i r e c t r e v e l a t i o n . He i s a 

" m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t , " t h e n , i n t h e s e c o n d a r y s e n s e o f s t a n d i n g 

i n c o n s c i o u s r e l a t i o n t o t h e p o e t s o f t h a t e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n 

whom h i s t o r y has d e s i g n a t e d as " M e t a p h y s i c a l s . " I n t h i s he i s 

n o t a l o n e , s i n c e b o t h Y e a t s and E l i o t , two o f t h e m a j o r w r i t e r s 

o f t h e p e r i o d , t o o k an a c t i v e i n t e r e s t i n t h e E n g l i s h Metaphys-t-

i c a l s . 

By d e s i g n a t i n g W a t k ins a " r e l i g i o u s " p o e t I mean t o a r g u e 

n o t o n l y t h a t he a d h e r e s t o a t r a d i t i o n a l v i e w o f t h e w o r l d 

t h a t assumes t h e e x i s t e n c e o f an o b j e c t i v e , e t e r n a l r e a l m , b u t 

t h a t he i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e more p r a g m a t i c q u e s t i o n o f how 

man c a n r e l a t e h i m s e l f t o i t , o r , i n more C h r i s t i a n t e r m s , o f 

how God has p r o v i d e d a way f o r man t o be so r e l a t e d . H i s s p e ­

c i f i c a l l y t h e i s t i c o u t l o o k l e a d s him t h r o u g h o u t h i s work t o 

assume t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a p e r s o n a l D e i t y who i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h 

man's w e l f a r e , t h a t man i s p a r t o f a p u r p o s e f u l cosmos, and :) 

t h a t t h e s o u l i s i m m o r t a l . T h e s e b a s i c a s s u m p t i o n s a r e t r u e 

o f r e l i g i o u s and m e t a p h y s i c a l t r a d i t i o n s o t h e r t h a n t h e C h r i s ­

t i a n , and i t i s o b v i o u s f r o m t h e poems ( b o t h e a r l y and l a t e ) 

t h a t W a t k i n s was a b l e t o i n c o r p o r a t e pagan, P l a t o n i c and c l a s ­

s i c a l m y t h o i and s y m b o l i s m w i t h i n h i s e s s e n t i a l l y C h r i s t i a n 

v i e w o f t h e w o r l d . " R e l i g i o , " as W a t k i n s ' f r i e n d D a v i d J o n e s 

u s e s i t i n E p o c h and A r t i s t ( 1 9 5 9 ) , o r i g i n a l l y meant "a b i n d i n g " 

o r t y i n g o f t h e s o u l o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l t o t h e l a r g e r o r u n i v e r s a l 

p a t t e r n o f t h e w h o l e , ^ and f o r W a t k i n s t h e word r e t a i n s t h i s 

e a r l y e t y m o l o g i c a l a s s o c i a t i o n as w e l l as i t s more r e s t r i c t e d 

s e n s e o f a t t a c h m e n t t o a p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n o r 

r i t u a l p r a c t i c e . 



7 

Though t h e b a s i s o f W a t k i n s ' C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f i s a t r o o t 

e x p e r i e n t i a l , and r e s t s on p e r s o n a l i l l u m i n a t i o n , h i s v i s i o n i s 

f a r f r o m p r i v a t e o r s o l i p s i s t i c . H i s enormous c o n c e r n w i t h t h e 

p a s t comes o u t o f a need t o p l a c e h i s r e l i g i o u s e x p e r i e n c e 

w i t h i n a u n i v e r s a l c o n t e x t o f v i s i o n a r y e x p e r i e n c e and b e l i e f . 

Y e t he i s u n i q u e l y c e n t e r e d on t h e m y s t i c a l s i d e o f t h e C h r i s ­

t i a n and P l a t o n i c t r a d i t i o n s as e n c o u n t e r e d i n f i g u r e s f r o m h i s 

r e a d i n g as d i v e r s e as P l o t i n u s , R i c h a r d R o l l e , H e n r y Vaughan 

and W i l l i a m B l a k e . As t h e s u b s e q u e n t i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f W a t k i n s ' 

u s e o f e a r l i e r m e t a p h y s i c a l t r a d i t i o n s s h o u l d d e m o n s t r a t e , h i s 

e mphasis i s l e s s on t h e d o c t r i n a l , l i t u r g i c a l , e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

s i d e o f C h r i s t i a n i t y , t h a n on t h e more p e r s o n a l , m y s t i c a l way. 

When s p e a k i n g o f t h e m y s t i c a l e l e m e n t i n W a t k i n s ' work, I do 

n o t mean t o s u g g e s t t h a t he i s a m y s t i c i n t h e s t r i c t s e n s e o f 

one f o l l o w i n g t h e t r a d i t i o n a l p a t h o f p u r g a t i o n , i l l u m i n a t i o n 

and u n i o n w i t h God, b u t t h a t as a p o e t he i s e s p e c i a l l y c o n ­

c e r n e d w i t h moments o f d i r e c t c o n t a c t w i t h an u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y - -

t h a t s u c h moments o f i l l u m i n a t i o n l e a d i n g t o a g r e a t e r aware­

n e s s o f a d i v i n e p r e s e n c e and p u r p o s e form t h e s u b s t r a t u m o f 

h i s a r t . He assumes t h a t r e v e l a t i o n i s p r i m a r i l y a s o l i t a r y 

e x p e r i e n c e p l a c i n g t h e i n d i v i d u a l i n a v i t a l s t r e a m o r l i n e o f 

t h o u g h t s u s t a i n e d by t h e a r t i s t i c a l l y i m m o r t a l i z e d e x p e r i e n c e s 

o f l i k e - m i n d e d p o e t s , a r t i s t s and s a i n t s i n o t h e r a g e s . H i s 

d e e p e s t " a f f i n i t i e s , " t o b orrow a t e r m he u s e s f o r t h e t i t l e o f 

h i s s i x t h volume, l i e w i t h t h e v i s i o n a r i e s and m y s t i c s o f what­

e v e r age who speak o f t h e i n e f f a b l e " i n n e r l i g h t , " and t h e 

s e n s e t h a t God r e v e a l s H i m s e l f i n t i m a t e l y and i n w a r d l y t o t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l . 
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Whatever t h e n a t u r e o f W a t k i n s ' p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s as 

he t r o d t h e i n i t i a t o r y s t e p s o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l m y s t i c way, 

he i s e s s e n t i a l l y a p o e t , and t h e f o c u s o f t h e d i s s e r t a t i o n i s 

on t h e p o e t i c e x p r e s s i o n o f h i s uncommon r e l i g i o u s s e n s i b i l i t y . 

I w i s h t o emphas i z e t h a t W a t k i n s ' s w e e p i n g m e t a p h y s i c a l v i ­

s i o n and h i s e x a l t e d n o t i o n o f p o e t r y go hand i n hand w i t h a 

s t r i c t s e n s e o f fo r m and d i s c i p l i n e d c r a f t s m a n s h i p . The 

c h o i c e o f c a r e f u l l y worked, m a i n l y rhymed and m e t r i c a l p o e t r y 

i s , i n f a c t , i n h i s mind t h e l o g i c a l outcome o f h i s m etaphys­

i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s . The c e n t r a l theme o f t i m e l e s s n e s s s t r u g g l i n g 

w i t h t i m e r e f l e c t s i t s e l f i n t h e t e n s i o n s between f o r m and c o n ­

t e n t i n t h e poems. L i k e t h e work o f t h e E n g l i s h m e t a p h y s i c a l s 

t o whom h i s work i s l i n k e d by p e r s o n a l a f f i n i t y , h i s poems a r e 

h i e r a t i c , w e l l - w r o u g h t , a r t i f i c i a l i n t h e b e s t s e n s e o f t h e 

word. Form i s n e v e r a r b i t r a r y b u t s y m b o l i c , s i g n i f i c a n t l y and 

o r g a n i c a l l y r e l a t e d t o c o n t e n t t h r o u g h o u t as i f t o embody i n 

t h e w o r l d o f l a n g u a g e t h e g r e a t d i a l o g u e between t i m e and e t e r ­

n i t y . As e t e r n i t y i s t o t i m e , so f o r W a t k i n s i s t h e c r e a t i v e 

i n s p i r a t i o n o f S p i r i t (sometimes p e r s o n i f i e d i n h i s work as 

" t h e Muse") t o t h e words o f t h e p o e t t h a t i n c a r n a t e i t . 

B o t h h i s m e t a p h y s i c a l v i s i o n and h i s C h r i s t i a n commitment 

s e t him a p a r t f r o m t h o s e o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s who had r e ­

j e c t e d a t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s o r m e t a p h y s i c a l v i e w o f t h e 

w o r l d . I n s h o r t , he s t a n d s a l o o f f r o m t h e m a i n s t r e a m p o e t r y 

o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l c r i s i s i n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , and must be 

p l a c e d among t h o s e w i t h whom h i s s p i r i t u a l and l i t e r a r y a f f i n ­

i t i e s a r e g r e a t e s t , t h e p o e t s he names, i n v o k e s and echoes i n 

h i s work. Because o f t h e e a r l y p r e s e n c e o f a c e n t r a l c o r e o f 
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b e l i e f e v i d e n t t h r o u g h o u t h i s w o r k , W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y i s l e s s a 

r e c o r d o f s t r u g g l e and s e a r c h t h a n a c e l e b r a t i o n , a f f i r m a t i o n 

and e x p l o r a t i o n o f a v i s i o n d i s c o v e r e d i n a f l a s h o f i n s i g h t 

l o n g b e f o r e h i s c a r e e r as a p u b l i s h e d p o e t g o t u n d e r w a y . 

Though t h e r e i s g r o w t h and d e v e l o p m e n t i n h i s v i s i o n , i t i s t h e 

k i n d o f g r o w t h t h a t o c c u r s when one g r a d u a l l y d i s c o v e r s t h e 

f u l l e r i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h a t w h i c h was g i v e n w h o l e and e s s e n ­

t i a l l y o f a p i e c e i n t h e b e g i n n i n g . 

W a t k i n s ' work was w e l l - r e c e i v e d i n b o t h B r i t a i n and t h e 

U n i t e d S t a t e s a t t h e t i m e o f i t s f i r s t p u b l i c a t i o n by F a b e r and 

F a b e r on t h e a d v i c e o f T. S. E l i o t i n t h e f o r t i e s , f i f t i e s a n d 

s i x t i e s , b u t l i t t l e d e t a i l e d and s e a r c h i n g c r i t i c a l work has 

b e e n w r i t t e n i n t h e i n t e r i m . S i n c e W a t k i n s ' d e a t h i n 1967, a 

l i m i t e d number o f c r i t i c a l a r t i c l e s , and a t l e a s t t h r e e d o c t o r ­

a l d i s s e r t a t i o n s h a v e a p p e a r e d . I h a v e c i t e d t h e a r t i c l e s r e l ­

e v a n t t o my t o p i c and a l l o f t h e t h e s e s and d i s s e r t a t i o n s i n my 

b i b l i o g r a p h y . 

I n t h e c r i t i c a l work t h a t h a s a p p e a r e d t o d a t e much h a s 

b e e n s a i d i n g e n e r a l t e r m s a b o u t W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t i m e l e s s -

n e s s . K a t h l e e n R a i n e , B r i a n K e e b l e , L e s l i e N o r r i s , J a n e 

M c C o r m i c k and R o l a n d M a t h i a s h a v e a l l s p o k e n o f t h e v i s i o n a r y 

o r m e t a p h y s i c a l q u a l i t y o f h i s work. M c C o r m i c k d e a l s i n h e r 

d o c t o r a l d i s s e r t a t i o n , " I S i n g a P l a c e l e s s and a T i m e l e s s 

H e a v e n " ( L e h i g h U n i v e r s i t y , 1 9 7 5 ) , w i t h h i s s e n s e o f t i m e l e s s -

n e s s i n t e r m s o f h i s r e l a t i o n t o t h e R o m a n t i c t r a d i t i o n , a n d 

M ary P o l k i n h e r d i s s e r t a t i o n , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : An A m b i e n c e 

f o r R e a d i n g t h e ' B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd and O t h e r Poems'" 

( U n i v e r s i t y o f C a l i f o r n i a , 1 9 7 0 ) , w i t h t h e C e l t i c b a c k g r o u n d s 
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i n f o r m i n g h i s work and h i s p r o b a b l e k n o w l e d g e o f e s o t e r i c C e l ­

t i c l o r e . L e s l i e N o r r i s ' d i s s e r t a t i o n , "The P o e t r y o f V e r n o n 

W a t k i n s " ( S o u t h a m p t o n U n i v e r s i t y , 1 9 7 2 ) , p r e s e n t s a s y s t e m a t i c 

a p p r a i s a l o f W a t k i n s ' f i r s t s e v e n v o l u m e s o f p u b l i s h e d p o e t r y , 

a r g u i n g a d e v e l o p m e n t t o w a r d a more c h i s e l l e d a nd s e l f - a s s u r e d 

s t y l e i n t h e l a t e r poems. He a s s e r t s t h a t t h e a f f i r m a t i o n o f 

a t r a n s c e n d e n t r e a l m i s o f k e y i m p o r t a n c e i n a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

o f W a t k i n s ' v i s i o n , a nd s e e s t h e f i g u r e o f t h e p o e t i n W a t k i n s ' 

poems a c t i n g as a m e d i a t o r b e t w e e n t h e w o r l d o f t i m e and a h i g h ­

e r o r d e r . Y e t he d o es n o t p u r s u e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s f o r 

W a t k i n s as a s p e c i f i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t . K a t h ­

l e e n R a i n e , one o f t h e f i r s t t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o W a t k i n s ' 

w o r k , e m p h a s i z e s h i s r o o t s i n a t r a d i t i o n a l m e t a p h y s i c a l v i e w 

o f t h e w o r l d , h i s a f f i n i t i e s w i t h P l a t o n i c a nd N e o p l a t o n i c 

t h o u g h t , and h i s r e l a t i o n t o t h e W e l s h b a r d i c h e r i t a g e . L o u i s 

M a r t z s u g g e s t s W a t k i n s ' c l o s e r e l a t i o n t o t h e E n g l i s h t r a d i t i o n 

o f m e t a p h y s i c a l and m e d i t a t i v e p o e t r y o f t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n ­

t u r y , b u t d o es n o t d e v e l o p h i s s u g g e s t i o n t h r o u g h a n a n a l y s i s 

o f t h e poems. Most o f t h e s h o r t a r t i c l e s a n d r e v i e w s p u b l i s h e d 

d u r i n g t h e p o e t ' s l i f e t i m e a nd s i n c e h i s d e a t h , w h i l e s u g g e s t ­

i n g d i r e c t i o n s o f t h o u g h t w o r t h p u r s u i n g i n r e g a r d t o W a t k i n s 

s t u d i e s , do n o t g i v e d e t a i l e d e x e g e s i s o f s p e c i f i c poems. I n 

s h o r t , c r i t i c a l and a n a l y t i c a l s t u d y o f t h i s p o e t i s s t i l l i n 

i t s i n f a n c y , and much o f h i s work s t a n d s u n t o u c h e d by s c h o l a r ­

s h i p . I t i s h o p e d t h a t t h e s u b s e q u e n t d e t a i l e d e x p l o r a t i o n o f 

s p e c i f i c poems and g r o u p s o f l i n k e d poems as s e e n i n t h e c o n ­

t e x t o f t h e w h o l e d e v e l o p m e n t o f h i s w o r k , w i l l r e v e a l h i m as 

t h e t r u l y i n c o m p a r a b l e modern m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t t h e b e s t o f h i s 



work argues him to be . 
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B i o g r a p h i c a l S k e t c h 

Few t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s h a v e waged as c o m p l e t e and u n ­

r e m i t t i n g a w a r f a r e a g a i n s t t i m e as d i d t h e Welshman, V e r n o n 

W a t k i n s . I f h i s p r a c t i c a l l i f e a p p e a r s a t a l l i n h i s w o r k , i t 

i s i n a most i n d i r e c t and t r a n s m u t e d way. E x c e p t f o r " E a r t h ' s " 

r e m a r k i n t h e poem " D i a l o g u e " f r o m F i d e l i t i e s (1968) t h a t she 

" k e e p [ s ] a n e x a c t a c c o u n t , " t h e r e i s l i t t l e i n d i c a t i o n f r o m t h e 

w o r l d o f t i m e l e s s and c a r e f u l l y hewn s y m b o l s t h a t c o m p r i s e h i s 

poems t o s u g g e s t he s p e n t o v e r f o r t y y e a r s as a b a n k c l e r k . E s ­

c h e w i n g w o r l d l y a m b i t i o n , he c a r e f u l l y a v o i d e d p r o m o t i o n t o man­

a g e r i a l s t a t u s t o become, i n h i s own w o r d s , L l o y d s ' " o l d e s t 

c a s h i e r . " Y e t t h e p o s i t i o n a t t h e b a n k p r o v i d e d h i m w i t h t h e 

means n e c e s s a r y t o s u p p o r t h i s w i f e and f i v e c h i l d r e n w h i l e r e ­

m a i n i n g e n t i r e l y d e d i c a t e d t o a l i f e l o n g , a r d u o u s c r a f t i n g o f 

h i s i n t r i c a t e and d i s c i p l i n e d v e r s e . The c a r e f u l e x c l u s i o n o f 

t h e mundane and c o n t i n g e n t f o r i t s own s a k e f r o m h i s p o e t r y , 

and h i s d e c i s i o n t o u s e t h e p a r t i c u l a r o n l y as i t r e v e a l e d a 

u n i v e r s a l a n d h i d d e n o r d e r s e t h i m a p a r t f r o m most o f h i s c o n ­

t e m p o r a r i e s . H i s c o n s c i o u s c h o i c e s f o r c e t h e r e a d e r t o a p p r o a c h 

h i s work on i t s own t e r m s as a modern e x p r e s s i o n o f a m e t a p h y s ­

i c a l d i a l o g u e b e t w e e n t i m e and e t e r n i t y . 

V e r n o n P h i l l i p s W a t k i n s was b o r n on J u n e 27, 1906, i n Mae-

s t a g , a s m a l l c o l l i e r y town i n t h e L l y n f f V a l l e y i n s o u t h e a s t 

W a l e s . Though memories o f m i n i n g c o m m u n i t i e s l i k e B r i d g e n d and 

L l a n e l l y may be t h e b a s i s f o r h i s e a r l y poem, "The C o l l i e r , " 

w h e re W a t k i n s t r a n s f o r m s t h e a b u s e d w o r k e r i n t o a b i b l i c a l f i g ­

u r e o f J o s e p h b e t r a y e d by h i s b r o t h e r s , and t h e r e f o r e a t y p e o f 



13 

C h r i s t , t h e l a n d s c a p e o f most o f h i s poems i s t h a t o f t h e r u g ­

ged and p i c t u r e s q u e Gower c o a s t where h i s f a m i l y moved when he 

was t e n . I t was t h e r e a m i d s t p a s t o r a l b e a u t y bounded by t h e 

s e a (an e v e r - p r e s e n t symbol i n h i s work) t h a t he was t o r e m a i n 

f o r t h e r e s t o f h i s l i f e , e x c e p t f o r a b r i e f i n t e r l u d e i n t h e 

R.A.F. d u r i n g t h e Second W o r l d War. L i k e D y l a n Thomas e i g h t 

y e a r s l a t e r , W a t k i n s a t t e n d e d b o t h t h e M i r a d o r and Swansea 

Grammar S c h o o l s i n n e a r b y Swansea. A t t h e l a t t e r i n s t i t u t i o n 

Thomas' f a t h e r was l a t e r t o s e r v e as s c h o o l m a s t e r . W a t k i n s r e ­

membered and c e l e b r a t e d t h e Swansea o f b o t h h i s y o u t h and a d u l t 

y e a r s i n " E l e g y o f t h e H e r o i n e o f C h i l d h o o d " and "Ode t o Swan-

s e a . " 

W a t k i n s was t h e s e c o n d o f t h r e e c h i l d r e n , t h e o n l y s o n o f 

m i d d l e - c l a s s p a r e n t s o f C o n g r e g a t i o n a l i s t f a i t h . H i s mother, 

f o r m e r l y S a r a h P h i l l i p s , was t h e d a u g h t e r o f a g e n t l e m a n f a r m ­

e r f r o m C a r m a r t h e n s h i r e , a c o u n t r y d i s t r i c t i n s o u t h w e s t Wales 

t h a t was t o become t h e s e t t i n g f o r W a t k i n s ' l a t e r i d y l l i c i n ­

v o c a t i o n o f c h i l d h o o d , " R e t u r n i n g t o G o l e u f r y n . " H i s f a t h e r 

W i l l i a m , i n whose f o o t s t e p s W a t k i n s was t o f o l l o w p r o f e s s i o n ­

a l l y , was a s u c c e s s f u l b r a n c h manager o f L l o y d s Bank who came 

o r i g i n a l l y f r o m Tynewydd, T a f f ' s W e l l , n e a r C a r d i f f . Though 

b o t h h i s p a r e n t s were s t a u n c h C o n g r e g a t i o n a l i s t s o f Welsh Non­

c o n f o r m i s t b a c k g r o u n d , t h e y s e n t t h e i r son a t t h e age o f f o u r ­

t e e n t o R e p t o n , an E n g l i s h p u b l i c s c h o o l i n D e r b y s h i r e where 

t h e r e l i g i o u s emphasis i s t h a t o f t h e e s t a b l i s h e d C h u r c h o f En­

g l a n d . I t was t h e r e t h a t t h e young V e r n o n was c o n f i r m e d as a 

member o f t h e A n g l i c a n C h u r c h t o w h i c h he a d h e r e d t h r o u g h o u t 

h i s l i f e as a l o y a l and c o m m i t t e d C h r i s t i a n . I t i s no c o i n c i -
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dence t h a t t h e c h u r c h t r a d i t i o n i n w h i c h he f o u n d h i m s e l f was 

t h e same t h a t n o u r i s h e d e a r l i e r s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y m etaphys­

i c a l p o e t s l i k e Donne, H e r b e r t , Vaughan and T r a h e r n e , w i t h 

whose work h i s own c a n f r u i t f u l l y be compared. Though non-

d o c t r i n a i r e i n h i s r e l i g i o u s o u t l o o k , he c a n be s e e n t o s h a r e 

much common g r o u n d w i t h p o e t s who drew f r o m t h e m y s t i c a l s i d e 

o f t h e A n g l i c a n t r a d i t i o n . P o e t i c a l l y he i s an h e i r o f i t s 

r i c h t r a d i t i o n a l symbology. 

The C o n g r e g a t i o n a l i s m i n W a t k i n s ' b a c k g r o u n d meant aware­

n e s s o f d e m o c r a t i c a l l y a p p o i n t e d c l e r g y f o r e a c h c o n g r e g a t i o n 

and a t r a d i t i o n o f p u r i t a n y e t c h e e r f u l G o d l i n e s s g o i n g b a c k 

t o M i l t o n ' s s e c t o f I n d e p e n d e n t s , who were e a r l y C o n g r e g a t i o n -

a l i s t s . The s h i f t t o A n g l i c a n i s m was t o a f o r m a l i t y o f s e r v i c e 

g r e a t e r t h a n b e f o r e , an a p p o i n t e d h i e r a r c h i c a l s y s t e m o f c l e r g y , 

and t o a " p o s h e r " s o r t o f c o n g r e g a t i o n i n terms o f s o c i a l c l a s s , 

t h o u g h n o t n e c e s s a r i l y i n w e a l t h . I t a l s o meant a l e s s p u r i ­

t a n i c a l a p p r o a c h t o d r i n k and l i f e i n g e n e r a l , a b e t t e r p r a y e r -

book i n l i t e r a r y t e r m s ; t h o u g h p r o b a b l y a d e c l i n e i n t h e s t a n ­

d a r d o f hymn s i n g i n g , and ( d e p e n d i n g on t h e p a r t i c u l a r c l e r g y ) 

a l e s s v i g o r o u s p u l p i t r h e t o r i c . Though W a t k i n s draws l i t t l e 

d i r e c t l y f r o m t h e p r a y e r b o o k and l i t u r g y , t h e A n g l i c a n f o r m a l ­

i t y and l i t e r a r y s e n s i t i v i t y ( s e n s i t i v i t y t o symbol and r i t u a l ) 

i s r e f l e c t e d , I b e l i e v e , i n W a t k i n s ' more f o r m a l and h i e r a t i c 

s t y l e o f w r i t i n g . Though he r e t a i n s i n h i s mature work t h e 

C o n g r e g a t i o n a l i s t ' s s e n s e o f i n t i m a c y w i t h God, t h e t r a d i t i o n 

he a d o p t e d s e e m s . a l t o g e t h e r more amenable t o h i s p e r s o n a l and 

p o e t i c s e n s i b i l i t i e s t h a n t h e more p o p u l a r p u r i t a n i s m o f h i s 

i n h e r i t e d b a c k g r o u n d . D y l a n Thomas, more t h a n W a t k i n s , c a r r i e d 
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i n t o h i s v e r s e t h e e n e r g y o f W e l s h p u l p i t r h e t o r i c and t h e 

s e n s e o f p e r s o n a l r e p r o b a t i o n a nd g u i l t o f t h e N o n c o n f o r m i s t 

s e c t s . 

W a t k i n s ' poem, " R e v i s i t e d W a t e r s , " w r i t t e n i n 1957 t o c e l ­

e b r a t e R e p t o n ' s Q u a t e r c e n t e n a r y , i d e a l i z e s h i s t i m e t h e r e f r o m 

1920-24 as a g o l d e n age o f y o u t h f u l c a m e r a d e r i e w i t h p e e r s who 

s h a r e d h i s l i t e r a r y a n d p o e t i c e n t h u s i a s m s . I n s p i t e o f a c a ­

d e m i c s u c c e s s , a s i n g l e , u n f o r t u n a t e p a r t i n g e n c o u n t e r w i t h t h e 

s c h o o l ' s H e a d m a s t e r , D r . F i s h e r ( l a t e r A r c h b i s h o p o f C a n t e r - , 

b u r y ) , f o r e s h a d o w s W a t k i n s ' l a t e r r e j e c t i o n o f t h e a c a d e m i c 

w o r l d a s f u n d a m e n t a l l y i n i m i c a l t o t h e p o e t i c s p i r i t . On t h e 

l a s t S p e e c h Day when V e r n o n s t e p p e d on t h e s t a g e t o r e c e i v e t h e 

Howe p r i z e f o r p o e t r y , t h e H e a d m a s t e r j o k e d t h a t t h e yo u n g p o e t 

w o u l d " n e v e r e a r n so much p e r l i n e a g a i n . " W a t k i n s l e f t w i t h 

t h e d i s t i n c t i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f a c a d e m i c 
3 

a u t h o r i t y h a d no c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f t h e p o e t ' s h i g h c a l l i n g . 

Though b o t h W a t k i n s ' p a r e n t s were W e l s h - s p e a k i n g , t h e y d i d 

n o t t r a n s m i t t h e s p o k e n f o r m o f t h e l a n g u a g e t o t h e i r s o n , who 

c o n s i d e r e d t h e r e s o u r c e s o f E n g l i s h f u l l y a d e q u a t e f o r h i s own 

p o e t i c e x p r e s s i o n . S o u t h W a l e s a t t h e t i m e o f W a t k i n s ' u p b r i n g ­

i n g h a d u n d e r g o n e t h e s t e a d y p r o c e s s o f A n g l i c i z a t i o n b e g u n i n 

t h e 1 8 7 0 ' s , a nd i t was f a s h i o n a b l e among t h e " r e s p e c t a b l e " 
4 

c l a s s e s t o s e e k f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n a more E n g l i s h e d u c a t i o n . 

T h a n k s t o h i s f a t h e r , who r e a d t o t h e yo u n g W a t k i n s t h e poems 

o f A n e i r i n , T a l i e s i n , L l y w a r c h Hen and D a f y d d ap G w i l y m , he was 

i n l a t e r l i f e a b l e t o r e a d W e l s h w i t h t h e h e l p o f a d i c t i o n a r y , 

a n d r e t a i n e d a s e n s i t i v i t y t o t h e m y t h i c h e r i t a g e o f W a l e s , as 

w i t n e s s e d by h i s l a t e r u s e o f a W e l s h f o l k c u s t o m i n h i s 
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" B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd" and o f t h e f i g u r e o f T a l i e s i n i n h i s 

s e q u e n c e o f poems d e a l i n g w i t h t h a t a n c i e n t b a r d . I t was p r o b ­

a b l y h i s m o t h e r , h o w e v e r , who e n c o u r a g e d W a t k i n s i n t h e p u r s u i t 

o f a n E n g l i s h e d u c a t i o n and a b r o a d e r , more c o n t i n e n t a l o u t ­

l o o k . She h e r s e l f h a d a t t e n d e d a f i n i s h i n g s c h o o l a t B o l k e n -

h a i n i n a G e r m a n - s p e a k i n g r e g i o n b e t w e e n C z e c h o s l o v a k i a and 

S o u t h e r n P o l a n d where she d e v e l o p e d t h e s t r o n g i n t e r e s t i n E u ­

r o p e a n l a n g u a g e s ( i n c l u d i n g German) w h i c h h e r s o n , who was t o 

become an a d e p t t r a n s l a t o r , was t o i n h e r i t . 

W a t k i n s was s e n t f i r s t t o a p r e p a r a t o r y s c h o o l a t T y t t e n -

h a n g e r Lodge a t S e a f o r d , S u s s e x , b e f o r e g o i n g on t o R e p t o n . 

From t h e r e , w i t h c o n s i d e r a b l e a c a d e m i c s u c c e s s b e h i n d h i m i n 

modern l a n g u a g e s , he went up as a P e n s i o n e r t o M a g d a l e n e C o l ­

l e g e a t C a m b r i d g e i n 1924 where he s e t o u t t o s p e c i a l i z e i n 

F r e n c h , German and I t a l i a n . W i t h i n t h e y e a r ( a n d n o t f o r a c a ­

d e m i c r e a s o n s ) , W a t k i n s grew d i s i l l u s i o n e d w i t h t h e p o s i t i v i s -

t i c , a n a l y t i c s p i r i t t h a t d o m i n a t e d C a m b r i d g e a t t h a t t i m e and 

l e f t a b r u p t l y i n 1925 a f t e r a s h a r p e x c h a n g e w i t h t h e M a s t e r 

o f t h e C o l l e g e , A. C. B e n s o n . T h i s s e c o n d c o n f l i c t w i t h a u t h o r ­

i t y p a r a l l e l s h i s e a r l i e r r e a c t i o n t o D r . F i s h e r a t R e p t o n . 

I n a n i n t e r v i e w w i t h B e n s o n a t t h e end o f t e r m , when q u e s t i o n e d 

as t o h i s a c a d e m i c i n t e n t i o n s f o r t h e c o m i n g y e a r , W a t k i n s r e ­

s p o n d e d t h a t he was " i n t e r e s t e d o n l y i n w r i t i n g p o e t r y and t h a t 

he d i d n ' t i n t e n d t o s t a y i n C a m b r i d g e and s e e i t c r i t i c i z e d o u t 

o f him.""' B e n s o n ' s i n s e n s i t i v e r e t o r t — t h a t i f he w a n t e d t o 

become a p o e t "he w o u l d c u r s e t h e d a y he was b o r n " — d r e w f r o m 

W a t k i n s t h e t e r s e r e p l y t h a t "he had c u r s e d i t many t i m e s a l ­

r e a d y . " The i n t e r v i e w e n d e d d r a m a t i c a l l y w i t h W a t k i n s s l a m m i n g 
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t h e d o o r b e h i n d h i m as he l e f t t h e room. 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t W a t k i n s w i t h d r e w f r o m C a m b r i d g e o f h i s 

own v o l i t i o n o v e r what he c o n c e i v e d as a m a t t e r o f p r i n c i p l e , 

and n o t f o r a c a d e m i c r e a s o n s , h a v i n g j u s t won t h e P e s k e t t P r i z e 

f o r p l a c i n g w e l l i n h i s exams. I t was a c h o i c e t h a t was t o a f ­

f e c t t h e r e s t o f h i s l i f e , a n e f f e c t u a l b u r n i n g o f b r i d g e s t h a t 

f o r c e d h i m b a c k u p o n t h e e c o n o m i c n e c e s s i t y o f a j o b i n t h e 

b ank. He r e t a i n e d i n t o l a t e r l i f e a t h o r o u g h g o i n g a n t i p a t h y 

t o w a r d t h e k i n d o f e m p i r i c a l c r i t i c i s m he i d e n t i f i e d w i t h Cam­

b r i d g e i n t h e 2 0 ' s — t h e C a m b r i d g e t h a t f o s t e r e d I . A. R i c h a r d s 

and W i l l i a m Empson, two o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s whose w o r k 

s t a n d s i n d e c i d e d c o n t r a s t t o h i s own. I n l i g h t o f h i s u n i q u e 

d e v e l o p m e n t as a r e l i g i o u s p o e t , h i s c h o i c e seems more t h a n 

j u s t i f i e d . 

A f t e r h i s u n p r e c e d e n t e d w i t h d r a w a l f r o m C a m b r i d g e , Wat­

k i n s ' f a t h e r , who up t o t h i s p o i n t h a d b e e n e x t r e m e l y t o l e r a n t 

o f h i s s o n ' s " i m p r a c t i c a l i t y , " r e f u s e d t o s u p p o r t h i m f o r t h e 

y e a r o f t r a v e l i n E u r o p e W a t k i n s n a i v e l y s u g g e s t e d as a n a l t e r ­

n a t i v e t o a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n . He i n s i s t e d i n s t e a d t h a t h i s 

s o n p r o m p t l y t a k e up b a n k i n g . I t was l i k e l y t h i s s u d d e n c o n ­

f r o n t a t i o n w i t h o r d i n a r y r e a l i t y w h i c h p r e c i p i t a t e d t h e " n e r ­

v o u s b r e a k d o w n " t h a t e n s u e d i n t h e autumn o f 1927. 

W a t k i n s d e c i d e d t o become a p o e t a t t h e age o f s i x and h a d 

b e e n w r i t i n g p o e t r y more o r l e s s c o n t i n u a l l y , e x c e p t f o r a y e a r 

a t R e p t o n , s i n c e t h e age o f e i g h t . By t h e t i m e he was t w e l v e 

he. h a d c o l l e c t e d most o f t h e E n g l i s h p o e t s by what h i s widow 

d e s c r i b e s as " t h e s i m p l e and e c o n o m i c a l method o f g i v i n g them 

t o h i s f a m i l y as b i r t h d a y and C h r i s t m a s p r e s e n t s . " A t R e p t o n , 
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he e x p e r i e n c e d a p a s s i o n f o r t h e R o m a n t i c s ( p a r t i c u l a r l y S h e l ­

l e y ) , and t h e G e o r g i a n p o e t R u p e r t B r o o k e , i d e n t i f y i n g w i t h t h e 

extreme R o m a n t i c n o t i o n t h a t p o e t r y i s d i r e c t i n s p i r a t i o n , an 

u n p r e m e d i t a t e d f l o w r e q u i r i n g l i t t l e o r no r e v i s i o n o r r e w o r k ­

i n g . He was t o r e p u d i a t e t h i s v i e w i n l a t e r l i f e i n f a v o r o f 

a s e n s e o f t h e n e c e s s i t y f o r s u b t l e c r a f t s m a n s h i p combined w i t h 

d i r e c t i n s p i r a t i o n . A t t h e p e r i o d p r e c e d i n g h i s breakdown h i s 

c o nsuming i n t e r e s t was W i l l i a m B l a k e whose " g i a n t f o r m s " s u g ­

g e s t e d an i n t e g r a t e d w o r l d o f i m a g i n a t i v e e n e r g y d i s t i n c t f r o m 

t h e w o r l d o f o r d i n a r y r e a l i t y . B l a k e , who c o n t i n u e d t o be im­

p o r t a n t t o him i n t h e work o f h i s m a t u r i t y , i n f a c t p l a y e d a 

v i t a l r o l e i n W a t k i n s ' i m a g i n a t i o n a t t h e v e r y t i m e o f h i s emo­

t i o n a l c o l l a p s e . I n h i s b i o g r a p h i c a l a n a l y s i s f r o m t h e 

" W r i t e r s o f Wales S e r i e s " on W a t k i n s , R o l a n d M a t h i a s d e s c r i b e s 

t h e i n c i d e n t t h a t l e d t o t h a t c r i s i s : 

. . . . [ H ] e [ W a t k i n s ] r e t u r n e d t o h i s l o d g i n g s on t h e 
T a f f embankment i n a s t a t e o f h i g h t e n s i o n . He had 
been r e a d i n g B l a k e a g a i n , and r u s h e d h i t h e r and t h i t h e r 
a b out t h e room s h o u t i n g t h a t he had c o n q u e r e d t i m e and 
c o u l d c o n t r o l b o t h h i s own d e s t i n y and t h a t o f o t h e r s . 
T h i s p e n u l t i m a t e s t a g e was a b r u p t l y ended when he h e a r d 
an enormous c r a s h o u t s i d e : on g o i n g t o t h e window he 
saw a m o t o r - c y c l i s t d ead on t h e g r o u n d and h i s p i l l i o n 
p a s s e n g e r s t a g g e r i n g up t h e p a t h t o w a r d s him, h i s f a c e 
c o v e r e d i n b l o o d . I m m e d i a t e l y — t h e u n d e r l y i n g t e n d e r ­
n e s s o f h i s n a t u r e s u p e r v e n i n g — h e was c o n v i n c e d t h a t 
he had w i l l e d t h i s and h i m s e l f c o l l a p s e d , -j 

D i r e c t l y a f t e r w a r d s , W a t k i n s t o o k t h e t r a i n t o R e p t o n and 

t r i e d t o a s s a u l t t h e o l d Headmaster, Dr. F i s h e r , who y e a r s b e ­

f o r e had t o l d him t h a t he c o u l d n e v e r make a l i v i n g a t p o e t r y . 

I n W a t k i n s ' d e l i r i u m , t h e h e a d m a s t e r became an e x a g g e r a t e d sym­

b o l o f t h e p h i l i s t i n e w o r l d t h a t s t o o d i n o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e 

p o e t . 
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Y e t t h e most i n t e n s e and f o r m a t i v e e x p e r i e n c e o f W a t k i n s ' 

l i f e was t o f o l l o w a t t h e c o n v a l e s c e n t home i n D e r b y s h i r e 

where he was s e n t t o r e c o v e r f r o m t h e h y s t e r i c a l o u t b u r s t j u s t 

d e s c r i b e d . T h e r e , as he r e c a l l e d l a t e r , he was s u d d e n l y shown 

t h e n a t u r e o f t i m e and s a v e d m i r a c u l o u s l y by C h r i s t f r o m " t h e 
g 

h o r r o r s o f t h e a b y s s . " He was t o come t o s p e a k o f t h i s e x p e ­

r i e n c e , and t h e h e a l i n g and r e i n t e g r a t i o n t h a t f o l l o w e d f r o m 

i t , as p a r t o f a p r o f o u n d " r e v o l u t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y . " 
I n my t w e n t y - t h i r d y e a r I s u d d e n l y e x p e r i e n c e d a com­
p l e t e r e v o l u t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y . I r e p u d i a t e d t h e 
v e r s e I h a d w r i t t e n and knew t h a t I c o u l d n e v e r a g a i n 
w r i t e a poem w h i c h c o u l d be d o m i n a t e d by t i m e . g 

The theme o f t h e o v e r t h r o w o f t i m e t h r o u g h a w a r e n e s s o f t h e v i ­

t a l i n t e r r e l a t i o n o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y was t o become h i s c e n ­

t r a l p o e t i c c o n c e r n . The e x p e r i e n c e j u s t d e s c r i b e d assumed i n 

h i s m i n d r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y t h e shape o f a r e l i g i o u s " c o n v e r s i o n " 

t o a new way o f v i e w i n g t h e o r i g i n a nd p u r p o s e o f l i f e t h a t was 

t o t r a n s f o r m h i s a r t . He b u r n e d a l l t h e poems he h a d w r i t t e n 

up t o t h a t t i m e , and h e n c e f o r t h s p o k e o f h i m s e l f as a C h r i s t i a n 

m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t . H i s widow has w r i t t e n t h a t , " H i s C h r i s t i a n ­

i t y was t h e c e n t r e o f h i s l i f e , and he w r o t e o n l y t o p r a i s e and 

a f f i r m t h a t b e l i e f . " " ' " ^ 

Though t h e o b v i o u s c o n f l i c t b e t w e e n W a t k i n s ' u n c o m p r o m i s ­

i n g i d e a l s a nd t h e w o r l d ' s demands l e d t o h i s b r e a k d o w n , i r o n ­

i c a l l y t h e commitment t o t h e bank became h i s means o f r e i n t e ­

g r a t i o n . S l o w l y W a t k i n s came t o a c c e p t t h e monotonous r o u t i n e 

a t L l o y d s as a way o f p r o t e c t i n g h i s p o e t r y w i t h o u t c o m p r o m i s e . 

I n l a t e r l i f e , d u r i n g a n " A d d r e s s t o t h e P o e t r y S o c i e t y o f 

G r e a t B r i t a i n " on May 7, 1966, he p r o u d l y and w i t h some humour 
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c o mpared h i m s e l f t o E l i o t , M a s e f i e l d , t h e G r e e k p o e t C a v a f y 

and o t h e r p o e t s who w o r k e d i n b a n k s : 

When I j o i n e d L l o y d s Bank i n S e p t . 1 9 2 5, T. S. E l i o t 
h ad j u s t l e f t i t i n t h e same y e a r , t h e 8 t h o f h i s 
s e r v i c e . He was so v e r s a t i l e t h a t he was a b l e t o 
w r i t e t h e E u r o p e a n a r t i c l e f o r t h e L l o y d s Bank M o n t h ­
l y R e v i e w and The Waste L a n d a t t h e same t i m e . ^ 

I n t h a t same a d d r e s s W a t k i n s r e l a t e s how when he f i r s t s t a r t e d 

a t t h e bank he u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y s e t f i r e t o a p a c k e t o f bank 

n o t e s ; and t h e r e a r e o t h e r c o l o u r f u l t a l e s , one o f h i m r u n n i n g 

a f t e r a c u s t o m e r t o whom he gave a n immense sum o f money by 

m i s t a k e , a n d a n o t h e r o f h i s l e a v i n g t h e bank u n l o c k e d so t h a t 

a p o l i c e m a n h a d t o come t o h i s h o u s e f o r t h e k e y . I n s p i t e o f 

t h e c o m i c a l s t o r i e s a b o u t W a t k i n s ' i n e p t i t u d e , w h i c h he h i m s e l f 

h e l p e d t o p e r p e t u a t e , he was by a l l a c c o u n t s a c o m p e t e n t c l e r k . 

A f t e r a day o f work i n Swansea, he w o u l d commute home by bus 

t o h i s h o u s e on P e n n a r d c l i f f s , a n d a f t e r s u p p e r r e t u r n t o h i s 

s t u d y t o d r a f t a n d r e d r a f t t h e poems he p r o d u c e d a l m o s t c o n t i n ­

u o u s l y t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e . B e c a u s e he was s u c h a m e t i c u l o u s 

c r i t i c o f h i s own w o r k , d e s t r o y i n g a t a whim poems t h a t d i s s a t ­

i s f i e d h i m , l e s s t h a n 400 poems s u r v i v e i n p r i n t , i n c l u d i n g 

t h o s e p u b l i s h e d i n b o t h j o u r n a l s a n d c o l l e c t i o n s . 

A f t e r s e t t l i n g i n t o h i s c a r e e r a t t h e b a n k , W a t k i n s met 

D y l a n Thomas i n t h e e a r l y months o f 1935. The v i t a l p e r s o n a l ­

i t y a n d u n u s u a l p o e t i c g i f t s o f t h e y o u n g e r p o e t w ere t o h a v e 

a d r a m a t i c i m p a c t on W a t k i n s b o t h p e r s o n a l l y and p o e t i c a l l y . 

Thomas e n c o u r a g e d W a t k i n s t o b e g i n j o u r n a l p u b l i c a t i o n by s u b ­

m i t t i n g some poems, i n c l u d i n g " G r i e f s o f t h e S e a , " t o t h e f i r s t 

i s s u e o f K i e d r y c h R h y s ' Wales i n 1937, and he i n t r o d u c e d h i m 

t o a c o m m u n i t y o f p o e t s , w r i t e r s a n d a r t i s t s i n c l u d i n g D a n i e l 
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J o n e s , t h e c o m p o s e r , A l f r e d J a n e s , t h e p a i n t e r , and J o h n 

Ormond, t h e f i l m m a k e r . W a t k i n s ' e d i t i o n o f Thomas' l e t t e r s , 

L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s ( F a b e r and F a b e r , 1 9 5 7 ) , t e s t i f i e s 

t o t h e s t r e n g t h and d u r a t i o n o f t h i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y l i t e r a r y 

f r i e n d s h i p , a nd r e v e a l s t h e two y o u n g p o e t s ' u t t e r d e d i c a t i o n 

t o t h e m i n u t i a e o f t h e i r c r a f t . 

The o t h e r i m p o r t a n t t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y f i g u r e W a t k i n s most 

a d m i r e d d u r i n g t h a t same p e r i o d was t h e I r i s h p o e t W. B. Y e a t s , 

whose work he f i r s t r e a d i n 1928, and c o n t i n u e d t o s t u d y as i t 

a p p e a r e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e t h i r t i e s . Though Thomas h a d a n imme­

d i a t e i m p a c t on W a t k i n s ' s t y l e , a nd a l a s t i n g one on h i m p e r ­

s o n a l l y , i t was Y e a t s who was t o h a v e t h e more e n d u r i n g p o e t i c 

i n f l u e n c e . I n 1938, W a t k i n s v i s i t e d t h e o l d Y e a t s i n h i s Dub­

l i n home i n t h e s p i r i t o f p i l g r i m a g e and w r o t e t h e l o n g poem, 

" Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " as a r e s u l t . 

I n 1939 t h e n a t i o n m o b i l i z e d f o r w a r , and W a t k i n s j o i n e d 

t h e Home G u a r d . A g a i n i n 1941 he v o l u n t e e r e d t o s e r v e i n t h e 

R.A.F., f i r s t as a s e r v i c e p o l i c e m a n and t h e n i n I n t e l l i g e n c e 

w here he r e m a i n e d u n t i l r e c e i v i n g c o m p a s s i o n a t e d i s c h a r g e i n 

1946. As w i t h h i s b a n k i n g c a r e e r , numerous a n e c d o t e s a b o u n d 

r e l a t i n g W a t k i n s ' c o m i c u n s u i t a b i l i t y f o r m i l i t a r y l i f e , s t o ­

r i e s o f how he was f o u n d m a r c h i n g t o a n i m p o r t a n t c e r e m o n i a l 

p a r a d e w i t h o u t h i s r i f l e , how he a c c i d e n t l y t u r n e d a h o s e on 

t h e e n t i r e f r o n t row o f h i s s q u a d and how he a c c e p t e d c h o c o l a t e 

b a r s i n p l a c e o f p a s s e s f ° r e n t r a n c e i n t o t h e b a s e . I n a 

r a d i o b r o a d c a s t o f 1947 W a t k i n s p o r t r a y s h i m s e l f as a m i s p l a c e d 

p e r s o n i n t h e m i l i t a r y s e t t i n g : 
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D u r i n g t h e war I f o u n d m y s e l f i n an e n v i r o n m e n t and 
i n a r o l e w h i c h I had n e v e r e x p e c t e d . I was a n R.A.F. 
p o l i c e m a n , and g u a r d i n g a camp where I was a l w a y s l o s ­
i n g my way, s i n c e I i n v a r i a b l y c o n f u s e d one b u i l d i n g 
w i t h a n o t h e r . I n c i r c u m s t a n c e s s u c h as t h e s e t h e r e 
seemed t o be no p l a c e f o r my p o e t r y , n o r , i n d e e d , f o r 
me; b u t a t n i g h t when I s t o o d a t t h e g a t e e x a m i n i n g 
p a s s e s I h a d a c r i t i c ' s a u t h o r i t y , f o r my t a s k was t o 
u n d e r s t a n d i n a moment a l l t h a t was s e t b e f o r e me. 

When he l e f t t h e p o l i c e he i s s a i d t o h a v e p a r t e d j o c u l a r l y 

w i t h t h e w o r d s , " I d o n ' t s u p p o s e I ' l l e v e r meet a b i g g e r b u n c h 

o f c r o o k s . " * " 3 

I t was d u r i n g t h e war on O c t o b e r 2, 1944, t h a t W a t k i n s 

m a r r i e d G w e n d o l i n e Mary D a v i e s , n i n e t e e n y e a r s t o h i s t h i r t y -

s i x . Though she was l a t e r t o c o m p l a i n o f h i s u n s u i t a b i l i t y f o r 

m a r r i e d l i f e due t o h i s ( i n h e r e y e s ) a l m o s t f a n a t i c a l d e d i c a ­

t i o n t o " t h e Muse," t h e y seem t o h a v e h a d a h a r m o n i o u s p a r t n e r ­

s h i p , r a i s i n g f i v e c h i l d r e n , f o u r b o y s and a g i r l . Now a w e l l -

e d u c a t e d woman h e r s e l f , Gwen W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e s t o e d i t a nd com­

ment c r i t i c a l l y on h e r h u s b a n d ' s w o r k s , h a v i n g r e c e n t l y pub­

l i s h e d a book on W a t k i n s ' f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Thomas, P o r t r a i t o f  

a F r i e n d ( L l a n d y s u l , D y f e d : Gomer P r e s s , 1 9 8 3 ) . 

B e s i d e s p o e t r y and t h e j o y s o f d o m e s t i c l i f e , W a t k i n s ' 

n e x t g r e a t l o v e was t h a t o f s p o r t s . He had b e e n a n a v i d p l a y e r 

o f t e n n i s , c r i c k e t , s q u a s h , h o c k e y and o t h e r c o m p e t i t i v e games 

s i n c e h i s s c h o o l b o y d a y s a t R e p t o n and l a t e r a t C a m b r i d g e . 

T h e s e were t h e o n l y p u r s u i t s t h a t c o u l d d i s t r a c t h i m f r o m h i s 

p o e t r y . He was by a l l r e p o r t s a t h l e t i c , a g i l e and a c t i v e 

t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e , a g r e a t l o v e r o f t h e o u t d o o r s , c a p a b l e 

e v e n i n h i s l a t e r y e a r s o f s c r a m b l i n g up c l i f f s and s t r i d i n g 

on t h e Gower s e a t r a i l s , o u t d i s t a n c i n g y o u n g e r men. 
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Happy i n r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n on t h e Gower, W a t k i n s d i d n o t 

a c t i v e l y s e e k l i t e r a r y a c c l a i m . He b e l i e v e d t h a t p u b l i c i t y 

was d e b i l i t a t i n g f o r t h e p o e t , who must work i n s e c r e t . Y e t 

h i s c a r e e r a s a p u b l i s h e d p o e t d e v e l o p e d q u i e t l y and s t e a d i l y 

p a r a l l e l t o h i s commitments as h u s b a n d , f a t h e r and b a n k c l e r k . 

I n 1 9 4 1 , j u s t b e f o r e h i s e n t r y i n t o t h e R.A.F., W a t k i n s ' f i r s t 

v o l u m e o f v e r s e , B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd, was p u b l i s h e d by 

F a b e r and F a b e r , r e c e i v i n g f a v o r a b l e n o t i c e f r o m E l i o t h i m s e l f 

who was one o f t h e f i r s t t o p r a i s e h i s w o r k. A n o t h e r s i g n i f i ­

c a n t a p p e a r a n c e i n p r i n t i n 1941 i n a n a n t h o l o g y c a l l e d The  

W h i t e Horseman t e n d e d t o l i n k h i m w i t h t h e s o - c a l l e d "New 

A p o c a l y p s e " g r o u p o f p o e t s , a l o o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d b o d y o f n e o -

R o m a n t i c s l e d by H e n r y T r e e c e . From t h a t t i m e o nward W a t k i n s 

was t o p u b l i s h r e g u l a r l y i n j o u r n a l s l i k e W a l e s , The W e l s h  

R e v i e w , L i f e a n d L e t t e r s T o d a y , H o r i z o n and The L i s t e n e r , 

e v e n t u a l l y e s t a b l i s h i n g a s o l i d r e p u t a t i o n i n b o t h B r i t a i n a n d 

t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s . From 1941 t o 1 9 6 8 , F a b e r b r o u g h t o u t a 

s e r i e s o f s e v e n v o l u m e s o f W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y , i n a d d i t i o n t o a 

S e l e c t e d Poems ( 1 9 6 7 ) . Some o f t h e s e were r e p r i n t e d i n A m e r i c a 

by New D i r e c t i o n s . The F a b e r v o l u m e s i n c l u d e The Lamp and t h e  

V e i l . ( 1 9 4 5 ) , The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n ( 1 9 4 8 ) , t r a n s l a t i o n s o f 

H e i n r i c h H e i n e ' s The N o r t h Sea ( 1 9 5 1 ) , The D e a t h B e l l ( 1 9 5 4 ) , 

C y p r e s s and A c a c i a ( 1 9 5 9 ) , A f f i n i t i e s (1962) and t h e posthumous 

F i d e l i t i e s (1968) w h i c h W a t k i n s saw t h r o u g h t h e p r e s s . S i n c e 

W a t k i n s ' d e a t h a number o f posthumous v o l u m e s o f h i s poems h a v e 

a p p e a r e d i n p r i n t i n c l u d i n g U n c o l l e c t e d Poems ( 1 9 6 9 ) , I T h a t  

Was B o r n i n W a l e s ( 1 9 7 6 ) , S e l e c t e d V e r s e T r a n s l a t i o n s ( 1 9 7 7 ) , 

U n i t y o f t h e S t r e a m ( 1 9 7 8 ) , The B a l l a d o f t h e O u t e r D a r k and 
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O t h e r Poems ( 1 9 7 9 ) , and The B r e a k i n g o f t h e Wave ( 1 9 7 9 ) , a l l 

o f w h i c h a r e d u l y n o t e d i n t h e b i b l i o g r a p h y . * ^ I n a d d i t i o n , 

L e s l i e N o r r i s has e d i t e d a m e m o r i a l v o l u m e w i t h t r i b u t e s t o 

W a t k i n s by a v a r i e t y o f a r t i s t s and c r i t i c s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s  

1906-1967 ( 1 9 7 0 ) , and J a n e L e e M c C o r m i c k has e d i t e d W a t k i n s ' 

s c a t t e r e d p r o s e g a t h e r e d f r o m v a r i o u s j o u r n a l s , r a d i o b r o a d ­

c a s t s and p r e v i o u s l y u n p u b l i s h e d n o t e s i n h e r M a s t e r ' s t h e s i s , 

"The P r o s e o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s " ( S i m o n F r a s e r U n i v e r s i t y , 1 9 6 9 ) . 

W a t k i n s ' t r a n s l a t i o n s o f F r e n c h , German, I t a l i a n , S p a n i s h 

and e v e n H u n g a r i a n p o e t r y p r o v i d e d h i m w i t h a s u b s t i t u t e f o r 

c r i t i c a l w o rk ( w h i c h he s hunned) and a f f o r d e d h i m a way o f 

s h a r p e n i n g h i s own p o e t i c s k i l l s . * " " ' H i s c h o i c e o f p o e t s r e ­

v e a l s a k e e n i n t e r e s t i n t h e F r e n c h S y m b o l i s t s and German Ro­

m a n t i c s , p a r t i c u l a r l y H e i n e and H o l d e r l i n who were t o h i m 

u n i q u e e x p o n e n t s o f t h e h i g h and n o b l e R o m a n t i c dream he n e v e r 

r e l i n q u i s h e d o f p o e t r y as a m e d i a t i o n o f t h e d i v i n e . He a l s o 

a p p r e c i a t e d t h e manner i n w h i c h t h e y were a b l e t o i n t e g r a t e t h e 

c l a s s i c a l ( G r e e k ) and t h e b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n s . The g e n e r a l 

c r i t i c a l c o n s e n s u s on W a t k i n s ' t r a n s l a t i o n s i s t h a t t h e y com­

b i n e s c h o l a r l y a c c u r a c y w i t h a p o e t ' s f e e l i n g f o r t h e s p i r i t 

o f t h e o r i g i n a l . W a t k i n s h a s w r i t t e n a n e s s a y , now p u b l i s h e d 

w i t h h i s p osthumous S e l e c t e d V e r s e T r a n s l a t i o n s ( E n i t h a r m o n 

P r e s s , 1 9 7 7 ) , on "The T r a n s l a t i o n o f P o e t r y , " d e v e l o p i n g h i s 

own t h e o r y o f t h e a r t o f t r a n s l a t i o n . 

I n s p i t e o f t h e r e l a t i v e modicum o f c r i t i c i s m on W a t k i n s 

d u r i n g h i s l i f e and s i n c e h i s d e a t h , he d i d r e c e i v e numerous 

l i t e r a r y h o n o u r s i n t h e l a s t two d e c a d e s o f h i s l i f e . I n 1951 

he was a p p o i n t e d F e l l o w o f t h e R o y a l S o c i e t y o f L i t e r a t u r e and 
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i n 1953 won t h e L e v i n s o n P r i z e f r o m P o e t r y ( C h i c a g o ) . H i s v o l ­

ume The D e a t h B e l l e a r n e d h i m " F i r s t C h o i c e " o f t h e P o e t r y Book 

S o c i e t y i n M a r c h i n 1954, and i n 1957 he c l a i m e d t h e G u i n n e s s 

P o e t r y Award f o r t h e poem, "The T r i b u t a r y S e a s o n s . " 

I n 1966 W a t k i n s r e t i r e d f r o m t h e bank. He was g r a n t e d a n 

h o n o r a r y D. L i t t . f r o m t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f W ales ( 1 9 6 7 ) , and i n 

t h a t same y e a r became t h e f i r s t h o l d e r o f t h e C a l o u s t e G u l -

b e n k i a n F e l l o w s h i p o f P o e t r y a t U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e , Swansea. 

The Times o f O c t o b e r 1 1 , 1967 r e p o r t e d i n h i s o b i t u a r y t h a t he 

was b e i n g c o n s i d e r e d s e r i o u s l y f o r t h e L a u r e a t e s h i p a t t h e 

t i m e o f h i s d e a t h t o r e p l a c e t h e p o s t l e f t v a c a n t by J o h n Mase-
16 

f i e l d . T h e r e f o r e , d e s p i t e h i s r e f u s a l t o s e e k h o n o u r s , Wat­

k i n s r e c e i v e d some measure o f r e c o g n i t i o n i n h i s l i f e t i m e , a nd 

h i s r e p u t a t i o n c o n t i n u e s t o mount as more o f h i s work i s pub­

l i s h e d and more c r i t i c a l w o rk a p p e a r s . What i s most n e e d e d now 

i s a " C o l l e c t e d Poems" t h a t w o u l d p r o v i d e r e a d e r s w i t h a s e n s e 

o f t h e w h o l e n e s s o f h i s w o r k ; f o r , as s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r , h i s 

c a n o n a p p e a r s t o h a v e t h e k i n d o f t h e m a t i c and s y m b o l i c u n i t y 

we f i n d i n t h e work o f a m a j o r p o e t l i k e Y e a t s . 

B e f o r e r e t i r i n g , W a t k i n s h a d a l r e a d y t a k e n t i m e o f f f r o m 

t h e bank i n 1964 t o s e r v e a t e r m as a v i s i t i n g p r o f e s s o r o f 

E n g l i s h a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n i n S e a t t l e . W a s h i n g t o n 

a s k e d h i m b a c k a g a i n i n 1967 t o resume t h a t same p o s i t i o n . 

A f t e r o n l y t h r e e weeks o f c l a s s on O c t o b e r 8, 1967, a t t h e age 

o f s i x t y - o n e , W a t k i n s d i e d u n e x p e c t e d l y o f a h e a r t a t t a c k d u r ­

i n g a v i g o r o u s game o f t e n n i s , h i s l o n g t i m e f a v o r i t e s p o r t . 

F o r a p o e t who a s s e r t e d t h a t d e a t h i s b u t a s h i f t i n g o f c o n ­

s c i o u s n e s s i t seemed somehow an a p p r o p r i a t e way t o d i e . H i s 
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body was t r a n s p o r t e d t o W a l e s where he was b u r i e d i n t h e 

c h u r c h he h a d a t t e n d e d t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e , S t . M a r y ' s a t 

P e n n a r d . W a t k i n s ' own words f r o m h i s l a s t v o l u m e , F i d e l i t i e s , 

may b e s t s e r v e a s a n e p i t a p h : 

F o r me n e g l e c t and w o r l d - w i d e fame were one. 
I was c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h o s e t h e w o r l d f o r g o t , 
I n t h e t a l e ' s e n d i n g saw i t s l i f e b e g u n , 

And I was w i t h them s t i l l when t i m e was n o t . 
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CHAPTER I 

THE FIGURE OF T A L I E S I N : 

POET AS BARD AND PROPHET 
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C h a p t e r I 

The F i g u r e o f T a l i e s i n : 

P o e t as B a r d a n d P r o p h e t 

I n a r a d i o b r o a d c a s t on t h e W e l s h Home S e r v i c e on Novem­

b e r 2 5, 1 9 5 3 , W a t k i n s i n t r o d u c e d t h e f i g u r e o f T a l i e s i n i n h i s 

poem, " T a l i e s i n and t h e M o c k e r s " as f o l l o w s : 

The W e l s h p o e t T a l i e s i n , who c l a i m e d t o ha v e l i v e d i n 
a l l a g e s , i s t o W e l s h p o e t r y t h e a r c h e t y p e o f i n s p i r a ­
t i o n , as Orpheus was t o t h e Greeks.-^ 

W a t k i n s was t o c a l l on t h i s f i g u r e o f t h e e a r l y W e l s h b a r d i c 

p o e t r e c u r r e n t l y i n a s e r i e s o f poems s c a t t e r e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s o f h i s v e r s e , b e g i n n i n g w i t h " T a l i e s i n i n 
2 

Gower" i n The D e a t h B e l l ( 1 9 5 4 ) . I n t e r n a l e v i d e n c e r e v e a l s 

t h a t i n s p i t e o f b e i n g p u b l i s h e d i n s e p a r a t e v o l u m e s t h e 

T a l i e s i n poems were o r i g i n a l l y l i n k e d as a s e r i e s , a n d i n t e n d e d 
3 

by t h e a u t h o r t o be r e a d as a n i n t e r r e l a t e d s e q u e n c e . Common 

t o t h e poems i s t h e theme o f t h e t i m e l e s s n e s s o f p o e t r y , a p o ­

e t i c c o n j o i n i n g o f W e l s h m y t h and C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n t o t h e 

p o e t ' s p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e , a n d a s i m i l a r l a n d s c a p e i n w h i c h 

t h e images o f s e a , s a n d a n d r o c k t a k e on a h e i g h t e n e d , s y m b o l i c 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . D r . R u t h P r y o r , who h a s s t u d i e d t h e u n p u b l i s h e d 

m a n u s c r i p t s , p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e T a l i e s i n s e q u e n c e r e m a i n e d u n ­

f i n i s h e d a t t h e t i m e o f t h e p o e t ' s d e a t h , a n d t h a t a n o t h e r 

d r a f t d a t i n g f r o m 1967 e n t i t l e d " T a l i e s i n C o n s i d e r s H i s 
4 

C a l l i n g " e x i s t s i n i n c o m p l e t e f o r m . The p o e t ' s c o n t i n u i n g i n ­

t e r e s t i n t h e T a l i e s i n theme, b e g i n n i n g as e a r l y as 1938 when 

he d r a f t e d h i s f i r s t T a l i e s i n poem,"* and l a s t i n g u n t i l h i s 

d e a t h i n 1967, i n d i c a t e s t h a t T a l i e s i n was o f a b i d i n g i m p o r -
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t a n c e t o h i m p o e t i c a l l y . I n t h i s c h a p t e r I s h a l l e x a m i n e t h e 

T a l i e s i n poems i n o r d e r o f t h e i r a p p e a r a n c e i n t h e p u b l i s h e d 

v o l u m e s t o e x p l o r e what t h e y r e v e a l o f W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e 

r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n a p r e - C h r i s t i a n and C h r i s t i a n m y t h o s , as w e l l 

as h i s s e n s e o f h i m s e l f as a p o e t o f m e t a p h y s i c a l v i s i o n . I 

w i s h t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t a l t h o u g h t h e poems c a n be r e a d a n d 

a p p r e c i a t e d s e p a r a t e l y , t h e y t a k e on a d d e d r e s o n a n c e when r e a d 

as a w h o l e . 

W a t k i n s ' e a r l y i n t e r e s t i n t h e C e l t i c m a t e r i a l d e a l i n g 

w i t h T a l i e s i n i s a p p a r e n t i n "The S a l m o n , " a poem f i r s t p ub-

l i s h e d i n 1 9 4 9 , where he i n c o r p o r a t e s t h e I r i s h l e g e n d o f 

F i n n and t h e s a c r e d s a l m o n o f w i s d o m , w h i c h b e s t o w s i m m o r t a l 

l i f e on w h o e v e r i s a b l e t o c a t c h i t , i n t o t h e s t o r i e s s u r r o u n d ­

i n g T a l i e s i n . I n t h a t poem, W a t k i n s a l l u d e s t o T a l i e s i n ' s r e ­

c e i v i n g o f t h e t h r e e m i r a c u l o u s d r o p s o f i n s p i r a t i o n a n d t o t h e 

i n c i d e n t o f h i s b e i n g d i s c o v e r e d as a c h i l d by t h e man E l p h i n 

i n t h e s a l m o n w e i r as d e t a i l e d i n C h a r l o t t e G u e s t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n 

o f The M a b i n o g i o n ( 1 9 0 6 ) . 7 The r e a d e r may r e f e r t o t h e A p p e n ­

d i x f o r a s y n o p s i s o f t h e T a l i e s i n s t o r y . The r e v i s e d v e r s i o n 

o f "The S a l m o n " ( t y p e s c r i p t d a t e d 1960) i n The B a l l a d o f t h e  

O u t e r D a r k (1979) makes r e f e r e n c e t o t h e W e l s h m e a n i n g o f t h e 

name " T a l i e s i n , " o r " r a d i a n t b r o w . " B o t h e a r l y a n d l a t e v e r ­

s i o n s a l l u d e t o t h e c h i l d ' s s w a l l o w i n g o f t h e d r o p s o f i n s p i r ­

a t i o n : 

I n E l p h i n ' s w e i r t h e c h i l d was c a u g h t . A l l a g e s t h e n 
were h u n g . 

The r a d i a n t f o r e h e a d by t h o s e d r o p s t h a t l i t u p o n h i s 
t o n g u e 

Knew a l l t h e c h a n g e s f r o m h i s b i r t h . H i s i n s p i r a t i o n 
f r e e d 
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S o u l s f r o m t h e s w i n i s h d e v i l s t h a t mocked t h e S a v i o r ' s 
c r e e d . (BOD, p. 30) 

E v e n i n t h i s r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y poem i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e 

T a l i e s i n f i g u r e e n a b l e s W a t k i n s t o c o m b i n e h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

W e l s h m a t e r i a l w i t h h i s s e n s e o f t h e t i m e l e s s n e s s o f C h r i s t i a n 

v i s i o n ; f o r T a l i e s i n as a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l a g e n t p r e s e n t i n a l l 

a g e s , on whom " a l l a g es t h e n were h u n g , " r e p r e s e n t s t h e power 

o f p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n and t h e p o e t i c i m a g i n a t i o n t o s u r m o u n t 

t h e l i m i t a t i o n s o f t i m e . I n a m a n n e r . c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e 

T a l i e s i n poems as a w h o l e , "The S a l m o n " draws t o g e t h e r a l ­

l u s i o n s f r o m The M a b i n o g i o n and t h e g o s p e l s — i n t h i s c a s e t h e 

i n c i d e n t f r o m t h e s y n o p t i c s ( M a t t . 8: 28-34) where C h r i s t 

d r i v e s d e m o n i c s p i r i t s i n t o a h e r d o f s w i n e . T a l i e s i n ' s know­

l e d g e , h e r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e p u r g a t i v e e n e r g y o f " t h e S a v ­

i o r , " i s " f r e e i n g " b e c a u s e i t i n v o l v e s t h e a b i l i t y t o see t i m e 

f r o m t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f e t e r n i t y . As i n t h e poems t h a t f o l l o w , 

W a t k i n s f o c u s e s u p o n t h e p o e t as a " d i v i n e c h i l d " whose know­

l e d g e i s t h a t o f t h e p r o p h e t , e n c o m p a s s i n g p a s t , p r e s e n t and 

f u t u r e , and whose t o n g u e i s i n s p i r e d w i t h a k i n d o f t i m e l e s s 

w isdom. A t o n e o f c o n t r o l l e d b u t i n t e n s e e x u l t a t i o n c o m p l e ­

ments t h i s theme o f t h e p o e t a s " v a t e s " o r p r o p h e t t h r o u g h o u t 

t h e s e r i e s . 

B e f o r e t u r n i n g t o t h e T a l i e s i n poems i n t h e p u b l i s h e d 

v o l u m e s where W a t k i n s e x p l o r e s t h i s e x a l t e d n o t i o n o f p o e t r y , 

i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o e s t a b l i s h h i s s o u r c e s f o r t h e m y t h . As 

L e s l i e N o r r i s p o i n t s o u t , W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e b e e n aware o f t h e 

e a r l y W e l s h m a t e r i a l s d e a l i n g w i t h a h i s t o r i c a l T a l i e s i n , as 

w e l l as t h e more m y t h i c a l image o f t h e b a r d , t h r o u g h h i s 
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r e a d i n g o f H. I . B e l l ' s The D e v e l o p m e n t o f W e l s h P o e t r y 
g 

( 1 9 3 6 ) . The o r i g i n a l s o u r c e s f o r t h e s t o r y a r e t h e L l y f r  

T a l i e s i n (The Book o f T a l i e s i n , 1275) and L l y f r L o c h H e r g e s t 

(The Red Book o f H e r g e s t , c. 1 4 0 0 ) , m e d i e v a l m a n u s c r i p t s c o n ­

t a i n i n g c o n v e n t i o n a l " s k a l d i c " t y p e poems a s c r i b e d t o t h e h i s ­

t o r i c a l T a l i e s i n , a w a r r i o r - h e r o s a i d t o h a v e l i v e d i n t h e 

s i x t h c e n t u r y . The Book o f T a l i e s i n c o n t a i n s a s e p a r a t e s e c ­

t i o n o f " s a g a " poems and m i s c e l l a n e o u s p o e t i c f r a g m e n t s d a t i n g 

b a c k p o s s i b l y t o t h e n i n t h c e n t u r y , p r e s e n t i n g t h e u t t e r a n c e s 
9 

o f a more m y t h i c a l T a l i e s i n . I t s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t t h e h i s 

t o r i c a l f i g u r e i s a l s o m e n t i o n e d i n t h e H i s t o r i a B r i t t o n u m , a 

L a t i n c o m p i l a t i o n by t h e W e l s h monk N e n n i u s ( c . 800 A.D.) p u r ­

p o r t i n g t o g i v e a n a c c o u n t o f e a r l y B r i t i s h h i s t o r y f r o m t h e 

t i m e o f J u l i u s C a e s a r t o t h e end o f t h e s e v e n t h c e n t u r y . Nen­

n i u s l o c a t e s T a l i e s i n as a s i x t h c e n t u r y b a r d . F i n a l l y , a 

p r o s e Romance o f T a l i e s i n f o u n d i n s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y manu­

s c r i p t s (The P e n n i a r d d MSS.), b u t b e l i e v e d t o d e r i v e f r o m me­

d i e v a l s o u r c e s , t e l l s t h e e a r l i e s t s t o r i e s o f a m y t h i c c h i l d 

c a l l e d G w i o n B a c h who became t h e b a r d T a l i e s i n t h r o u g h a m i ­

r a c u l o u s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . The Hanes T a l i e s i n ( o r L a y o f  

T a l i e s i n ) , t h e c e n t r a l p o e t i c f r a g m e n t p r e s e n t i n g t h e s o - c a l l e 

" t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l poems" o r t h e r i d d l i n g s o n g o f t h e b a r d , d e ­

r i v e s f r o m t h e e a r l i e r Book o f T a l i e s i n ( 1 2 7 5 ) , w h i l e t h e p r o s 

Romance c o n t a i n i n g "The T a l e o f G w i o n B a c h " and i t s s e q u e l , 

"The T a l e o f T a l i e s i n , " comes f r o m t h e s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y manu­

s c r i p t o f E l i s G r u f f y d d , who ( w i t h N e n n i u s ) s e t s t h e t a l e o f 

G w i o n B a c h i n t h e s i x t h c e n t u r y d u r i n g t h e d a y s o f A r t h u r and 

M a elgwn Gwynedd. 
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Though W a t k i n s ' f a t h e r u s e d t o r e a d E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n s 

o f t h e o l d e r p o e t r y t o h i m as a c h i l d , W a t k i n s h i m s e l f d i d n o t 

s p e a k o r r e a d more t h a n a s m a t t e r i n g o f W e l s h . H i s p r i m a r y 

s o u r c e f o r t h e T a l i e s i n m y t h , t h e r e f o r e , came f r o m h i s r e a d i n g 

o f L a d y C h a r l o t t e G u e s t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n s o f The M a b i n o g i o n (1848 

and 1906) I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i z e t h a t h e r t r a n s l a t i o n 

o f t h e T a l i e s i n m a t e r i a l , p l a c e d a t t h e end o f h e r b o ok and 

n o t e s s e n t i a l l y a p a r t o f t h e " F o u r B r a n c h e s " o f The M a b i n o g i , 

i s v e r y much a c r e a t i v e c o m p o s i t e d r a w n f r o m v a r i o u s e a r l i e r 

s o u r c e s . She i n c o r p o r a t e s t h e p o e t i c f r a g m e n t s f r o m t h e Hanes 

T a l i e s i n i n t o t h e p r o s e n a r r a t i v e o f t h e s t o r y o f G w i o n B a c h , 

w e a v i n g them t o g e t h e r i n h e r own i n g e n i o u s manner. As we l o o k 

a t W a t k i n s ' poems i n r e l a t i o n t o h e r t r a n s l a t i o n s , i t i s h e l p ­

f u l t o be a w a r e t h a t she b a s e d h e r t e x t on e i g h t e e n t h and 

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y W e l s h m a n u s c r i p t v e r s i o n s — a q u a r t o - s i z e d 

MS. f r o m t h e W e l s h S c h o o l i n L o n d o n , d a t e d 1758 and t h e I o l o 

MSS. o f I o l o Morganwg e d i t e d i n 1848. She d i d n o t h a v e a c c e s s 

t o t h e s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y w ork o f E l i s G r u f f y d d on w h i c h most 

modern s c h o l a r s h i p r e l i e s . 1 1 " I o l o Morganwg ( b . 1 7 4 7 ) , whose 

r e a l name was Edward W i l l i a m s , was a n o t o r i o u s W e l s h f a b r i c a t o r 

o f a n c i e n t t e x t s who a t t e m p t e d t o p r o v e t h a t G l a m o r g a n s h i r e 

b a r d s had p r e s e r v e d a c o n t i n u o u s t r a d i t i o n g o i n g b a c k t o t h e 

p r e h i s t o r i c d r u i d s . L i k e t h e f a b r i c a t i o n s o f t h e " O s s i a n i c " 

t r a n s l a t i o n s o f t h e S c o t t i s h James Macp'herson, t h e s e c o r r u p t e d 

t e x t s c o n t r i b u t e d g r e a t l y t o a more r o m a n t i c i z e d image o f t h e 

a n c i e n t b a r d s , b u t a l s o p r e s e n t e d enormous p r o b l e m s f o r l a t e r 

s c h o l a r s h i p . T h r o u g h G u e s t , W a t k i n s i s d e a l i n g w i t h what by 

s c h o l a r l y s t a n d a r d s may be r e g a r d e d as " c o n t a m i n a t e d " s o u r c e s 
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t o a r r i v e a t h i s own more r o m a n t i c n o t i o n o f t h e b a r d . 

I t i s a l s o p o s s i b l e t h a t W a t k i n s ' i n t e r e s t i n T a l i e s i n may 

h a v e b e e n r e n e w e d by t h e p u b l i c a t i o n i n 1948 o f R o b e r t G r a v e s ' 

The W h i t e G o d d e s s , w h i c h a t t e m p t e d t o d e c i p h e r t h e G w i o n B a c h 

r i d d l e o f t h e Hanes T a l i e s i n . W a t k i n s ' i n t e r e s t , l i k e G r a v e s ' , 

seems c e r t a i n l y t o h a v e c e n t e r e d u p o n t h e p o e t i c f r a g m e n t s , t h e 

" t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l poems," p r e s u m e d t o h a v e b e e n t h e p r o p h e t i c 

s p e a k i n g o f a n a r c h e t y p a l , m a g i c a l f i g u r e o f myth and l o r e — 

one a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a n a t i v e p r o p h e t i c s t r a i n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

o f t h e w a n d e r i n g m i n s t r e l s r a t h e r t h a n w i t h t h e s t a t i c p r o f e s ­

s i o n a l i s m o f t h e c o u r t b a r d s . 

A f i n a l i m p o r t a n t s o u r c e f o r W a t k i n s ' T a l i e s i n as a f i g u r e 

o f m y t h o l o g i z e d h i s t o r y i s C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s ' T a l i e s i n i n 

T a l i e s i n T h r o u g h L o g r e s (1938) and The R e g i o n o f t h e Summer  

S t a r s ( 1 9 4 4 ) . From t h e f i r s t p u b l i c a t i o n o f t h e s e l o n g poems, 

W a t k i n s was d e e p l y i n t e r e s t e d i n W i l l i a m s ' e f f o r t t o u n i t e t h e 

T a l i e s i n m a t e r i a l w i t h t h e A r t h u r i a n s a g a s . H i s " T h r e e S o n n e t s 

f o r C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s " i n A f f i n i t i e s r e p r e s e n t s a n e f f o r t t o do 

homage t o t h e d e a d p o e t n o t o n l y by i m i t a t i n g h i s s t y l e and r e ­

c a s t i n g h i s s u b j e c t m a t t e r , b u t by c o n f i r m i n g h i s v i s i o n o f 

" T a l i e s i n t h e n i g h t i n g a l e " (A, p. 37) as a n i d e a l i z a t i o n o f t h e 

p o e t . B o t h W a t k i n s and W i l l i a m s were c o n c e r n e d w i t h r e s h a p i n g 

t h e C e l t i c m a t e r i a l w i t h i n a more s p e c i f i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n c o n ­

t e x t . 

I n h i s T a l i e s i n s e q u e n c e , W a t k i n s f o l l o w s G u e s t i n b l e n d ­

i n g e l e m e n t s f r o m b o t h t h e p r o s e Romance and t h e Hanes  

T a l i e s i n — n a m e l y , G w i o n B a c h ' s a c q u i s i t i o n o f t h e m a g i c a l d r o p s 

o f p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n f r o m t h e " w i t c h " C a r i d w e n ' s c a u l d r o n , h i s 
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p u r s u i t b y C a r i d w e n , h i s r e b i r t h as T a l i e s i n , h i s d i s c o v e r y i n 

a c o r a c l e b y E l p h i n , a nd h i s c h a l l e n g i n g o f t h e c o u r t b a r d s ' 

( s e e A p p e n d i x ) . The T a l i e s i n o f m y t h , as W a t k i n s r e c e i v e s h i m , 

i s c l e a r l y a s u p e r n a t u r a l f i g u r e , a s h a p e - c h a n g e r , and a k i n d 

o f s h a m a n i s t i c b a r d , c a p a b l e o f t r a n s m i g r a t i o n and r e b i r t h i n 

a m y r i a d o f f o r m s . However, as J a n e M c C o r m i c k p o i n t s o u t i n 

h e r u n p u b l i s h e d d i s s e r t a t i o n , W a t k i n s makes r e f e r e n c e i n some 

o f h i s poems t o t h e h i s t o r i c a l b a r d , and i t i s p r o b a b l y a m i s ­

t a k e t o a r g u e t h e i r r e l e v a n c e o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l f i g u r e i n h i s 

12 
m i n d . M c C o r m i c k w r i t e s : 

B u t t o a r g u e t h a t W a t k i n s i s i n t e r e s t e d o n l y i n t h e 
more r o m a n t i c o f t h e two f i g u r e s , t h e a r c h e t y p a l 
T a l i e s i n r a t h e r t h a n t h e h i s t o r i c a l , i s t o m i s s p a r t 
o f h i s p o i n t i n c h o o s i n g t h a t p a r t i c u l a r name. The 
a t t r a c t i o n o f T a l i e s i n i s t h a t he i s b o t h h i s t o r i c a l 
and m y t h i c . To W a t k i n s t h i s s u g g e s t e d a p o e t who by 
h i s c r e a t i v e p e r c e p t i o n e s c a p e d t h e f a l l e n w o r l d and 
was t r a n s l a t e d t o t h e m y t h i c o r d i v i n e l e v e l , t h u s 
p r o v i d i n g a n a r c h e t y p e f o r w h a t , W a t k i n s f e l t , i t i s 
e v e r y p o e t ' s t a s k t o d o . ^ 

The i s s u e f o r W a t k i n s i s t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f h i s t o r y i n t o t h e 

t i m e l e s s n e s s o f m y t h ; and T a l i e s i n , b e i n g a s s o c i a t e d b o t h w i t h 

t e m p o r a l e v e n t s , and w i t h p r o p h e t i c a w a r e n e s s b e y o n d t i m e , 

a f f o r d s h i m t h e e l e m e n t s o f p o t e n t i a l s y n t h e s i s . 

The f i r s t o f t h e T a l i e s i n poems t o a p p e a r i n t h e pub­

l i s h e d poems, " T a l i e s i n i n Gower" ( f r o m The D e a t h B e l l , 1 9 5 4 ) , 

b e g i n s and ends w i t h t h e image o f t h e " v i o l e n t , c o l o s s a l , 

r e v e r b e r a n t , e a v e s d r o p p i n g s e a . " B o t h h e r e and i n t h e l a t e r 

" T a l i e s i n ' s V o y a g e , " W a t k i n s r e l o c a t e s t h e myth o f h i s h e r o 

a t P w l l d u ( W e l s h f o r " b l a c k p o o l " ) on t h e Gower c o a s t n e a r 

P e n n a r d . He a l t e r s t h e myth by c a s t i n g T a l i e s i n up on t h e 

s h o r e s o f h i s own c o a s t l i n e r a t h e r t h a n "on t h e s t r a n d b e t w e e n 
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D y v i and A b e r y s t w y t h " as i n G u e s t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n . By so 

d o i n g , W a t k i n s assumes a c l o s e r i d e n t i t y w i t h t h e b a r d , one 

w h i c h e n a b l e s h i m t o c l a i m as T a l i e s i n ' s n a t i v e l a n d t h e l a n d ­

s c a p e he most i n t i m a t e l y knew and l o v e d . 

I n t h e o p e n i n g s t a n z a , T a l i e s i n emerges f r o m t h e s e a as 

i n t h e o r i g i n a l m y t h , and c l a i m s Wales as h i s t r u e h o m e l a n d — 

t h e p l a c e o f h i s o r i g i n s . The i m a g e r y e s t a b l i s h e s h i s f u l l 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e l a n d s c a p e : 

My c o u n t r y i s h e r e . I am f o a l a nd v i o l e t . H a w t h o r n e 
b r e a k s f r o m my h a n d s . 

A c o m p l e t e r e a d i n g o f W a t k i n s ' c a n o n r e v e a l s t h a t t h e above 

i m a g e s o f f o a l , v i o l e t , a n d w h i t e - b l o s s o m i n g f l o w e r s s e t up 

c o m p l e x c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s w i t h a number o f o t h e r poems. The 

poems d e a l i n g w i t h f o a l s a nd mares ("The M a r e " and "The 

R e p l i c a " i n CA) and t h e M a r i o r " g r a y M a r e " o f "The B a l l a d o f 

t h e M a r i Lwyd" e s t a b l i s h t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f h o r s e i m a g e r y i n 

W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y . The " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " s e q u e n c e , w h i c h I 

s h a l l e x p l o r e i n t h e n e x t c h a p t e r , b e g i n s w i t h a m e d i t a t i o n on 

f a l l i n g , w h i t e b l o s s o m s . However, a l o n g e r poem i n A f f i n i t i e s 

( 1 9 6 2 ) , "The C h i l d h o o d o f H o l d e r l i n , " p r o v i d e s t h e b e s t c l u e 

a s t o what f o a l s a nd v i o l e t s s y m b o l i z e i n t h e c o n t e x t o f h i s 

poems, and how t h e two i m a g es a r e l i n k e d i n h i s m i n d . T h a t 

poem opens w i t h t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n e s : 

S u r e l y t h e r a c i n g f o a l h a s d i s c e r n e d t h r o u g h d a r k n e s s 
The l i g h t o u t o f w h i c h man came, and t h e v i o l e t - r o o t 
Has s u c k e d t h e f o u n t a i n o v e r w h i c h D a n t e b e n t 
And f o u n d t h e r i v e r o f l i g h t . (A, p. 57) 

H e r e , b o t h f o a l a n d v i o l e t r e p r e s e n t a s p e c t s o f n a t u r e w h i c h 

h a v e c o n t a c t w i t h a h i d d e n and i n v i s i b l e o r d e r o f l i f e a s s o c ­

i a t e d w i t h " l i g h t " a n d " t h e f o u n t a i n . " " L i g h t " and " t h e 
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f o u n t a i n , " i n t u r n , a r e r e c u r r e n t symbols i n W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y 

f o r t h e o r i g i n o f t h i n g s i n t i m e , images o f e t e r n i t y . And i n 

" T a l i e s i n i n Gower" i t i s t h e s e e t e r n a l a s p e c t s h i d d e n w i t h i n 

(but o r i g i n a t i n g beyond) t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r t h a t T a l i e s i n has 

come t o c e l e b r a t e and redeem. We n o t e a l s o t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e 

t o Dante as a p o e t o f v i s i o n a r y e x p e r i e n c e i s a l s o p r e s e n t i n 

a T a l i e s i n poem y e t t o be d i s c u s s e d , " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g 

o f V i s i o n . " 

The " I " o f t h e poem i s a t once merged w i t h t h e forms o f 

n a t u r e , and t h e i r a c u t e , s e m i - o m n i s c i e n t o b s e r v e r . 

I watch t h e i n q u i s i t i v e c o r m o r a n t p r y f r o m t h e p r a y i n g 
r o c k o f P w l l d u , 

Then s k i m t o t h e g u l l ' s w h i t e c o l o n y , t o Oxwich's 

c o c k l e - s t r e w n s a n d s . 

The d e s c r i p t i o n o f n a t u r e i n t h e s e rhymed (abab) and r o l l i n g 

s e v e n - s t r e s s l i n e s i s p r e c i s e and p a r t i c u l a r i z e d . The r h y t h m i c 

l i n e a t t e m p t s t o echo t h e m o t i o n o f t h e sea as w e l l as t o 

e s t a b l i s h t h e o r a c u l a r q u a l i t y o f t h e v o i c e . The s p e a k i n g 

v o i c e i s t h a t o f one who c l a i m s i n t i m a t e knowledge o f n a t u r e , 

and t h e a b i l i t y t o r e a d i t s s e c r e t s c r i p t — t o h o l d t h e k e y t o 

t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f i t s m a n i f e s t e d s i g n a t u r e s . 
I have s e e n t h e c u r l e w ' s t r i a n g u l a r p r i n t , I know e v e r y 

i n c h o f h i s way.... 

I have been t a u g h t t h e s c r i p t o f t h e s t o n e s , and I know 
t h e tongue o f t h e wave. 

As i n t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l f r a g m e n t s from t h e Gue s t t r a n s l a t i o n , 

W a t k i n s u s e s t h e " I am....I have s e e n " p a t t e r n o f d e c l a m a t i o n 

t o s u g g e s t t h e s p e a k e r ' s o m n i s c i e n c e . 

I n t h e t h i r d s t a n z a , t h e l a n d s c a p e t o w h i c h t h e p o e t comes 

as a " w i t n e s s " becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y s y m b o l i c : 
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I w i t n e s s h e r e i n a v i s i o n t h e l a n d s c a p e t o w h i c h I 
was b o r n , 

T h r e e s m o u l d e r i n g bushes o f w i l l o w , l i k e t r e e s o f f i r e , 
and t h e c o u r s e 

Of t h e r i v e r u n d e r t h e s t o n e s o f d e a t h , c a r r y i n g t h e 
e a r o f c o r n 

Withdrawn from t h e moon-dead chaos o f r o c k s o v e r l o o k ­
i n g i t s s e c r e t f o r c e . 

The " T h r e e s m o u l d e r i n g bushes o f w i l l o w , l i k e t r e e s o f f i r e , " 

s u g g e s t b o t h t h e m i r a c u l o u s b u r n i n g b u s h o f Moses on Mount 

S i n a i , and t h e m a g i c a l p r o p e r t i e s o f t h e C e l t i c w i l l o w b r a n c h . 

W a t k i n s may a l s o be r e f e r r i n g t o t h e l o c a l c u stom o f f a r m e r s 

b u r n i n g b u n d l e s o f t w i g s i n t h e f i e l d s a t t h e end o f w i n t e r . 

The f a c t t h a t t h e r e a r e " t h r e e " bushes r e c a l l s t h a t t h e number 

" t h r e e " and t r i a d s i n g e n e r a l a r e s i g n i f i c a n t c o n f i g u r a t i o n s 

i n Welsh m y t h o l o g y , as w e l l as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e C h r i s t i a n 

T r i n i t y . C o n f i r m a t i o n t h a t a t one l e v e l W a t k i n s had t h e T r i n ­

i t y i n mind when w o r k i n g on t h e T a l i e s i n poems c a n be d e d u c e d 

f r o m a d r a f t o f a poem e n t i t l e d " T a l i e s i n on t h e B e a c h , " d a t e d 

1948-49, now i n t h e B r i t i s h L i b r a r y , w h i c h r e f e r s e x p l i c i t l y 

t o t h e t h r e e p e r s o n s o f t h e H o l y T r i n i t y i n t h e f i n a l v e r s e . 

The a l l u s i o n becomes more c l e a r i n " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f 

V i s i o n " where W a t k i n s w r i t e s , " I l o o k e d ; c r e a t i o n r o s e , u p h e l d 

by T h r e e . " The v i s i o n o f n a t u r e a f l a m e , and t h e image o f t h e 

u n d e r g r o u n d r i v e r c a r r y i n g t h e " e a r o f c o r n , " o r p o s s i b i l i t y 

o f r e g e n e r a t i o n , combine t o c r e a t e t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t T a l i e s i n 

i s s e e i n g n a t u r e " t r a n s f i g u r e d " t h r o u g h t h e eyes o f v i s i o n , 

and r e a d i n g i t s h i d d e n meanings. 

The "moon-dead chaos o f r o c k s " o v e r l o o k i n g t h e v i s i o n a r y 

l a n d s c a p e may r e p r e s e n t t h o s e s e e m i n g l y i n a n i m a t e a s p e c t s o f 

n a t u r e w h i c h have n o t y e t been humanized, e n l i v e n e d and 
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i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o h i s v i s i o n . In a commentary on another poem 

d e a l i n g with T a l i e s i n , "Poet and Goldsmith," from Cypress and 

A c a c i a , Watkins makes an important d i s t i n c t i o n between "nature" 

and " t r a n s f i g u r e d n ature," arguing that he i s not a nature poet 

i n the u s u a l sense: 

This poem...is about nature, and about t r a n s f i g u r e d 
nature. To those who have never looked through or 
beyond nature, i f there are such people, i t must be 
meaningless....[T]his poem i s about T a l i e s i n l o o k i n g 
at the cr e a t e d u n i v e r s e from the standpoint of C h r i s ­
t i a n f a i t h , which I c a l l the p i v o t a l p o i n t between 
one way of w r i t i n g and a n o t h e r . ^ 

" T a l i e s i n i n Gower" and the other T a l i e s i n poems are concerned 

with t h i s p i v o t a l moment i n time when nature i s seen from a 

transcendent p e r s p e c t i v e . 

The f o u r t h stanza presents the coming of s p r i n g through 

i t s numerous images of r e b i r t h — t h e "breaking i r i s " and the 

" d r i p p i n g branch" shedding i t s burden of f r o s t . T a l i e s i n reads 

the signs of sp r i n g ' s emergence from "Winter, season of death," 

and r e c o g n i z e s the presence of human s u f f e r i n g — " m e n ' s groans" 

— i n t h i s season of r e b i r t h . As i n E l i o t ' s The Waste Land, 

where " A p r i l i s the c r u e l l e s t month," s p r i n g i n the poem i s a 

time of p a i n f u l awakening as w e l l as a time of r e g e n e r a t i o n , 

and the poet's " t a s k , " as d e f i n e d i n stanza f i v e , i s the 

Blakean one of weighing time a g a i n s t an e t e r n a l p a t t e r n and 

somehow r e g e n e r a t i n g or r e s t o r i n g the landscape i n terms of 

that l a r g e r v i s i o n : 

Yet now my task i s to weigh the rocks on the l e v e l 
wings of a b i r d , 

To r e l a t e these u n d u l a t i o n s of time to a k e s t r e l ' s 
motionless p o i s e . 

T a l i e s i n ' s f u n c t i o n i s not onl y to c e l e b r a t e the y e a r l y c y c l e 
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o f t h e r e g e n e r a t i o n o f n a t u r e w i t h t h e " h o l y c r e a t u r e s " who 

" p r o c l a i m t h e i r r e g e n e r a t e j o y s , " b ut t o open t h o s e c y c l e s o f 

t i m e and r e l a t e them t o t h a t w h i c h , l i k e t h e k e s t r e l a t i t s 

s t i l l p o i n t o f a s c e n t , i s " m o t i o n l e s s " and t i m e l e s s . Here f o r 

t h e f i r s t t i m e t h e image o f t h e k e s t r e l o r hawk a p p e a r s , w h i c h 

i s t o r e a p p e a r i n " T a l i e s i n ' s V o yage." I n many o f W a t k i n s ' 

poems, i n c l u d i n g "The C u r l e w " and " K e s t r e l " (CA, pp. 5 4 - 5 5 ) , 

b i r d s a r e symbols o f t h e p o e t , o r t h a t w h i c h i t i s t h e p o e t ' s 

t a s k t o c e l e b r a t e and p r e s e r v e . 

In s t a n z a s i x , T a l i e s i n d e f i n e s t h e l a n d s c a p e as a " m i g h t y 

t h e a t r e " and e n t e r s t h a t t h e a t r e as an a c t o r — a n a c t i v e power 

p r e s e n t i n " t h e r i s i n g p e w i t ' s c a l l " and i n t h e " l a s t o f t h e 

n i n e " waves. W a t k i n s h e r e a l l u d e s t o t h e s y m b o l i c s i g n i f i c a n c e 

p l a c e d upon " n i n e s " i n Welsh myth. I n t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l 

poem, "Cad Goddeu" ("The B a t t l e o f t h e T r e e s " ) from The Book 

o f T a l i e s i n , t h e s h a p e - c h a n g i n g s p e a k e r u s u a l l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h 

T a l i e s i n s a y s , 

Not f r o m a mother and f a t h e r was I made; 
As f o r c r e a t i o n , I was c r e a t e d f r o m n i n e forms o f 

e l e m e n t s : 
From t h e f r u i t o f f r u i t s , f r o m t h e f r u i t o f God a t 

t h e b e g i n n i n g ; 
From p r i m r o s e and f l o w e r s o f t h e h i l l , f r o m t h e bloom 

o f woods and t r e e s ; 
From t h e e s s e n c e o f s o u l s was I made, 
From t h e bloom o f n e t t l e s , f r o m t h e w a t e r o f t h e n i n t h 

wave. j 

As i n t h e Gwion Bach s t o r y , t h e " s e a - c h a n g e d " b a r d o f W a t k i n s ' 

poem assumes many s h a p e s , b u t h i s f i n a l f o r m i s t h a t o f 

T a l i e s i n . 

I n a h u n d r e d d r a m a t i c shapes I p e r i s h , i n t h e l a s t I 
l i v e and s i n g . 

T a l i e s i n ' s song o r m u s i c b e g i n s as a c e l e b r a t i o n o f 
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p r e s e n t f o r m s , " s h e e p , " " r a v e n s , " " L a r k s , " " p o r p o i s e s " a n d t h e 

" h e r o n " o f " T h r e e C l i f f s B a y " n e a r h i s home i n Gower. B u t i n 

t h e t e n t h s t a n z a , he b e g i n s t o e x p a n d t h e s o n g by i m a g i n i n g 

t h e h i s t o r y o f e a r l i e r a g e s . P r e h i s t o r i c a n i m a l s , as w e l l as 

what W a t k i n s ' f r i e n d D a v i d J o n e s w o u l d c a l l " s a c r a m e n t a l man" 
18 

(man t h e s i g n - m a k e r ) , emerge i n t h e poem. The r e c o r d o f 

man's " s c r i p t " l e f t i n t h e r o c k s i s e v i d e n c e o f h i s a r t i s t i c 

a c t i v i t y e v e n f r o m P a l e o l i t h i c t i m e s . L i k e J o n e s , W a t k i n s c e l ­

e b r a t e s t h e g r a t u i t o u s and s a c r e d n a t u r e o f s i g n - m a k i n g as b o t h 

a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y human and i n h e r e n t l y r e l i g i o u s a c t i v i t y . 

J o n e s w r i t e s i n " A r t and S a c r a m e n t , " 
So i t i s h e r e s u p p o s e d t h a t man i s a c r e a t u r e whose 
end i s e x t r a - m u n d a n e a n d whose n a t u r e i s t o make 
t h i n g s and t h a t t h e t h i n g s made a r e n o t o n l y t h i n g s 
o f mundane r e q u i r e m e n t b u t a r e o f n e c e s s i t y t h e s i g n s 
o f s o m e t h i n g o t h e r . F u r t h e r , t h a t a n e l e m e n t o f t h e 
g r a t u i t o u s i n h e r e s t o t h i s m a k i n g . ^ 

H e r e i n t h e poem i t i s as i f t h e p o e t r e c a p i t u l a t e s i n h i m s e l f 

t h e e n t i r e h i s t o r y o f t h e r a c e and t h e e v o l u t i o n o f c o n s c i o u s ­

n e s s . H i s v i s i o n r e s t o r e s a n e a r l i e r , p r e h i s t o r i c W a l e s when 

men were " m a k e r s " i n J o n e s ' s e n s e : 

R h i n o c e r o s , b e a r and r e i n d e e r h a u n t t h e c r a w l i n g 
g l a c i e r s o f age 

B e h e l d i n t h e eye o f t h e r o c k , where a j a v e l i n ' d arm 
h e l d s t i f f , 

W i t h d r a w n f r o m t h e v i s i o n o f f l y i n g c o l o u r s , r e v e a l s , 
l i k e s c r i p t on a p a g e , 

The u n p a s s i n g moment's a r r e s t e d g l o r y , a l i f e l o c k e d 

f a s t i n t h e c l i f f . 

W a t k i n s was e x c i t e d by t h e r e c e n t a r c h e o l o g i c a l s u r v e y s ( b e g u n 

i n 1943) o f t h e r e m a i n s o f a P a l e o l i t h i c b u r i a l chamber i n a 

c a v e on Gower, and he c e l e b r a t e s t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e " r e d l a d y 

o f P a v i l a n d " (who t u r n e d o u t t o be a y o u n g man) i n h i s poems, 

" D i g g i n g t h e P a s t " and "The Red L a d y " ( F , pp. 84 & 8 9 ) . 
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I n "The Cave D r a w i n g " ( L U , p. 99) he d e a l s w i t h t h e r e c o r d o f 

p r e h i s t o r i c man's a r t i s t i c a c t i v i t y i n t h e c a v e s o f L a s c a u x . 

Two poems f r o m A f f i n i t i e s , "The F o s s i l " a n d " E x p e c t a t i o n o f 

L i f e , " a l s o e x p l o r e t h e p r e s e n c e o f p r e h i s t o r i c man. I n h i s 

p r o s e W a t k i n s has w r i t t e n , 

I t i s n e c e s s a r y t o d i g t h e p a s t ' up t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e 
p r e s e n t , b u t a l l good a r t i s t s h a v e s o m e t h i n g a n c i e n t 
a b o u t them t o o , and t h e e a r l i e s t t r i n k e t s and o r n a m e n t s 
dug f r o m W e l s h c l a y may j o s t l e a g a i n s t t h e w o r k o f a 
l i v i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y who h a s l o o k e d on t h a t m i r r o r and 
t h e n s e t h i s h a n d t o h i s t a s k ^ Q 

B o t h he and J o n e s , who c a r r i e d on a n a c t i v e l i t e r a r y c o r r e s p o n ­

d e n c e , were f a s c i n a t e d by t h i s i n v a s i o n o f t h e p r e s e n t by t h e 

p a s t , a n d t h e i d e a o f t h e e s s e n t i a l u n i t y o f a l l t i m e s . I t i s 

b e c a u s e T a l i e s i n ' s v i s i o n e n c o m p a s s e s b o t h p a s t , p r e s e n t and 

f u t u r e t h a t he c a n go on t o c l a i m a f a i t h " s u r m o u n t i n g t h e T i ­

t a n , " and assume a v i c t o r i o u s s t a n c e o v e r t h e l a n d he g r e e t s . 

T h r o u g h h i s s o n g , he i s a b l e t o c a p t u r e " t h e u n p a s s i n g moment's 

a r r e s t e d g l o r y " a n d r e l e a s e t h e l i f e h e l d i n m a t t e r — " a l i f e 

l o c k e d f a s t i n a c l i f f . " 

I n t h e f i n a l s t a n z a s , T a l i e s i n ' s a s s e r t i o n t h a t he i s 

" s a f e w i t h a n e a r o f c o r n " a g a i n e v o k e s t h e o r i g i n a l Romance 

where as a g r a i n o f c o r n o r wheat T a l i e s i n i s s w a l l o w e d by 

C a r i d w e n , o n l y t o be r e b o r n ; a n d a t t h e same t i m e i t a s s o c i a t e s 

h i m w i t h t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n a n d C h r i s t i a n m y s t e r i e s o f r e g e n e r a ­

t i o n . W a t k i n s may a l s o h a v e i n m i n d t h e p a s s a g e f r o m t h e g o s ­

p e l o f J o h n where t h e " g r a i n o f c o r n " i s u s e d as a s y m b o l o f 

t h e r e s u r r e c t e d C h r i s t : 

E x c e p t a c o r n o f wheat f a l l i n t o t h e g r o u n d a n d d i e , 
i t a b i d e t h a l o n e ; b u t i f i t d i e ; i t b r i n g e t h f o r t h 
much f r u i t . ( J o h n 12:24) 
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I n t h e l a s t s t a n z a , T a l i e s i n t u r n s t o h i s u l t i m a t e t a s k , 

t h a t o f c u t t i n g t h e wood and m e a s u r i n g t h e s t r i n g s f o r h i s h a r 

" t o make m a n i f e s t what s h a l l be"; f o r h i s p o e t i c v i s i o n must 

encompass t h e f u t u r e as w e l l as t h e p a s t and p r e s e n t i f i t i s 

t o be t r u l y p r o p h e t i c . He must be a b l e t o " s i n g " what man's 

and n a t u r e ' s forms w i l l be, and a i d i n r e a l i z i n g t h e i r p o t e n ­

t i a l . The poem, " T h r e e H a r p s " (CA, pp. 1 6 - 1 7 ) , may h e l p t o 

c l a r i f y W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f what i s demanded o f t h e p o e t who 

w ould p l a y t h e h a r p o f t r u e i n s p i r a t i o n . F o r i n t h a t poem t h e 

" t h i r d " and " s h r o u d e d h a r p " c a n o n l y be p l a y e d by one who has 

r e j e c t e d w o r l d l y "renown" and has l a i n down i n t h e g r a v e w i t h 

t h e d e a d . 

Then a t once t h e s h r o u d e d h a r p 
Was m a n i f e s t . I began 
To t o u c h , t h o u g h p a i n i s s h a r p , 
The r i b s o f man. 

T a l i e s i n h e r e i s l i k e t h e h a r p i s t o f t h a t poem, one who has 

e x p e r i e n c e d p a i n and s u f f e r i n g , and who has p a s s e d t h r o u g h t h e 

i n i t i a t i o n o f a d e a t h o f many p a s t s e l v e s . 

T a l i e s i n ' s f i n a l d e s i r e , " t o l o o s e n t h i s m u s i c t o t h e 

l i s t e n i n g , e a v e s d r o p p i n g s e a , " p o s e d h e r e as a q u e s t i o n (How 

s h a l l I a c c o m p l i s h t h i s t a s k ? ) , s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e v o c a t i o n o f 

t h e t r u e p o e t as W a t k i n s s e e s i t i s t o f r e e o r l o o s e n t h e 

m u s i c o f e a r t h t o t h e v a s t n e s s and w h o l e n e s s o f t h e " s e a " t h a t 

i s e t e r n i t y . The s e a , a p r e d o m i n a n t and somewhat ambiguous 

symbol i n t h e T a l i e s i n s e quence and i n W a t k i n s ' work as a whol 

t a k e s on a p o s i t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n i n t h i s poem, i n d i c a t i n g t h a t 

w h i c h encompasses t h e a c t i v i t y o f man and t h e p o e t ' s song i n 

a l a r g e r , h a r m o n i o u s o r d e r . I t i s as i f e t e r n i t y i n t h e poem 
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i s "eavesdropping" upon time. The l i n e , " A l l earth being 
weighed by an ear of corn, a l l heaven by a drop of blood," 
with i t s a l l u s i o n to both the p r e - C h r i s t i a n and C h r i s t i a n sac­
raments of bread (corn) and wine (the s a c r i f i c i a l drops of 
C h r i s t ' s b l ood), suggest that Watkins' e f f o r t i n the poem i s 
not only to draw f o r t h the l a t e n t C h r i s t i a n i m p l i c a t i o n s of the 
e a r l i e r m a t e r i a l , but to f u l f i l l and complete what he b e l i e v e s 
to be l a c k i n g i n i t by r a i s i n g i t i n t o the realm of C h r i s t i a n 
r e v e l a t i o n . T a l i e s i n , the f a i t h f u l " T i t a n " or g o d - l i k e hero, 
by c u t t i n g and p l a y i n g h i s O r p h i c - C e l t i c - D a v i d i c - D r u i d i c harp, 
w i l l make manifest i n h i s song the t r u t h of the C h r i s t i a n v i ­
s i o n of s a c r i f i c e . I t i s t h i s act that allows him to p a r t i c i ­
pate with C h r i s t as a redeemer and r e s t o r e r of the created 
order. In terms of h i s c r a f t t h i s i m plies that Watkins-
T a l i e s i n has chosen to w r i t e of " t r a n s f i g u r e d nature" i n the 
l y r i c a l mode from what he c a l l s i n h i s note to "Poet and 
Goldsmith," "the standpoi nt of C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . " 

" T a l i e s i n and the Spring of V i s i o n " i n Cypress and Acacia 
(1959) i l l u m i n a t e s more f u l l y than any other T a l i e s i n poem the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p between paganism and C h r i s t i a n i t y . I t t r e a t s what 
Kathleen Raine i n her essay on Watkins i n Defending Ancient 

21 
Springs c a l l s "a d e l i b e r a t e baptism of the bar d i c s p i r i t . " 
Watkins' C h r i s t i a n i t y f o r her i s "a seed or acorn i n t o which 

22 
the essence of the pagan cosmic sense...has been d i s t i l l e d . " 
I would argue that here Watkins' C h r i s t i a n perspective becomes 
more e x p l i c i t . 

In the opening stanza we encounter T a l i e s i n i n h i s t r a d i ­
t i o n a l and symbolic place "at the sea's edge"—the meetingplace 
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o f s e a and s h o r e , t i m e and e t e r n i t y . W a t k i n s c o n v e y s t h e p a s s ­

i n g o f t i m e t h r o u g h t h e i m a g e s o f s a n d and t h e h o u r g l a s s , i m ­

ages t h a t r e c u r i n " P o e t and G o l d s m i t h " (CA, p. 3 6 ) . L a t e r i n 

t h e poem ( s t a n z a 5) he b o r r o w s B l a k e ' s p h r a s e f r o m J e r u s a l e m , 
23 

" t h e M i n u t e P a r t i c u l a r s , " t o d e s c r i b e t h e d i s c r e t e e n t i t i e s 

o f e x p e r i e n c e as p e r c e i v e d by man i n t i m e . W a t k i n s f o l l o w s 

B l a k e i n h i s u s e o f t h e p h r a s e t o i n d i c a t e t h o s e phenomena o f 

t i m e c a p a b l e o f r e f l e c t i n g e t e r n i t y . I n B l a k e , when t h e g r a i n s 

o f s a n d f a i l t o r e f l e c t t h e e t e r n a l due t o man's l a c k o f v i ­

s i o n , t h e y become opaque and h a r d e n . 
E v e r y U n i v e r s a l Form was become b a r r e n m o u n t a i n s o f 

M o r a l 
V i r t u e , and e v e r y M i n u t e P a r t i c u l a r h a r d e n ' d i n t o g r a i n s 

o f s a n d . . . . 2^ 

I n B l a k e ' s "Mock o n , Mock on V o l t a i r e , R o u s s e a u , " t h e g r a i n s 

o f s a n d become D e m o c r i t u s ' s a nd Newton's p a r t i c l e s o f m a t t e r 

t r a n s f i g u r e d by i m a g i n a t i v e v i s i o n : 
And e v e r y s a n d becomes a Gem 
R e f l e c t e d i n t h e beams d i v i n e . . . . ^ 

F o r B l a k e as f o r W a t k i n s , t h e h i g h e s t good i n a r t and l i f e e x ­

p r e s s e s i t s e l f t h r o u g h " M i n u t e P a r t i c u l a r s . " As B l a k e w r i t e s , 

F o r A r t and s c i e n c e c a n n o t e x i s t , b u t i n m i n u t e l y o r g a n i z e d 
P a r t i c u l a r s 

And n o t i n g e n e r a l i z i n g D e m o n s t r a t i o n s o f t h e R a t i o n a l 
P o w e r . 2 6 

L i k e B l a k e ' s " B a r d " i n Songs o f E x p e r i e n c e who " P r e s e n t , P a s t 

& F u t u r e , s e e s , " W a t k i n s ' T a l i e s i n h a s t h e v i s i o n a r y f u n c t i o n 

o f r a i s i n g t h e " M i n u t e P a r t i c u l a r s " t h r o u g h h i s s o n g . W i t h 

B l a k e , W a t k i n s i s r o m a n t i c i z i n g t h e e a r l y b a r d as a p r o p h e t i c 

f i g u r e . I n h i s " J e r u s a l e m " (Chap. I I ) , B l a k e p r e s e n t s t h e 

p r e h i s t o r y o f d r u i d i c c u l t u r e as a " G o l d e n A g e ," and W a t k i n s 
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i s e s t a b l i s h i n g T a l i e s i n as an a p o t h e o s i s o f t h e p o e t from an 

e a r l i e r p e r i o d i n a s i m i l a r manner. 

The B l a k e a n " g r a i n s o f s a n d " i n W a t k i n s ' poem, h e r e 

p e r s o n i f i e d , s i n g t o T a l i e s i n , g r e e t i n g him as "my n e a r m o s t , " 

"my c o n s t a n t , " 

'....you...who have e n d u r e d a l l v i c i s s i t u d e s 
I n t h e c r a d l e o f s e a , F a t e ' s h a n d s , and t h e s p i n n i n g 

w a t e r s . 
The measure o f p a s t g r i e f i s t h e measure o f p r e s e n t j o y . 
Your t e a r s , w h i c h have d r i e d t o Chance, now s p r i n g f r o m 

a s e c r e t . 
Here t i m e ' s g l a s s b r e a k s , and t h e w o r l d i s t r a n s f i g u r e d 

i n m u s i c . ' 

N a t u r e , o r t h e t e m p o r a l o r d e r , i n i t s d i v i n e a s p e c t c l a i m s a 

k i n s h i p w i t h t h e p o e t who i s c a p a b l e o f t r a n s f i g u r i n g t h e 

w o r l d t h r o u g h m u s i c . The r e f e r e n c e t o F a t e s u g g e s t s t h e 

c l a s s i c a l F a t e s who a r e weavers o r s p i n n e r s . And t h e " s p i n n i n g 

w a t e r s " r e m i n d us t h a t T a l i e s i n has been c a s t as f r o m a v o r t e x 

o r w h i r l p o o l f r o m t h e p r i m o r d i a l w a t e r s — t h a t he has e n d u r e d 

a s e a j o u r n e y o r i n i t i a t i o n , and a r r i v e d a t a new p o i n t o f 

d e p a r t u r e . He, as t h e " v i r t u o u s pagan" i s a b a r d o f e x p e r i ­

e n c e — o n e who has known " p a s t g r i e f " as w e l l as " p r e s e n t j o y . " 

I n o t h e r words, he has e x p e r i e n c e d l i f e as a B l a k e a n t e n s i o n 

o f c o n t r a r i e s . 

D e s p i t e h i s e x p e r i e n c e and a c c u m u l a t e d wisdom, T a l i e s i n 

i s n o t y e t r e a d y t o r e s p o n d t o t h e song o f t h e " g r a i n s " and 

meet them i n t h e t i m e l e s s moment o f t h e s h a t t e r i n g o f " t i m e ' s 

g l a s s . " W h i l e t h e y w h i r l " t o a p a t t e r n " ( i . e . , r e f l e c t a t 

t h e i r own l e v e l t h e l a r g e r , u n l i m i t e d , p a t t e r n s o f e t e r n i t y ) , 

T a l i e s i n r e t r e a t s i n t o a c a v e , t a k i n g r e f u g e "under t h e u n ­

f l e d g e d r o c k . " The image o f t h e c a v e i s r i c h w i t h s i g n i f i c a n c e , 
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s u g g e s t i n g b o t h t h e P l a t o n i c c a v e o f t i m e where men a r e 

p r i s o n e r s , and t h e d a r k , i n t e r i o r r e c e s s w h i c h h o l d s a s e c r e t 

s o u r c e o f l i g h t . As i n t h e " v i a n e g a t i v a " s t r a i n o f C h r i s t i a n 

m y s t i c i s m , w i t h w h i c h W a t k i n s was f a m i l i a r , t h e s o u l must 

d e s c e n d i n t o i t s own i n t e r i o r d a r k n e s s and meet t h e " c l o u d o f 

u n knowing" o r e x p e r i e n c e a " d a r k n i g h t o f t h e s o u l " b e f o r e i t 
2 7 

i s r e a d y t o f a c e t h e l i g h t o f supreme r e a l i t y . I n Neo-

p l a t o n i c s o u r c e s s u c h as The Enneads o f P l o t i n u s and P o r p h y r y ' s 
2 8 

L i f e o f P l o t i n u s , w h i c h W a t k i n s came t o know t h r o u g h Y e a t s , 

s o u l s a r e s a i d t o e n t e r t h e w o r l d o f g e n e r a t i o n t h r o u g h a 

d a r k e n e d c a v e . I n Homer, V i r g i l and o t h e r p r e - C h r i s t i a n 

s o u r c e s , t h e mouth o f a c a v e i s o f t e n t h e e n t r a n c e t o t h e 

u n d e r w o r l d o r a p l a c e o f m y s t i c i n i t i a t i o n — t h e abode o f t h e 

S i b y l . As Mary P o l k s t a t e s i n h e r t h e s i s , " t h e o t h e r w o r l d o f 

C e l t i c l o r e . . . w a s o f t e n t h o u g h t o f as l o c a t e d u n d e r a h i l l (as 

i n t h e c a s e o f t h e I r i s h s i d h [ e ] f o l k ) o r r e a c h e d t h r o u g h 
„ 2 - 9 

c a v e r n s i n t h e mountains; 1 F o r T a l i e s i n , t h e c a v e i s n o t o n l y 

a p l a c e o f r e f u g e f o r t h e " u n f l e d g e d " ( t h e u n i n i t i a t e d i n t o t h e 

C h r i s t i a n m y s t e r i e s ) , b u t a p l a c e o f d i s c o v e r y where he r e a c h e s 

t h e " s p r i n g o f v i s i o n " by g r o p i n g w i t h h i s hands. The r o c k 

i t s e l f i s " u n f l e d g e d " ( u n d e v e l o p e d ) a l s o i n t h e s e n s e t h a t as 

a s t o n e o r i n a n i m a t e t h i n g i t s i n n e r form has n o t y e t been 

drawn f o r t h and awakened by T a l i e s i n ' s song. I t i s as i f a l l 

n a t u r e i s a w a i t i n g h i s d i s c o v e r y o f t h e " s p r i n g o f v i s i o n . " 

The word " s p r i n g " o f t h e t i t l e a l s o c a r r i e s more t h a n a s i n g l e 

m eaning, s u g g e s t i n g s i m u l t a n e o u s l y t h e s e a s o n , a s o u r c e o f 

w a t e r , and a c o i l i n g o r r e b o u n d i n g power. Here i n t h e cave t h e 

m o m e n t a r i l y b l i n d T a l i e s i n , w i t h h i s eyes c l o s e d t o o u t e r 
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s e e i n g , t o u c h e s t h e s o u r c e o r o r i g i n ( t h e s p r i n g ) o f human 

v i s i o n : 

And t h e r o c k he t o u c h e d was t h e s o c k e t o f a l l men's e y e s , 
And he t o u c h e d t h e s p r i n g o f v i s i o n . He had t h e mind 

o f a f i s h 
T h a t moment. He knew t h e g l i t t e r o f s c a l e and f i n . 
He t o u c h e d t h e p i n o f p i v o t a l s p a c e , and he saw 
One s a n d g r a i n b a l a n c e t h e age's cumulous c l o u d . 

T a l i e s i n t h e s h a p e - c h a n g e r has h i s e p i p h a n y , h i s moment 

o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e , when i n a f l a s h o f i n s i g h t he f i n d s t h e 

p i v o t a l p o i n t o f t i m e t h a t e n a b l e s him t o a b o l i s h i t . By.so 

d o i n g he becomes t e m p o r a r i l y o m n i p r e s e n t , t h a t i s , p r e s e n t a t 

many l e v e l s o f b e i n g . As i n t h e e a r l i e r Romance where 

T a l i e s i n t a k e s t h e f o r m o f a f i s h t o e s c a p e C a r i d w e n , he h e r e 

assumes " t h e mind o f a f i s h , " t h e image o f w h i c h a g a i n s u g g e s t s 

h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h C h r i s t and t h e C h r i s t i a n symbol o f t h e 

f i s h . The p i n o r p i v o t i s a l s o a f r e q u e n t image i n W a t k i n s ' 

work f o r t h e p o i n t o f b a l a n c e between t i m e and e t e r n i t y . Here 

and i n t h e f o l l o w i n g s t a n z a , T a l i e s i n i s g r a n t e d a p i c t u r e o f 

t h e "penumbra o f h i s t o r y . " H i s t o r y ( t i m e - b o u n d e x p e r i e n c e ) 

a p p e a r s as a t e r r i b l e shadow b l o c k i n g man's v i s i o n o f e t e r n i t y 

s y m b o l i z e d by t h e sun. D o u b l y h o r r i f y i n g i s t h e l a c k o f a 

" s h e e t - a n c h o r , " a p o i n t o f r e f e r e n c e o r s t a b i l i t y t h a t would 

r e l a t e t e m p o r a l e x p e r i e n c e t o a l a r g e r p a t t e r n . The d o m i n a t i o n 

o f t i m e would be i n s u r m o u n t a b l y o p p r e s s i v e were i t n o t f o r 

T a l i e s i n ' s r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e t r a n s f o r m i n g power o f l o v e . Here 

T a l i e s i n b e g i n s t o speak: 

'Time r e i g n s ; y e t t h e kingdom o f l o v e i s e v e r y moment, 
Whose c i t i z e n s do n o t age i n e a c h o t h e r ' s e y e s . 
I n a t i m e o f d a r k n e s s t h e p a t t e r n o f l i f e i s r e s t o r e d 
By men who make a l l t r a n s i e n c e seem an i l l u s i o n 
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T h r o u g h i n w a r d a c t s , a c t s c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o m u s i c . 
T h e i r works o f l o v e l e a v e words t h a t do n o t end i n 

t h e h e a r t . ' 

The n o t i o n o f a " c i t y " as a symbol o f o r g a n i z e d human e x i s t e n c e 

where m u t u a l exchange and l o v e p r e d o m i n a t e i s a f a v o r i t e symbol 

f o r W a t k i n s , and he would have f o u n d p a r a l l e l s t o h i s own s e n s e 

o f t h e d i v i n e c i t y o f a r t i n B l a k e ' s G o l g o n o o z a and J e r u s a l e m 

and i n Y e a t s ' B y z a n t i u m . I n "Peace i n t h e Welsh H i l l s " (CA, 

p. 3 0 ) , he s p e a k s i n s i m i l a r terms o f "a c i t y we must b u i l d 

w i t h j o y / E x a c t l y where t h e f a l l e n c i t y s l e e p s . " T h i s " k i n g ­

dom o f l o v e , " f i r s t b u i l t i n w a r d l y t h r o u g h a c t s o f l o v e , 

e v e n t u a l l y comes t o have i t s own o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y . T h i s i s 

what I t h i n k W a t k i n s means when he, t h r o u g h T a l i e s i n , s a y s t h a t 

p o e t s ' "works o f l o v e l e a v e words t h a t do n o t end i n t h e h e a r t . " 

T h r o u g h p o e t i c u t t e r a n c e ( " a c t s c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o m u s i c " ) man i s 

c a p a b l e o f b u i l d i n g t h e B l a k e a n J e r u s a l e m where " c i t i z e n s do n o t 

age i n e a c h o t h e r ' s e y e s " e v e n i n t h e m i d s t o f t i m e and p l a c e . 

The emphasis h e r e upon human l o v e as a r e f l e c t i o n o f d i v i n e l o v e 

s t r i k e s a theme i n W a t k i n s ' work t h a t p a r a l l e l s h i s s e n s e o f t h e 

t e m p o r a l o r d e r as a r e f l e c t i o n o f a t i m e l e s s one. 

I n t h e f o u r t h s t a n z a , T a l i e s i n , who i s s t i l l g r i p p i n g t h e 

i n t e r i o r o f t h e r o c k ( w h i c h has now become h i s " s h e e t a n c h o r " ) , 

r e c e i v e s f r o m an i n t e r i o r s p r i n g t h e " t h r e e d r o p s " o f p o e t i c 

I n s p i r a t i o n t h a t he r e q u i r e s t o f u l f i l l h i s p u r p o s e as one who 

t r a n s f i g u r e s t h e w o r l d t h r o u g h m u s i c — m u s i c b e i n g , as t y p i c a l l y 

i n W a t k i n s , a symbol o f c r e a t i v e e x p r e s s i o n i n g e n e r a l and t h e 

p o e t ' s c r a f t i n p a r t i c u l a r . A g a i n we a r e r e m i n d e d o f t h e 

Romance where Gwion s t e a l s f r o m Avagduu ( " u t t e r d a r k n e s s " ) 



49 

t h r e e d r o p s f r o m t h e c a u l d r o n o f i n s p i r a t i o n and i s p u r s u e d by 

C a r i d w e n f o r h i s dee d . I n t h e moment t h a t t h e d r o p s f a l l on 

h i s f i n g e r s , p a s t and f u t u r e c o n v e r g e " i n a l i g h t n i n g f l a s h , " 

and t h e v o i c e s o f T a l i e s i n ' s M u s e s — t h e s p i r i t s o f p r o p h e c y 

who i n s p i r e d h i s l i t e r a r y f o r e b e a r s — s p e a k : 

' I t was we who i n s t r u c t e d S h a k e s p e a r e , who f e l l upon 
Dan t e ' s e y e s , 

Who opened t o B l a k e t h e M i n u t e P a r t i c u l a r s . We a r e t h e 
s o u l ' s r e b i r t h . ' 

The t h r e e a n c e s t o r s who a r e r e v e a l e d i n a moment o f v i s i o n a r e 

T a l i e s i n - W a t k i n s ' l i t e r a r y p r o g e n i t o r s , and i n a s e n s e h i s 

c o l l e c t i v e Muse. P a r t i c u l a r l y t h r o u g h t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o Dante 

and B l a k e , p o e t s who e x p l o r e d t h e c o s m o g r a p h i e s o f h e a v e n and 

h e l l , W a t k i n s r e v e a l s h i s l i t e r a r y a f f i n i t i e s w i t h p o e t s o f 
. 3 0 v i s i o n a r y e x p e r i e n c e . 

T a l i e s i n ' s summation o f h i s p o e t i c s t a n c e i n t h e f i n a l 

s t a n z a i s p a r a d o x i c a l l y a r e j e c t i o n o f " t h e o m n i s c i e n c e " o f 

e t e r n i t y i n f a v o r o f t h e t e m p o r a l w o r l d w h i c h g r e e t e d and 

c l a i m e d him t h r o u g h t h e v o i c e o f t h e sand g r a i n s i n t h e f i r s t 

s t a n z a . 

T a l i e s i n answered: 'I have e n c o u n t e r e d t h e i r r e d u c i b l e 
diamond 

I n t h e r o c k . Y e t now i t i s o v e r . O m n i s c i e n c e i s n o t 
f o r man. 

C h r i s t e n me, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t my a c t s i n t h e d a r k may be 
j u s t , 

And a d a p t my p a r t i a l v i s i o n t o t h e l i m i t a t i o n s o f t i m e . ' 

B e c a u s e he has e n c o u n t e r e d i n a moment o f v i s i o n " t h e i r r e d u c ­

i b l e d iamond," t h e a b s o l u t e l i g h t o f e t e r n i t y w h i c h i s d e v a s ­

t a t i n g f r o m human p e r s p e c t i v e s and t o o g r e a t a w e i g h t o f c o n ­

s c i o u s n e s s f o r m o r t a l i t y t o b e a r , he r e q u e s t s t h a t h i s " p a r t i a l 

v i s i o n " be a d a p t e d t o " t h e l i m i t a t i o n s o f t i m e . " P a r t l y 
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b e c a u s e he i s n o t y e t r e a d y t o s u s t a i n h e i g h t e n e d c o n s c i o u s ­

n e s s , and p a r t l y o u t o f a s e n s e o f w i l l i n g s a c r i f i c e and 

commitment, he embraces t h e t i m e - w o r l d o f m o r t a l i t y and l i m i ­

t a t i o n . H i s " C h r i s t e n i n g , " t h e r e f o r e , i s i n terms o f a 

C h r i s t i a n a c c e p t a n c e o f and d e s c e n t i n t o t i m e . I n s o f a r as 

T a l i e s i n i s a t y p e o f t h e C h r i s t i a n a r t i s t , we c a n s a y t h a t 

W a t k i n s c h o o s e s t o w r i t e a b o u t t h e e t e r n a l f r o m t h e s t a n d p o i n t 

o f t i m e i n i t s most p a r t i c u l a r i z e d and human a s p e c t s . 

I n an e a r l y Y e a t s i a n poem, " E a r t h - D r e s s " (BML, p. 4 5 ) , 

W a t k i n s had w r i t t e n o f t h e f e a r o f human m o r t a l i t y b e f o r e t h e 

a b s o l u t e i n terms s i m i l a r t o t h o s e o f " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g 

o f V i s i o n . " 

I would awaken eyes 
Time has made unaware 
Of wonders o f w o r l d - s i z e ; 
But when h a w k - h o v e r i n g a i r 
Of t h e u n s h e l t e r e d r o a d 
S c o u r s f o r d i v i n i t y 
The b e g g a r and t h e god, 
Men c l u t c h m o r t a l i t y , 
C l i n g t h e r u i n o u s , 
P e r i s h i n g f a b r i c o f t h i n g s , 
To b u i l d t h e g r a v e ' s d a r k house, 
T e r r i f i e d by t h o s e w i n g s . 

And i n a n o t e t o t h a t poem, he added t h e f o l l o w i n g comment: 

Man, i n s o f a r as he i s s o u l , i s i n d e s t r u c t i b l e ; b u t he 
c a n n o t , w h i l e he i s i n t h e f l e s h , e ndure t h e l i g h t n i n g 
o f p o e t i c g e n i u s i t s e l f . He c a n n o t c o n f r o n t e t e r n i t y ; 
t o him, w h i l e he i s l i v i n g i n t i m e , i t i s t e r r o r . . . . 

The l i g h t n i n g , p o e t i c g e n i u s i n one o f i t s m a n i f e s t ­
a t i o n s , godhead i t s e l f i n a n o t h e r , i s i n a c c e s s i b l e t o 
mankind e x c e p t t h r o u g h a M e d i a t o r . ^ 

T a l i e s i n , a Promethean f i g u r e o f man i n t i m e , " c l u t c h e s 

m o r t a l i t y " o u t o f s u c h a r e a l i z a t i o n . He a s p i r e s t o a b s o l u t e 

k n o w l e d g e , r e a l i z e s t h a t he c a n n o t s u s t a i n i t w h i l e i n t h e 
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f l e s h , a nd t h e r e f o r e a s k s t o be " b a p t i s e d , " i n d i c a t i n g t h e 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f h i s n e e d f o r a M e d i a t o r . 

To c o m prehend f u l l y t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f T a l i e s i n ' s 

C h r i s t i a n a c c e p t a n c e i n t h i s poem, i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o r e f e r 

b r i e f l y t o s e v e r a l poems f r o m The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n (1948) 

where W a t k i n s makes c l e a r what C h r i s t i a n i t y o f f e r s t o man t h a t 

p a g a n i s m l a c k e d . I n " Z a c c h a e u s i n t h e L e a v e s , " f o r i n s t a n c e , 

t h e b i b l i c a l f i g u r e o f t h e " s m a l l - s t a t u r e d man" ( f i r s t men­

t i o n e d i n " S y c a m o r e , " BML, p. 25) who a s c e n d e d a s y c a m o r e t r e e 

t o v i e w C h r i s t i s s e t a g a i n s t t h e p a gan f i g u r e o f P a n . 

The myth a b o v e t h e m y t h , 
Pan a b o v e Z a c c h a e u s ; 
Z a c c h a e u s c l i m b i n g , 
M o unted a b o v e h i s y o u t h , 
A l o n e i n t i m e 

S e e k i n g t h e h e a v e n l y d e a t h . ( L U , p. 91) 

As i n M i l t o n ' s "On t h e M o r n i n g o f C h r i s t ' s N a t i v i t y , " t h e 

d e e p e r p e r e n n i a l wisdom o f C h r i s t i a n i t y w h i c h i n c o r p o r a t e s h i s ­

t o r y t h r o u g h t h e I n c a r n a t i o n ( t h e p o i n t o f i n t e r s e c t i o n i n 

w h i c h e t e r n i t y p e n e t r a t e s t i m e ) , p u t s t h e p a g a n gods t o f l i g h t . 

What t h e y i n one s e n s e have p r e f i g u r e d , s u p p l a n t s them b e c a u s e 

o f t h e c o m i n g o f a g r e a t e r power o f l o v e . I n W a t k i n s ' poem, 

Z a c c h a e u s f i n a l l y c l i m b s h i g h e r t h a n Pa n b e c a u s e o f h i s " s e e k ­

i n g t h e h e a v e n l y d e a t h . " T h a t i s , h i s v i s i o n o f C h r i s t f r o m 

t h e p i n n a c l e o f t h e t r e e i n s p i r e s h i m t o a more s e l f -

s a c r i f i c i n g , a l t r u i s t i c o r d e r o f l o v e . 

I n a number o f r e l a t e d poems d e a l i n g w i t h t h e f i g u r e o f 
32 

Z a c c h a e u s and t h e image o f t h e s y c a m o r e , W a t k i n s seems t o 

h a v e b e e n d r a w n by t h e p e r s o n a l e l e m e n t i n t h e s t o r y t o i d e n ­

t i f y w i t h t h e " s m a l l - s t a t u r e d man." I n W a t k i n s ' i c o n o g r a p h y . 
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t h e sycamore becomes a k i n d o f t r e e o f l i f e , and i t s " k e y s " 

o r s p i n n i n g s e e d s c o n t a i n t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e g e n e r a t i o n . 

I n " P o e t and G o l d s m i t h , " a T a l i e s i n poem o r i g i n a l l y e n t i t l e d 

" T a l i e s i n a t S u n s e t , " t h e p o e t s i n g s a song w h i c h c o n n e c t s t h e 

images o f Z a c c h a e u s and t h e sycamore w i t h t h e i s s u e o f t h e 

t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n o f n a t u r e as i t i s t r e a t e d i n t h e T a l i e s i n 

poems as a whole. 

The p o e t s a n g : ' A l l ages bud l i k e t h e sycamore. 
Brown k e y s s p i n down t o b e g i n n i n g . T h e r e a r e two 

n a t u r e s . 
B l e s t a r e t h e l o s t , p a c k e d h i d d e n w i t h i n l i f e ' s d o o r 
L i k e s e e d s i n t h e husk. Y e t s i n c e a s m a l l man c l i m b e d 
The c r o o k e d t r u n k , and g r o p e d , and s a t i n t h e b r a n c h , 
The m i n u t i a e o f e a r t h a r e ch a n g e d , and t h e b l a c k b i r d ' s 

p r a i s e s 
A r e now t w o f o l d : t h e y speak and t h e y speak beyond 

knowledge. 

Even s o , t h e s e hands have t o u c h e d t h e h a r p o f t h e dea d . ' 

T h i s i n c r e d i b l y compact poem s u c c e e d s i n d r a w i n g t o g e t h e r t h e 

themes and images o f t h e two s e q u e n c e s o f poems by l i n k i n g 

T a l i e s i n w i t h Z a c c h a e u s . Z a c c h a e u s ' moment o f r e v e l a t i o n i n 

t h e t r e e i s l i k e t h a t o f T a l i e s i n i n t h e c a v e . B o t h have t o 

do w i t h t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f an e s s e n t i a l l y C h r i s t o l o g i c a l p e r ­

s p e c t i v e w h i c h changes " t h e m i n u t i a e o f e a r t h . " 

I n "The Song o f t h e Good S a m a r i t a n " (LU, p. 9 5 ) , t h e 

a s c e n d e n c y o f t h e C h r i s t i a n mythos i s ev e n c l e a r e r . The c l a s ­

s i c a l " m y t h o l o g i e s s h r i n k , " i n W a t k i n s ' p h r a s e , and a r e s u r ­

p a s s e d by t h e S a m a r i t a n ' s s i m p l e a c t o f human l o v e and compas­

s i o n . A g a i n , l i k e t h e " o r a c l e s " i n M i l t o n ' s " N a t i v i t y Ode" 

t h e y f l e e b e f o r e t h e coming o f a h i g h e r o r d e r o f l o v e . 
....The m y t h o l o g i e s s h r i n k 

And t h e n a m e l e s s image i s h e a l e d o f i t s murderous goad. 
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F o n t o f t h e f i n g e r s , w a t e r where a s s e s d r i n k , 
Winged h o r s e s a b o v e y o u s c a t t e r i n g , manes o f t h e N o r n , 
And t h e h e r o i c P e g a s u s , l e a p i n t o l i g h t f r o m t h e b r i n k . 

S w a l l o w s q u i v e r , r o u n d i n g t h e m a g i c a l h o r n 
Of f u l l n e s s , e m p t i e d f o r J o h n ' s w i l d h o n e y . They b r e a k 
L i g h t w i t h t h e i r w i n g s , and t h e e r a o f l o v e i s b o r n . 

He b r o k e t h e c l a s s i c a l f a l s e h o o d , summoned awake 
A w o r l d f r o m d u s t w i t h t h e s e c r e t w o r l d s o f h i s t e a r s . 

S h u t i n t h o s e h e a v e n s he h e a r d t h e m y t h o l o g i e s s h a k e . 

I n t h i s poem W a t k i n s j u x t a p o s e s t h e " p r o u d h o r s e s " o f m y t h , 

P e g a s u s and t h e N o r n s o r S c a n d i n a v i a n F a t e s , t o t h e S a m a r i t a n ' s 

l o w l y a s s , and t h e h e r o i c v a l u e s o f c l a s s i c i s m t o C h r i s t i a n 

h u m i l i t y . F o r W a t k i n s , t h e h e r o i c v i r t u e s o f c o u r a g e , e n d u r ­

a n c e a nd g r a n d i l o q u e n c e were i n c o m p l e t e w i t h o u t t h e a d d i t i o n 

o f " c a r i t a s " — C h r i s t i a n l o v e — t h e w i l l i n g n e s s t o s a c r i f i c e o n e ­

s e l f w h o l l y f o r a n i d e a l . T h u s , he h a s t h e humble f i g u r e o f 

t h e S a m a r i t a n b r e a k t h e " c l a s s i c a l f a l s e h o o d " by b e n d i n g i n t h e 

d u s t t o a i d a f e l l o w c r e a t u r e . I n so d o i n g , t h e S a m a r i t a n i s 

b e a r i n g t h e wounds as w e l l as s h a r i n g t h e j o y o f man: 

'0 moment,' he b r e a t h e d , ' f r a i l as t h e b r a n c h o f a t r e e , 
T h i s a c t i s s e c r e t , e l u d i n g a l l f a b u l o u s j o y s . 

The wound I s u f f e r , t h e j o y I am b e a r i n g i s h e . . . . ' 

The f i g u r e o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l T a l i e s i n w o u l d have e m b o d i e d a l l 

o f t h e c l a s s i c a l v i r t u e s , b u t he n e e d s t o be " b a p t i s e d " a t t h e 

end o f t h e poem b e c a u s e he h a s t h e p o t e n t i a l f o r , b u t l a c k s , 

s u c h a c t s o f l o v e , m e r c y a nd h u m i l i t y . 

W a t k i n s ' c h o i c e o f t h e S a m a r i t a n as a f i g u r e o f s e r v i c e 

may h a v e b e e n s u g g e s t e d by t h i s p a s s a g e f r o m A V i s i o n o f W. B. 

Y e a t s , a n o t h e r o f W a t k i n s ' l i t e r a r y p r e d e c e s s o r s who i s t o be 

d i s c u s s e d i n C h a p t e r V. The S a m a r i t a n f i t s i n t o Y e a t s ' schema 

as a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f a C h r i s t i a n p h a s e o f r e l i g i o u s e x p r e s ­

s i o n : 
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. . . . t h e Good S a m a r i t a n d i s c o v e r s h i m s e l f i n t h e l i k e n e s s 
o f a n o t h e r , c o v e r e d w i t h s o r e s and a b a n d o n e d by t h i e v e s 
u pon t h e r o a d s i d e , and i n t h a t o t h e r s e r v e s h i m s e l f . ^ 3 

S i n c e A V i s i o n f i r s t a p p e a r e d i n 1937 and W a t k i n s ' f i r s t v o l u m e 

n o t u n t i l 1 9 4 1 , W a t k i n s c o u l d h a v e e a s i l y h a d t h i s s t r i k i n g l y 

s i m i l a r p a s s a g e i n m i n d , b u t u s e d i t t o p r e s e n t h i s own u n i q u e 

s e n s e o f C h r i s t i a n c h a r i t y . 

Though W a t k i n s s u b o r d i n a t e s c l a s s i c a l m y t h o l o g y i n f a v o r 

o f C h r i s t i a n t r u t h and b i b l i c a l p a r a d i g m i n poems l i k e "Song 

o f t h e Good S a m a r i t a n , " I do n o t w i s h t o s u g g e s t as R o l a n d 

M a t h i a s d o es i n T r i s k e l One t h a t t h e r e i s a n y e s s e n t i a l 

" d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n m y t h i c i n h e r i t a n c e and C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f " i n 
34 

t h e e a r l y p o e t r y , o r i n W a t k i n s ' work as a w h o l e . F o r e v e n 

i n t h e e a r l y p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s , B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd and  

O t h e r Poems, The Lamp and t h e V e i l , a nd The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i ­ 

c o r n , c l a s s i c a l a l l u s i o n s and m y t h i c a l themes a r e l i b e r a l l y 

i n t e r s p e r s e d and i n t e g r a t e d w i t h b i b l i c a l m o t i f s . " O l d T r i t o n 

T i m e " (BML, p. 1 8 ) , " A t l a s on G r a s s " (BML, p. 5 6 ) , and t h e 

" B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd" i t s e l f a r e o b v i o u s e x a m p l e s o f h i s 

a b i l i t y i n t h e e a r l y poems t o u n i f y e a r l i e r m y t h o l o g i c a l w i t h 

C h r i s t i a n m a t e r i a l . I b e l i e v e i t c a n be a r g u e d t h a t W a t k i n s 

i s w o r k i n g c o n s c i o u s l y w i t h i n t h e g r e a t E u r o p e a n , C h r i s t i a n -

h u m a n i s t t r a d i t i o n as p r a c t i c e d by D a n t e , t h e R e n a i s s a n c e 

p a i n t e r s and M i l t o n , i n w h i c h t h e r e i s no e s s e n t i a l d i c h o t o m y , 

b u t a h i e r a r c h y o f v a l u e s where t h e p o e t i c i m a g e s o f p a g a n m y t h 

a r e t a k e n up and i n c l u d e d , i n d e e d , t y p o l o g i c a l l y f u l f i l l e d i n 

t e r m s o f C h r i s t i a n r e v e l a t i o n . Though l i k e M i l t o n , W a t k i n s 

s u b o r d i n a t e s p a g a n t o C h r i s t i a n myth i n p a r t i c u l a r poems ( s e e 

f o r i n s t a n c e " P r i m e C o l o u r s " i n BML, p. 1 6 ) , t h i s s u b o r d i n a t i o n 
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d o e s n o t c o n s t i t u t e a r e j e c t i o n o f e a r l y m y t h , b u t r e q u i r e s i t s 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n new p o e t i c c o n t e x t s . W a t k i n s ' p o e t i c e f f o r t 

i s e s s e n t i a l l y s y n t h e t i c a n d i n c l u s i v e , r a t h e r t h a n e x c l u s i v e . 

From a n e a r l y s o n n e t l i k e " A t l a s on G r a s s " (BML, p. 5 6 ) , where 

t h e G r e e k f i g u r e o f A t l a s d i s c o v e r s t h a t "men a r e r a i s e d by 

what a myt h c o n c e a l s , " t o l a t e r poems l i k e " C h r i s t a n d C h a r o n " 

(CA, p. 57) o r "Rhadamanthus and t h e New S o u l " (BOD, p. 5 0 ) , 

c l a s s i c a l f i g u r e s move e a s i l y i n a C h r i s t i a n w o r l d . I t i s 

p r o b a b l e a l s o t h a t W a t k i n s ' l o n g - s t a n d i n g i n t e r e s t i n H o l d e r l i n 

i s a t t r i b u t a b l e i n p a r t t o t h a t p o e t ' s a b i l i t y t o h a r m o n i z e t h e 
35 

C h r i s t i a n a n d t h e G r e e k . 

W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e s t o w o r k o u t a s y n t h e s i s o f t h e W e l s h and 

C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n s i n " T a l i e s i n ' s V o y a g e " i n A f f i n i t i e s 

( 1 9 6 2 ) . H e r e he r e e s t a b l i s h e s t h e d e t a i l o f t h e e a r l i e r l e g ­

e n d , m a k i n g r e f e r e n c e t o T a l i e s i n ' s b i r t h i n a c o r a c l e ( a s m a l l , 

handwoven w i c k e r b a s k e t c o v e r e d w i t h h i d e ) ; h i s r e l a t i o n t o 

C a r i d w e n , who i n t h e o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l f u n c t i o n s as a k i n d o f 

" t e r r i b l e m o t h e r , " p u r s u i n g t h e c h i l d G wion t h r o u g h v a r i o u s 

f o r m s i n a n a t t e m p t t o d e s t r o y h i m ; and h i s r e b i r t h as t h e 

" m i n s t r e l , " T a l i e s i n . 
The c o r a c l e c a r r i e d me. 
The seawave t o s s e d me. 
Hawk, hound h a r r i e d me. 
C a r i d w e n l o s t me. 

B o t h i n t h e o r i g i n a l m yth a n d i n W a t k i n s ' v e r s e C a r i d w e n i s a n 

ambiguous f i g u r e , a s s o c i a t e d w i t h n a t u r e i n b o t h i t s c r e a t i v e 

and d e s t r u c t i v e a s p e c t s . She i s a t one l e v e l a n i n s p i r i n g Muse, 

a m a t e r n a l f i g u r e ( o r i g i n a l l y a m o t h e r g o d d e s s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

R h i a n n o n ) a nd a t a n o t h e r a j e a l o u s and d e v o u r i n g f e m a l e . 
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T a l i e s i n ' s (and W a t k i n s ' ) a t t i t u d e t o w a r d n a t u r e i n t h e poems 

p a r t a k e s o f t h e same a m b i v a l e n c e ; f o r he r e c o g n i z e s i t on t h e 

one hand as f a l l e n and i m p e r f e c t , and on t h e o t h e r as c a p a b l e 

o f embodying e t e r n a l v e r i t i e s — o f r e v e a l i n g t h e i n f i n i t e i n t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r i n t h e B l a k e a n s e n s e . 

In h i s r e t e l l i n g o f t h e myth, W a t k i n s , s p e a k i n g d i r e c t l y 

t h r o u g h t h e mask o f t h e mature T a l i e s i n , d w e l l s upon t h e a r c h e ­

t y p a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e c h i l d T a l i e s i n ' s s e a j o u r n e y o r v o y ­

age i n d a r k n e s s and h i s r e b i r t h o r awakening i n "dawn" l i g h t on 

" w i l d P w l l d u . " D u r i n g h i s l o n g s e a v o y a g e t o Wales we a r e t o l d 

t h a t t h e " h i d d e n " T a l i e s i n "Raved n o r remembered / E a r t h l y 

t h i n g s . " As i n t h e P l a t o n i c n o t i o n o f t h e d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d 
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p o e t , and i n t h e c a s e o f t h e p r i m i t i v e f i g u r e o f t h e shaman, 

T a l i e s i n i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h " d i v i n e m a n i a , " and b e a r s t h e know­

l e d g e o f t h e d a r k , t h e h i d d e n and i n n e r wisdom, a k i n d o f w i s ­

dom n o t g a i n e d w i t h o u t s u f f e r i n g . He [ T a l i e s i n ] , 
Raved, n o r remembered 
E a r t h l y t h i n g s , 
But w i d e - r i b b e d , s l u m b e r e d 
Under t h o s e w i n g s . 

In h i s slumber ( o r s h a m a n i s t i c t r a n c e ) , T a l i e s i n i s b o r n e by 

t h e s w a l l o w ' s w i n g — " I h e a r d s w i f t , s w a l l o w , / F l y t h r o u g h t h e 

d a r k . " Here as i n t h e r o m a n t i c and c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n s , b i r d s 

a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h d i v i n e i n s p i r a t i o n , w i t h t h e s o u l s o f t h e 

d e a d , and w i t h t h e p o e t . T a l i e s i n i s c a r r i e d u n d e r t h e wings 

o f s u c h d i v i n e m e s s e n g e r s and u n d e r t h e f l i g h t o f s t a r s , b o t h 

b i r d s and s t a r s b e i n g symbols o f h i s d i v i n e m i s s i o n . The v o y ­

age, l i k e t h e j o u r n e y o f t h e shaman t h r o u g h t h e u n d e r and u p p e r 

w o r l d s , i s a d u r a t i o n l e s s moment, a k i n d o f t i m e l e s s "dream" 
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from t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f t h e b a r d : 

The days o f my voyage 
When numbered a r e 
As a g l a c i e r ' s age 
Or a s h o o t i n g s t a r . 

S w i f t and s l o w 
In one r o p e t w i n e d 
A s a i l d i d throw 
On my d r e a m i n g mind. 

Time I p u r s u e d 
And saw t h e k i l l . 
L i f e was renewed 
Where t i m e l a y s t i l l . 

Sand and t h e y e a r 
T h a t seemed d e r a n g e d 
A r e f i l l e d w i t h g r a n d e u r 
F o r a l l i s c h a n g e d . 

At h i s b i r t h , T a l i e s i n r e e n t e r s t h e w o r l d o f t i m e and o b s e r v e s 

t h e d e s t r u c t i v e powers, " t h e k i l l , " t h a t t i m e p e r p e t u a t e s . Y e t 

t h r o u g h h i s v i s i o n a r y p e r s p e c t i v e he i s a b l e t o a f f i r m t h a t 

e v e n t h e t h i n g s o f t i m e , "Sand and t h e y e a r / T h a t seemed de­

r a n g e d / A r e f i l l e d w i t h g r a n d e u r . " 

T a l i e s i n t u r n s f i n a l l y t o a d d r e s s t h e r a v e n and t h e k e s -
3 7 

t r e l , a s c a v e n g e r and a b i r d o f p r e y c a p a b l e o f r e p r e s e n t i n g 

b o t h t h e t e m p o r a l c y c l e s o f d e s t r u c t i o n ( t h e c y c l e o f p r e d a t o r 

and p r e y ) and h i g h e r wisdom. He w i s h e s t o l e a r n f r o m them i n 

t h e i r h i g h e r c a p a c i t y " t h e h e a r t o f s o u n d , " t h a t i s , t h e s e c r e t 

o f m u s i c ( p o e t r y ) t h a t i s c a p a b l e o f t r a n s f i g u r i n g t h e d e s t r u c ­

t i v e a s p e c t s o f n a t u r e , and r a i s i n g them i n t o t i m e l e s s n e s s .. 

The " t u r n i n g b i r d s , " t h e n , become f o r T a l i e s i n ( l i k e H o p k i n s ' 

w i n d h o v e r and Y e a t s ' f a l c o n i n "The Second Coming") symbols o f 

t h a t w h i c h c i r c l e s a b o u t t h e " p i v o t a l p o i n t " o f t h e t i m e l e s s . 

T a l i e s i n w o u l d l e a r n f r o m them t h e s e c r e t m u s i c , and r e v e a l t o 

them i n exchange h i s knowledge o f t h e i n t e r r e l a t i o n o f t i m e 
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and e t e r n i t y . He des i r e s to p a r t i c i p a t e i n a r e c i p r o c a l ex­
change with the c r e a t i o n . 

0 raven, k e s t r e l 
Wheeling round, 
Teach your m i n s t r e l 
The heart of sound! 
I, T a l i e s i n 
Know the cords 
Between that p i n 
And the t u r n i n g b i r d s . 

The issue of the poem i s how T a l i e s i n , the c r e a t i v e p r i n c i p l e 
or imagination, i s able to transform the seemingly d e s t r u c t i v e 
elements of c r e a t i o n i n t o a v i s i o n of "grandeur"—harmony and 
beauty. 

In the l a s t stanza T a l i e s i n c r i e s f o r "Destruction's key," 
f o r l i k e the c r e a t i v e Logos he i s i d e n t i f i e d with both the 
c r e a t i o n and d e s t r u c t i o n of world c y c l e s — t h e beginning and the 
ending of th i n g s . D e s t r u c t i o n bears the key to a s e c r e t , since 
u l t i m a t e l y , through the p r i n c i p l e of s e l f - s a c r i f i c e , i t i s ca­
pable of le a d i n g to the great mystery of r e b i r t h . 

Where have they l e f t 
Destruction's key, 
Hid i n what c l e f t 
Of the c r y i n g sea? 
Like nature, the sea i n Watkins' work i s another symbol 

capable of hold i n g a dual meaning i n i t s a s s o c i a t i o n with gen­
e r a t i o n and c o r r u p t i o n as w e l l as with the i n f i n i t e — t h e e t e r ­
n a l . Watkins w r i t e s of t h i s d e l i c a t e paradox i n h i s prose. 
Here he i s speaking of the v i s u a l a r t of C e r i Richards, a Welsh 
contemporary: 

Art springs from c o n f l i c t , and the c o n f l i c t here i s 
between two e t e r n i t i e s , that of the sea a s s i m i l a t i n g  
a l l things i n t o i t s movement toward u l t i m a t e o b l i v i o n 
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and t h a t o f t h e c a t h e d r a l embodying man's f a i t h and 
mind.... ( i t a l i c s m i n e ^ g 

And i n "New Y e a r 1965" he w r i t e s : 

Yet sometimes I have s e e n i t [ t h e s e a ] , a f t e r a stormy 
n i g h t , v a s t , y e t i m m e d i a t e , c o n t a i n i n g a l l i t s c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n s , a l l i t s o p p o s i n g f o r c e s , i n a s i n g l e h a r m o n i o u s 
v i s i o n . I n e v e r d o u b t e d t h e t e r r o r , e v e n t h e m a l i c e 
o f t h e s e a ' s d e s i g n s ; b u t t o see i t i n a moment o f r e p o s e 
i s m y s t e r i o u s and s u p r e m e l y s a t i s f y i n g . 

I n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e l a s t s t a n z a o f t h e poem, I would s u g g e s t 

t h a t t h e s e a i n i t s t e m p o r a l a s p e c t o f g e n e r a t i o n and f l u x i s 

" c r y i n g " f o r e t e r n i t y , w h i c h w i l l i n one s e n s e be i t s d e s t r o y e r 

when t h e t h i n g s o f t i m e a r e s w a l l o w e d up i n t h e i n f i n i t e . The 

"wi n d s ' h ound" and t h e " m u s s e l ' s s t i n g " i n t h e p r e v i o u s s t a n z a 

a r e t h e n e g a t i v e ( p a i n f u l o r d e s t r o y i n g ) e l e m e n t s o f c r e a t i o n 

w h i c h must be r a i s e d and t r a n s f i g u r e d i n T a l i e s i n ' s v i s i o n . 

The poem, t h e n , r e v e a l s t h e d a r k e r a s p e c t s o f T a l i e s i n , t h e 

s u f f e r i n g and agony h i s knowledge b r i n g s him, and h i s need t o 

g r a p p l e w i t h t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s o f t h e c r e a t e d o r d e r . T h r o u g h 

h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e p r e y — " h a r r i e d " by hawk and hound, 

as i n t h e o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l where T a l i e s i n as a h a r e i s p u r s u e d 

by C a r i d w e n as g r e y h o u n d and u l t i m a t e l y s w a l l o w e d as a g r a i n o f 

w h e a t — T a l i e s i n i s r e v e a l e d h e r e as a s u f f e r i n g , C h r i s t - l i k e 

f i g u r e . As i n " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n , " h i s e n d u r ­

a n c e o f t h e l i m i t a t i o n o f b i r t h and t e m p o r a l i t y c a n be s e e n as 

a k i n d o f s p i r i t u a l d e a t h u n d e r t a k e n i n o r d e r t o renew t i m e . 

I n " T a l i e s i n and t h e M o c k e r s , " t h e companion poem t o 

" T a l i e s i n ' s V o y a g e " i n A f f i n i t i e s , W a t k i n s r e t a i n s t h e f o r m o f 

t h e " I am" u t t e r a n c e o f t h e v o i c e c l a i m i n g o m n i p o t e n c e as u s e d 

i n t h e o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l . 
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B e f o r e man w a l k e d 
I was i n t h e s e p l a c e s . 
I was h e r e 

When t h e m o u n t a i n s were l a i d . 

He makes a d e l i b e r a t e e f f o r t t o c a p t u r e t h e o r a c u l a r t o n e and 

i n s i s t e n t r h y t h m u s e d by G u e s t . The a s s e r t i v e c l a i m o f t h e 

p o e t t o have been p r e s e n t "when t h e m o u n t a i n s were l a i d " i s 

r e m i n i s c e n t a l s o o f t h e e p i c , f o r m u l a i c p a t t e r n o f t h e " b o a s t " 

e v i d e n t i n t h e Welsh s a g a s . D a v i d J o n e s i n I n P a r e n t h e s i s 

draws on t h e same t r a d i t i o n when he has t h e s o l d i e r , " D a i , " 

make h i s c l a i m s t o o m n i p r e s e n c e more i r o n i c a l l y i n t h e c o n t e x t 

o f war: 

I was w i t h A b e l when h i s b r o t h e r f o u n d him, u n d e r t h e 
g r e e n t r e e . 

I b u i l t a s h i t - h o u s e f o r A r t a x e r x e s . 
I was t h e s p e a r i n B a l i n ' s hand 

t h a t made waste K i n g P e l l a m ' s l a n d . ^ Q 

W a t k i n s may a l s o have i n mind t h e b i b l i c a l u s e o f t h e " b o a s t " 

as e v i d e n c e d i n J o b (Chap. 38) where God h i m s e l f f r o m t h e 

w h i r l w i n d c h a l l e n g e s J o b w i t h a s e r i e s o f f o r m u l a i c q u e s t i o n s 

a s s e r t i n g H i s d i v i n e p r e s e n c e a t c r e a t i o n — " W h e r e wast t h o u 

when I l a i d t h e f o u n d a t i o n s o f t h e e a r t h . . . . ? " 

The poem goes on t o i d e n t i f y t h e p o e t b o t h w i t h a n i m a t e 

and i n a n i m a t e n a t u r e , " t h e d e s i g n i n g o f f l o w e r s " and " r i n g i n g 

s t o n e s , " e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s p r e s e n c e a t t h e c r e a t i o n o f t h e 

w o r l d and w i t h t h e v i t a l powers o f l i f e and d e a t h . The empha­

s i s s h i f t s i n s t a n z a s i x t o f o c u s upon t h e " L o r d " o f T a l i e s i n , 

who i s a t one l e v e l C h r i s t t h e d i v i n e Logos p r e s e n t a t c r e a t i o n , 

and t h e v e h i c l e o f c r e a t i o n — t h e m e d i a t i n g Word. I n G u e s t ' s 

t r a n s l a t i o n t o o we n o t e t h a t T a l i e s i n a p p e a l s t o s u c h a " L o r d " 

o f h e a v e n i n t h e l i n e , " I w i l l s u p p l i c a t e my L o r d t h a t I g e t 
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r e f u g e i n him,/ a r e g a r d I may o b t a i n i n h i s g r a c e ; / The Son 
41 

o f Mary i s my t r u s t . . . . " I n t h e o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l he c l a i m s 

t o have been i n t h e " T e t r a g r a m a t o n , " t h a t i s , t h e h i d d e n and 

u n p r o n o u n c e a b l e name o f God o f J e w i s h m y s t i c i s m . T a l i e s i n ' s 

L o r d , t h o u g h a t one l e v e l E l p h i n o f t h e Welsh myth, i s r e v e a l e d 

i n W a t k i n s ' poem as t h e L o r d o f t h e h e a v e n s , o r C h r i s t i n h i s 

p r e i n c a r n a t e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e C r e a t o r . 
My L o r d p r e s c r i b e d 
The p a t h o f t h e p l a n e t s . 
H i s f i n g e r s s c a t t e r e d 
The d i s t a n t s t a r s . 

T a l i e s i n , t h e n , i s c a s t i n t h e r o l e o f one who r e t e l l s o r 

s i n g s c r e a t i o n , b e g i n n i n g and e n d i n g , c r e a t i o n and d e s t r u c t i o n , 

t h e c a l l i n g f o r t h and naming o f l i v i n g f o r m s . He r e e n a c t s 

t h r o u g h t h e m u s i c a l e v o c a t i o n o f h i s s p e a k i n g t h e making o f 

h e a v e n and e a r t h , b i r d s , mammals, p l a n t s , i n s e c t s and f i n a l l y 

man and woman i n t h e " g a r d e n , " e c h o i n g a g a i n a p a s s a g e f r o m 

G u e s t ' s t r a n s l a t i o n . Though t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n e s f r o m G u e s t ' s 

poem a r e c o m p a r a b l e i n t o n e , r h y t h m i c s t r u c t u r e and c o n t e n t 

t o t h o s e o f W a t k i n s , we c a n see t h a t he e m p h a s i z e s t h e t i m e l e s s 

n a t u r e o f man's o r i g i n a l e s t a t e : 

G u e s t : W a t k i n s : 

The A l m i g h t y made, L a s t , a l l l a b o u r 
Down t h e Heb r o n v a l e , He b e n t on d u s t . 
W i t h h i s p l a s t i c h a n d s , Out o f t h e r e d d u s t 

Adam's f a i r f o r m : Made He Man.... 

And f i v e h u n d r e d y e a r s , He b u i l t f o r him 
V o i d o f any h e l p , H i s e t e r n a l g a r d e n , 
T h e r e he r e m a i n e d and l a y T i m e l e s s , moving, 

W i t h o u t a s o u l . And y e t i n t i m e . 

He a g a i n d i d f o r m , He c a s t on him 
I n c a l m p a r a d i s e , Dark v e i l s o f s l e e p , 
From a l e f t - s i d e r i b , Out o f h i s s i d e 

B l i s s - t h r o b b i n g E v e . ^ He t o o k t h e Fe m a l e . 
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Watkins' poem becomes a r e t e l l i n g of the c r e a t i o n of man 

and woman i n Genesis and i n M i l t o n ' s Paradise L o s t ; then i t 

moves through mythic h i s t o r y from the b u i l d i n g of Babel's 

tower and the r i s e of Solomon to the b i r t h of the c r e a t i v e 

p r i n c i p l e i n i t s most immediate form i n T a l i e s i n . 

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

What do you seek 
In the salmon r i v e r , 
Caught i n the net 
What l i v i n g gold? 

What do you seek 
In the weir, 0 E l p h i n ? 
You must know 

That the sun i s mine. 

Here Watkins evokes the d i s c o v e r y of T a l i e s i n as recorded i n 

the Romance where E l p h i n draws the i n f a n t f o r t h from a c o r a c l e 

and names him T a l i e s i n , " l o r d of the r a d i a n t brow." T a l i e s i n ' s 

name a s s o c i a t e s him with heavenly l i g h t , and e s t a b l i s h e s him as 

a d i v i n e l y marked " s t a r c h i l d . " The f a c t t h at E l p h i n i s seek­

i n g f i s h i n the "salmon r i v e r " and catches i n s t e a d a d i v i n e 

c h i l d , reminds us of the connection between the s t o r y of Gwion 

Bach and the I r i s h legend of F i n n and the salmon of wisdom 

which, as we have seen, Watkins used i n "The Salmon." I t i s 

a l s o a r e f e r e n c e to the Hanes T a l i e s i n i n the Guest t r a n s l a t i o n 

where T a l i e s i n a s s e r t s , "And i t i s not known whether my body i s 
43 

f l e s h or f i s h . " F i n a l l y , we cannot f o r g e t that the e a r l y 

symbol of C h r i s t i a n i t y was "the f i s h , " and that C h r i s t chose 

d i s c i p l e s who were fishermen. The p o i n t here i s t h a t E l p h i n 

has l i f t e d from the weir more than he bargained f o r — a l i v i n g 



6 3 

b e i n g ( " l i v i n g g o l d " ) t h a t w i l l t r a n s f o r m h i s l i f e , a n d t h a t 

h o l d s t h e k e y t o t h e s e c r e t s o f c r e a t i o n . F o r T a l i e s i n i s 

i d e n t i f i e d n o t o n l y w i t h "Solomon's l a m p , " b u t l i k e C h r i s t w i t h 

t h e l i f e - g i v i n g s u n i t s e l f . 

I n D e f e n d i n g A n c i e n t S p r i n g s , K a t h l e e n R a i n e c o n n e c t s 

T a l i e s i n w i t h what she c a l l s " t h e o t h e r m i n d " o f i n s p i r a t i o n , 

t h e t r a d i t i o n a l r e p o s i t o r i e s o f wisdom f r o m t h e r e g i o n s o f 
44 

t h e d e a d . The power o f p r o p h e t i c u t t e r a n c e d e r i v e d f r o m c o n ­

t a c t w i t h t h e s e i n t e r i o r r e a l m s i s one a s p e c t o f t h e " g i f t " 

t h a t T a l i e s i n b r i n g s w i t h h i m ( s e e s t a n z a 27) and o f f e r s t o t h e 

l i v i n g . L i k e t h e m i r a c u l o u s h e a d o f t h e M a r i i n "The B a l l a d o f 

t h e M a r i Lwyd" ( 1 9 4 1 ) , T a l i e s i n a c t s as m e d i a t o r b e t w e e n l i f e 

a nd d e a t h , t i m e and t i m e l e s s n e s s , c h a l l e n g i n g t h e t e m p o r a l 

o r d e r . R a i n e has s a i d , "The k n o w l e d g e o f t h e M a r i i s 
45 

T a l i e s i n ' s k n o w l e d g e . " By t r a n s f e r r i n g t o T a l i e s i n t h e 

p r o p h e t i c , i n c a n t a t o r y and s a c r e d powers o f t h e M a r i , W a t k i n s 

c a r r i e s f o r w a r d and d e v e l o p s t h e theme o f t h a t e a r l y b a l l a d , 

c o n n e c t i n g h e r powers more c l o s e l y w i t h t h o s e o f t h e p o e t . I n 

t h e T a l i e s i n poems, h o w e v e r , he i s a b l e t o make t h e p o i n t t h a t 

t h e g r e a t e s t g i f t t h e p o e t b r i n g s i s t h a t o f d i v i n e l o v e , w h i c h 

must go h a n d i n h a n d w i t h h i s k n o w l e d g e . T a l i e s i n s t a t e s i n 

t h e poem u n d e r d i s c u s s i o n : 

I h a v e a g i f t 
F o r I h a v e n o t h i n g . 
I h a v e l o v e 

W h i c h e x c e e d s a l l t r e a s u r e s . 

A t t h i s p o i n t i n t h e poem t h e a s s o c i a t i o n s o f t h e r e b o r n 

b a r d w i t h t h e i n f a n t J e s u s and w i t h t h e l a t e r "mocked C h r i s t " 

o f t h e c r u c i f i x i o n become d o m i n a n t . The h i r e d c o u r t m u s i c i a n s 
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i n t h e Romance mock T a l i e s i n f o r h i s f a i l u r e t o c o n f o r m t o t h e 

c o u r t s y s t e m and f o r h i s l a c k o f p r o f e s s i o n a l t r a i n i n g . Here 

he c l e a r l y r e p r e s e n t s n a t i v e i n s p i r a t i o n o v e r t h e a r t i f i c i a l 

l e a r n i n g o f t h e s c h o o l s . We a r e t o l d i n t h e Romance t h a t 

. . . . a t t h a t t i m e t h e b a r d s were i n g r e a t f a v o r w i t h 
t h e e x a l t e d o f t h e kingdom; and t h e n none p e r f o r m e d 
t h e o f f i c e o f t h o s e who a r e now c a l l e d h e r a l d s [ b a r d s ] , 
u n l e s s t h e y were l e a r n e d men.... ^ 

Y e t i n t h e Romance, T a l i e s i n , who comes f r o m o u t s i d e t h e s y s ­

tem, i s a b l e t o t u r n t h e c o u r t b a r d s ' mockery ba c k upon them­

s e l v e s , and r e d u c e them t o r e p e a t i n g m i n d l e s s l y t h e u n d i g n i f i e d 

mumblings o f t h e n o n s e n s e p h r a s e , " b l e r u m , b l e r u m . " I n h i s 

poem, W a t k i n s p u r s u e s t h i s theme. 

Mock me t h e y w i l l , 
T hose h i r e d m u s i c i a n s , 
They a t C o u r t 
Who command t h e s c h o o l s . 

Mock t h o u g h t h e y do, 
My m u s i c s t a n d s 
B e f o r e and a f t e r 
A c c u s i n g s i l e n c e . 

W a t k i n s ' r e j e c t i o n o f t h e a r t i f i c i a l l e a r n i n g o f t h e " h i r e d 

m u s i c i a n s " i n t h i s c o n t e x t , does n o t , however, i m p l y t h a t he 

r e j e c t s t h e n e c e s s i t y o f v a s t l e a r n i n g and s k i l l i n t h e u s e o f 

i n t r i c a t e forms a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e b a r d i c t r a d i t i o n ; f o r he 

c o n t i n u a l l y a r g u e s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f " t r a d i t i o n " i n b o t h p o e t r y 

and p r o s e , and p r a c t i c e s i n i n t r i c a t e l y s t r u c t u r e d f o r m s , some 

o f w h i c h we s h a l l e x p l o r e i n C h a p t e r I I I . Here t h e p o i n t i s 

t h a t l e a r n i n g w i t h o u t i n s p i r a t i o n i s v a l u e l e s s . O b l i q u e l y p e r ­

haps he i s a t t a c k i n g much o f t h e p o e t r y o f h i s day. 

L i k e C h r i s t , t h e n , and l i k e t h e p r o p h e t s o f t h e O l d 

T e s t a m e n t , T a l i e s i n i s "mocked" and r e v i l e d by t h e w o r l d and by 
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t h e f a l s e p o e t s and p r o p h e t s ; y e t l i k e C h r i s t he over c o m e s . 

The o v e r c o m i n g i n t h e poem i s a g a i n t h r o u g h t h e g i f t o f p o e t i c 

u t t e r a n c e , h i s m u s i c b e i n g a symbol o f t h e wisdom w h i c h s t a n d s 

b e f o r e and a f t e r t i m e . I t i s a g a i n t h e i n f u s i o n o f a h i g h e r 

o r d e r o f l o v e i n t o t h e p r i m i t i v e mythos t h r o u g h t h e a l l u s i o n s 

t o C h r i s t , t h a t g i v e s t h e poem i t s f i n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e and 

f o c u s . I n t h e l a s t v e r s e s , w h i c h d i v e r g e i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f 

C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n f r o m t h e o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l , W a t k i n s a l l u d e s 

t o t h e h e a l i n g o f t h e b l i n d man by C h r i s t , and t h e i d e a t h a t 

o n l y t h e b l i n d c a n r e c o g n i z e Him, p l a y i n g on t h e p a r a d o x t h a t 

t h e p h y s i c a l l y b l i n d o f t e n have s p i r i t u a l s i g h t . 

C e r t a i n t h e r e were 
Who t o u c h e d , who knew Him. 
B l i n d men knew 

On t h e r o a d t h e i r God. 

The v o i c e o f T a l i e s i n , s p e a k i n g o u t o f h i s s e n s e o f i d e n t i f i c a ­

t i o n w i t h C h r i s t , merges w i t h t h a t o f t h e p o e t h e r e and 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e poem. Thus W a t k i n s , s p e a k i n g t h r o u g h t h e mask 

o f T a l i e s i n , e s t a b l i s h e s h i s own p o e t i c l i n e a g e as one who 

t h r o u g h p o e t i c u t t e r a n c e would i n c a r n a t e t h e h i g h e s t , most s a c ­

r e d wisdom. By s e t t i n g h i m s e l f a g a i n s t t h e p s e u d o - p o e t r y o f 

t h e " s c h o o l s , " W a t k i n s ' p o e t a l s o assumes a r e l a t i v e l y i s o l a t e d 

p o s i t i o n . 

I n one o f t h e l a t e r p u b l i s h e d poems f r o m F i d e l i t i e s ( 1 9 6 8 ) , 

" T a l i e s i n a t P w l l d u , " s e t a t a bay n e a r h i s home on t h e Gower 

c o a s t , W a t k i n s moves t o w a r d a s y n t h e s i s o f C e l t i c , C h r i s t i a n 

and G r e e k s y m b o l i s m . T a l i e s i n i s g a z i n g upward t h r o u g h t h e 

b r a n c h e s o f a k i n d o f " T r e e o f L i f e " ("the wind-blown t r e e " ) 

t o w a r d t h e " v e i l o f h e a v e n . " N a t u r e i s l i k e a v e i l , a t once 
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r e v e a l i n g and c o n c e a l i n g t h e e t e r n a l o r d e r beyond. T a l i e s i n ' s 

s p e a k i n g i n t h e f i r s t p e r s o n c o n v e y s h i s d e s i r e t o c a p t u r e i n 

a v i s i o n a r y moment t h e i n s t a n t b e f o r e Daphne i s t r a n s f o r m e d 

i n t o A p o l l o ' s l a u r e l t r e e — t h e moment o f m e t a m o r p h o s i s where 

t i m e i s c o n q u e r e d . A t t h i s p o i n t t h e l e a v e s speak, d e c l a r i n g 

t h e i r i n t u i t i v e wisdom t h a t f r e e d o m comes o n l y i n s e r v i c e t o 

an i d e a l : " I n b o u n d l e s s l i g h t o n l y t h e bound a r e f r e e . " 

T a l i e s i n , a c t i n g i n a c c o r d w i t h t h i s p r i n c i p l e , f i n d s m u s i c 

f l o w i n g t h r o u g h him "as t h r o u g h a s h e l l . " H i s e n t i r e b e i n g 

has become t h e v e h i c l e o f i n s p i r a t i o n . We a r e r e m i n d e d h e r e 

a l s o t h a t W a t k i n s ' n o t i o n o f c r e a t i v e e x p r e s s i o n demands t h e 

s u b m i s s i o n o f t h e a r t i s t t o a f o r m , and t h a t h i s own p o e t i c 

p r a c t i c e l e d him i n t h e main t o r e j e c t t h e f r e e v e r s e e x p e r i ­

ments o f Pound and t h e e a r l y E l i o t f o r . t h e e x p l o r a t i o n and r e n ­

o v a t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n a l m e t r i c a l f o r m s . 

I n t h e s e c o n d s t a n z a , he a c k n o w l e d g e s t h e l i v i n g powers 

t h a t dance t h r o u g h h i m s e l f and n a t u r e i n t h e l i n e , "Streams 

dance and g l i t t e r and t h e r o c k s have v e i n s . " Then he t u r n s 

r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y t o i n v o k e h i s own " s e a j o u r n e y " when he 

f l o a t e d ( l i k e t h e i n f a n t Moses) i n a t i m e l e s s r e a l m and s u r ­

v e y e d t h e u p r i s i n g o f c r e a t i o n : 

My M a s t e r f r o m t h e r a i n b o w on t h e s e a 
L a u n c h e d my r o u n d b a r k . T h r o u g h d a r k n e s s , t r a i l i n g hands, 
I d r i f t e d . W a v e - g n a r l e d images o f gods 
F l o a t e d upon t h e w h a l e - b a c k e d w a t e r - p l a i n s , 
I l o o k e d ; c r e a t i o n r o s e , u p h e l d by T h r e e . 

As we have n o t e d i n t h e e a r l i e r poem, " T a l i e s i n and t h e 

M o c k e r s , " T a l i e s i n ' s " M a s t e r " i s n o t o n l y E l p h i n f r o m t h e l e g ­

end, b u t C h r i s t , who i n R e v e l a t i o n i s shown i n J o h n ' s 

v i s i o n s t a n d i n g i n a r a i n b o w as t h e f u l f i l l m e n t o f t h e p r o m i s e 
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t o Noah and t h e c o m p l e t i o n o f t h e o l d c o v e n a n t , a k i n d o f u n i ­

v e r s a l man. 

And he t h a t s a t was t o l o o k upon l i k e a j a s p e r and a 
s a r d i n e s t o n e : and t h e r e was a r a i n b o w r o u n d a b o u t t h e 
t h r o n e , i n s i g h t l i k e u n t o an e m e r a l d . ( R e v e l a t i o n 4:3) 

The " T h r e e " who u p h o l d c r e a t i o n a r e a t once t h e C h r i s t i a n T r i n ­

i t y and t h e Welsh T r i a d s . F o r t h e t h r e e who s t a n d a b o u t 

T a l i e s i n i n t h e t h i r d s t a n z a i n " t h e s e c r e t p l a c e w i t h i n t h e 

s o u r c e o f t e a r s , " a r e s u g g e s t i v e o f t h e Welsh "Y Mamau" ( o r , 

" t h e M o t h e r s " ) , a c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f t h r e e f e m a l e g o d d e s s e s . ^ 7 

T h e s e powers r e p r e s e n t T a l i e s i n ' s M u s e — o r t h e " o t h e r m i n d " 

t h a t i n s p i r e s h i s u t t e r a n c e . The " p u r e s t r e a m " w h i c h T a l i e s i n 

t o u c h e s i n t h e l a s t s t a n z a , l i k e t h e u n d e r g r o u n d r i v e r o f 

" T a l i e s i n i n Gower," and t h e s p r i n g o f t h e c a v e i n " T a l i e s i n 

and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n , " r e p r e s e n t s h i s s o u r c e o f i n s p i r a ­

t i o n — t h e w a t e r s o f l i f e w h i c h i s s u e pure f r o m p a r a d i s e t o 

m a n i f e s t i n t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d . 

Pure s t r e a m , by p e b b l e s masked and c h a n g i n g s k i e s , 
I t o u c h you; t h e n I know my n a t i v e l a n d . 

L i k e T a l i e s i n i n " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n " i n t h e 

c a v e , he makes c o n t a c t w i t h h i s " n a t i v e l a n d " by t h e power o f 

t o u c h . The r e f e r e n c e t o t h e " a v e n g e r s " i n t h e f i n a l l i n e s r e ­

c a l l s t h e s t o r i e s o f v e n g e a n c e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h A r t h u r i n t h e 
48 

A r t h u r i a n s a g a s w h i c h G u e s t r e f e r s t o i n h e r t r a n s l a t i o n , 

as w e l l as t h e theme o f v e n g e a n c e i n t h e o r i g i n a l t a l e o f Gwion 

Bach, where T a l i e s i n a c h i e v e s r e v e n g e on t h e c o u r t b a r d s who 

have p e r s e c u t e d him and i m p r i s o n e d E l p h i n , h i s m a s t e r . 
P r i d e c a s t t h e p a t t e r n f r o m p r i m a e v a l y e a r s , 
The a v e n g e r ' s k n i v e s i n g l a c i e r - d r i v e n s t o n e 
Changed by God's p e a c e , t r a n s f i x e d where m o r n i n g f l i e s . 
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The p o i n t h e r e , however, i s n o t t h a t T a l i e s i n a c h i e v e s v e n ­

g e a n c e , b u t t h a t "God's p e a c e " ( c o n v e y e d i n p a r t t h r o u g h h i s 

own t r a n s m i s s i o n o f i t ) " t r a n s f i x e s " o r p i e r c e s t h r o u g h t h e 

p r i m a e v a l p a t t e r n o f wrongness c a s t f r o m " p r i d e . " As i n t h e 

o t h e r T a l i e s i n poems, t h e C h r i s t i a n v i r t u e s o f l o v e and f o r ­

g i v e n e s s i m p l i c i t i n t h e new way o f s e e i n g , r e v e r s e o r a r r e s t 

t h e " c l a s s i c a l f a l s e h o o d " and t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s o f t h e F a l l . 

I n summary, by i n c o r p o r a t i n g t h e G r e e k mythos i n t o t h e 

C e l t i c and C h r i s t i a n , and by w o r k i n g more i n v e n t i v e l y w i t h t h e 

m a t e r i a l f r o m The M a b i n o g i o n , W a t k i n s cart be s e e n e x t e n d i n g h i s 

theme i n " T a l i e s i n a t P w l l d u . " Though he u s e s a r e g u l a r i a m b i c 

p e n t a m e t e r l i n e , h i s f r e e u s e o f h y p h e n a t e d words ("whale-

b a c k e d w a t e r - p l a i n s " ) and a s t r o n g l y a l l i t e r a t e d l i n e ( " P r i d e 

c a s t t h e p a t t e r n f r o m p r i m a e v a l y e a r s " ) c r e a t e s t h e f e e l i n g o f 

an e a r l i e r , more a l l i t e r a t i v e p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n . H i s u s e o f 

compound words a l s o s u g g e s t s t h e p r e s e n c e o f t h a t most c o n s i d e r ­

a b l e Welsh p o e t i n E n g l i s h o f t h e p r e v i o u s g e n e r a t i o n , G. M. 

H o p k i n s , whose i n f l u e n c e on W a t k i n s w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d b r i e f l y 

i n C h a p t e r I I I . 

"Sea Chant ( T a l i e s i n t o V e n u s ) " i s t h e l a s t o f t h e 

T a l i e s i n poems I s h a l l be t a k i n g up h e r e . T h i s poem i s p a r t i c ­

u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t s i n c e i t r e v e a l s a more D i o n y s i a n a s p e c t o f 

t h e T a l i e s i n f i g u r e , and shows W a t k i n s u s i n g t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

m a t e r i a l i n a more i n v e n t i v e and p e r s o n a l way. 

The poem i s a d d r e s s e d by T a l i e s i n t o Venus, who i n t h e 

poem i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e L o r e l e i ("Venus, L o r e l e y - b r e a s t e d " ) , 

t h e e n c h a n t r e s s o f German r o m a n t i c i s m and W a g n e r i a n myth who 

l u r e s s a i l o r s t o t h e i r d e a t h on t h e r o c k s . Though T a l i e s i n 
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r e v e a l s h e r i n h e r d a r k e r a s p e c t s as a " c e a s e l e s s mother o f 

c h a n g e , " " h a r d and h o s t i l e t o man," he does n o t r e j e c t h e r as 

e v i l , b u t s a y s t h a t he d e s i r e s t o " p r e s e r v e " h e r " C h a s t e , f r o m 

s h u d d e r and s h o c k . " O n l y T a l i e s i n c a n p r e s e r v e h e r e t e r n a l 

a s p e c t s f r o m t i m e , s i n c e he a l o n e has r e a l i z e d t h e t r u t h t h a t 

d a r k n e s s must g i v e way t o l i g h t , c o r r u p t i o n t o r e c r e a t i o n . 

Y e t t h a t g o l d e n - e y e d e g r e t 
S t i l l as a hawk s h a l l s t a y , 

W h i l e y o u p r o c l a i m t o i s l a n d s 
N o t h i n g d a r k s h a l l e n d u r e . 

I have d i s c e r n e d a s e c r e t 
H i d f r o m t h e a r c o f day, 

L o c k e d i n t h e h e a r t o f s i l e n c e , 
S t r o n g e r t h a n d e a t h , and p u r e . 

The " s e c r e t " he has " d i s c e r n e d " t h a t i s " S t r o n g e r t h a n d e a t h , 

and p u r e , " i s t h e s e c r e t o f t h e r e g e n e r a t i v e power o f C h r i s t i a n 

l o v e common t o t h e o t h e r poems. I n t h e l a s t two s t a n z a s , 

T a l i e s i n r e v e a l s h i m s e l f m y t h i c a l l y as b o t h son and l o v e r , 

h e r o i c r e s c u e r and p r e s e r v e r o f Venus i n h e r m a t e r n a l and fem­

i n i n e a s p e c t s . U n l i k e t h e l o v e r - s o n o f t h e a n c i e n t m o t h e r -

g o d d e s s c u l t w h i c h G r a v e s e l a b o r a t e s , he i s n o t s l a i n a t t h e 

end o f t h e y e a r , b u t comes t o f r e e t h e Venus f i g u r e f r o m t h e s e 

c y c l e s o f d e s t r u c t i o n . Comparing h e r t o Semele i n t h e myth o f 

D i o n y s u s ' b i r t h i n l i g h t n i n g , he i d e n t i f i e s h i m s e l f as t h e 

" l i g h t n i n g b o r n " i m m o r t a l y o u t h who i s c a p a b l e o f d e l i v e r i n g 

h e r . 

I , w i t h s t r e n g t h f r o m t h e g i v e r , 
K i n d l i n g c o r a l and h o r n , 

T a u g h t by t h e t i d e s o f a g e s , 
Take you, a t l a s t subdued. 

I am come t o d e l i v e r 
You o f t h e w h i t e s p r a y b o r n . 

Do n o t a l l f a i t h s and s ages 
End i n a c h i l d t h e i r f e u d ? 
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The poem, w h i c h r e v e a l s T a l i e s i n ' s l i n e a g e as a son o f 

d i v i n e p a r e n t s , a l s o c o n n e c t s him w i t h t h e C h r i s t i a n m y t h o s — 

f o r l i k e C h r i s t he i s b o t h s o n and s a v i o r o f h i s mother. The 

b i r t h o f t h e d i v i n e c h i l d ( l i k e t h e I n c a r n a t i o n w h i c h i s p e r ­

haps t h e u l t i m a t e p a r a d i g m f o r W a t k i n s ) ends t h e " f e u d " o f t h e 

w a r r i n g ages and u l t i m a t e l y w i l l i n i t i a t e an e r a o f p e a c e . The 

poem r e v e a l s T a l i e s i n i n h i s r o l e o f redeemer, n o t o n l y o f 

n a t u r e w i t h w h i c h Venus i s i d e n t i f i e d i n t h e poem ( " P a t t e r n i n g 

sunbeams s e r v e you, / Doves, and p i n k s i n t h e r o c k " ) , b u t o f 

t h e c r e a t i v e a s p e c t s o f t h e f e m i n i n e . L i k e C h r i s t i n r e l a t i o n 

t o t h e c h u r c h as b r i d e , he e n a c t s t h e r o l e o f h e a v e n l y b r i d e ­

groom, b r i n g i n g a b o u t a r e g e n e r a t i v e u n i o n o f male and f e m a l e 

p r i n c i p l e s . We n o t e t h a t Venus i s d e s c r i b e d as s t a n d i n g i n 

" b r i d e - v e i l s . " The s e x u a l i m a g e r y o f t h e poem ( t h e " s u b d u i n g " 

o f t h e f e m a l e ) , c a n be s e e n as a metaphor on t h e n a t u r a l l e v e l 

f o r t h e c r e a t i v e u n i o n o f male and f e m a l e i n a h i g h e r o r d e r o f 

l o v e by w h i c h t h e d e s t r u c t i v e s e x u a l i t y o f Venus i s t r a n s f o r m e d . 

A t a n o t h e r l e v e l , as i n t h e poem "The Lady w i t h t h e U n i c o r n " 

( f r o m t h e volume by t h a t name), Venus f u n c t i o n s as t h e p o e t ' s 

( h e r e T a l i e s i n ' s ) Muse, f o r he a c t s as h e r s i n g e r i n t h e w o r l d . 

I , t h e l a s t o f y o u r s i n g e r s , 
See how t h e s h e l l s y o u gave 

S h i n e where t h e b r e a k e r s h a t t e r s 
A l l t h a t we know o f day. 

Y e t h e r need f o r him i s as g r e a t as h i s f o r h e r , and t h e r e f o r e 

t h e r e l a t i o n between p o e t and Muse i s r e c i p r o c a l . Out o f t h i s 

p o t e n t i a l l y d e s t r u c t i v e u n i o n i s s u e s c r e a t i v e e n e r g y and ex­

p r e s s i o n . F i n a l l y , t h e poem c a n be s e e n on t h e p e r s o n a l l e v e l 

as a l o v e poem t o t h e p o e t ' s w i f e p r e s e n t i n g t h e c o n f l i c t 
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between t h e p o e t as a r t i s t and t h e p o e t i n l o v e . 

I t i s e v i d e n t f r o m a s u r v e y o f t h e above poems t h a t 

W a t k i n s saw h i m s e l f p o e t i c a l l y n o t o n l y w i t h i n t h e C h r i s t i a n 

t r a d i t i o n , b u t w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r v i s i o n a r y b r a n c h o f i t . 

T h r o u g h t h e mask o f T a l i e s i n he was a b l e t o t r a c e t h e gene­

a l o g y o f h i s own c o n v e r s i o n t o a l a r g e r , more e n c o m p a s s i n g 

C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n , and t o s p eak i n t h e p r o p h e t i c mode o f an 

o r d e r o f p e r c e p t i o n t h a t would b r i d g e t h e gap between t h e tem­

p o r a l and e t e r n a l o r d e r s . H i s e s s e n t i a l theme o f t h e c o n q u e s t 

o f t i m e by a r t c o u l d n o t be b e t t e r c o n v e y e d t h a n t h r o u g h t h i s 

m e d i a t i n g f i g u r e f r o m h i s own Welsh h e r i t a g e where n a t i v e , 

C h r i s t i a n and H e b r a i c themes and images a l r e a d y l a y commingled. 

Though he d r o p p e d t h e mask o f T a l i e s i n i n l a t e r poems and w r o t e 

more d i r e c t l y o f t h e r e l a t i o n o f man and Muse, i t i s c l e a r t h a t 

t h e b a r d i c f i g u r e e n a b l e d him t o make h i g h c l a i m s f o r t h e p o e t , 

and t o r e a f f i r m t h e s a c r e d n a t u r e o f t h e p o e t ' s t a s k . 
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C H A P T E R I I 

T I M E A N D E T E R N I T Y : 

T H E " M U S I C O F C O L O U R S " P O E M S 
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C h a p t e r I I 

Time and E t e r n i t y : 

The " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " Poems 

We have s e e n how W a t k i n s drew upon a r o m a n t i c i z e d t r a d i t i o n 

o f t h e Welsh b a r d T a l i e s i n t o e l a b o r a t e h i s own s e n s e o f t h e 

s a c r e d c a l l i n g o f t h e p o e t as a m e d i a t o r between t i m e and e t e r ­

n i t y . A n o t h e r r e l a t e d s e quence o f poems e n t i t l e d "The M u s i c o f 

C o l o u r s " e n a b l e d him t o e x p l o r e t h r o u g h N e o p l a t o n i c s o u r c e s h i s 

s e n s e o f what m i g h t be c a l l e d t h e i n t e r d i m e n s i o n a l i t y o f exp e ­

r i e n c e , t h e r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t what we know t h r o u g h t h e s e n s e s i s 

bu t a p o r t i o n o f r e a l i t y ; t h a t h i d d e n w i t h i n t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

o f t h i s w o r l d l i e t h e t r a c e s o f a n o t h e r . 

L i k e t h e T a l i e s i n s e q u e n c e , W a t k i n s ' " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " 

poems e n a b l e d him t o f o c u s on a n e t w o r k o f c a r e f u l l y i n t e r w o v e n 

themes and images o v e r a c o n s i d e r a b l e span o f t i m e . T h i s p a r ­

t i c u l a r s e q u e n c e began w i t h t h e p u b l i c a t i o n i n 1943 o f " M u s i c 

o f C o l o u r s : White B l o s s o m " and i t s a p p e a r a n c e i n LU i n 1948; 1 

i t c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h t o " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s : The B l o s s o m 

S c a t t e r e d " i n DB i n 1954, and c u l m i n a t e d d u r i n g t h e p o e t ' s 

l i f e t i m e w i t h " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s — D r a g o n f o i l and t h e F u r n a c e o f 

C o l o u r s " i n A i n 1962. A l l t h r e e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems have 

been r e p u b l i s h e d i n t h e posthumous US (1978), a l o n g w i t h a 

f r a g m e n t o f a poem e n t i t l e d " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s — T h e C a v e . " My 

i n t e n t i o n h e r e i s t o e x p l o r e t h e t h r e e m a j o r " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " 

poems i n t h e o r d e r t h e y a p p e a r e d i n t h e p u b l i s h e d volumes i n 

l i g h t o f W a t k i n s ' u s e o f P l a t o n i c , N e o p l a t o n i c and C h r i s t i a n 

c o n c e p t s and s y m b o l s . I s h a l l e x p l o r e t h e s e poems i n 



74 

c o n s i d e r a b l e d e t a i l t o show how W a t k i n s e s t a b l i s h e s a P l a t o n i c 

d i a l e c t i c o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y and f u s e s i t w i t h C h r i s t i a n 

i m a g e r y o f d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n . I n t h e p r o c e s s o f e x a m i n i n g 

t h e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems, I s h a l l p r o v i d e s u p p o r t i n g e v i ­

d ence f r o m o t h e r poems t h a t t r e a t t h e t i m e - e t e r n i t y m o t i f w i t h ­

i n a C h r i s t i a n - P l a t o n i c c o n t e x t i n o r d e r t o e s t a b l i s h t h e c o n ­

s i s t e n c y o f W a t k i n s ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l b a c k g r o u n d and p o e t i c o r i ­

e n t a t i o n . B e c a u se o f t h e g r e a t b e a u t y o f t h e s e poems, and be­

c a u s e t h e i d e a s and images c o n t a i n e d i n them i n f o r m so much o f 

W a t k i n s * work, t h e y d e s e r v e a f u l l e r t r e a t m e n t t h a n t h e y have 

r e c e i v e d up t o t h i s t i m e . 

W a t k i n s ' e a r l y i n t e r e s t i n P l a t o n i c myth was m e d i a t e d 

t h r o u g h two R o m a n t i c p o e t s : S h e l l e y , t h e l o v e o f h i s e a r l y 

y o u t h , and B l a k e , whose work he r e a d t h o r o u g h l y i n t h e 1930's, 

and whose i d e a s and i m a g e r y c o n t i n u e d t o e x e r t an i n f l u e n c e on 

t h e mature p o e t . Among t h e moderns, t h e p o e t Y e a t s became f o r 

W a t k i n s t h e g r e a t e s t t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y e x e m p l a r o f one who was 

a b l e t o i n t e g r a t e P l a t o n i c c o n c e p t s w i t h i n an i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c 

p o e t i c u n i v e r s e . W a t k i n s ' t r e a t m e n t o f P l a t o n i c myth i s , how­

e v e r , t r a d i t i o n a l l y and u n a m b i g u o u s l y C h r i s t i a n as t h a t o f 

Y e a t s and S h e l l e y i s n o t . F o r t h i s r e a s o n , W a t k i n s ' P l a t o n i s m 

i s p e r h a p s c l o s e r t o t h a t o f Vaughan o r M i l t o n t h a n t o t h a t o f 

t h o s e n e a r e r him i n t i m e . I n C h a p t e r s IV and V, b o t h W a t k i n s ' 

r e l a t i o n t o Y e a t s and t o s e v e r a l o f t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

p o e t s w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d i n g r e a t e r d e p t h . 

A l t h o u g h W a t k i n s was n o t a t h e o l o g i c a l o r s y s t e m a t i c 

t h i n k e r , and a v o i d e d c a t e g o r i e s and " i s m s " o f any k i n d ( e x c e p t 
2 

t h a t o f C h r i s t i a n m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t ) , he b o r r o w e d f r e e l y f r o m 
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P l a t o n i c and N e o p l a t o n i c s o u r c e s ( s u c h as P l a t o ' s Timaeus 

and P l o t i n u s ' Enneads) and u s e d w h a t e v e r enhanced h i s own 

p o e t i c s e n s e o f t h e m y s t e r i o u s r e l a t i o n between t h e t i m e l e s s 

and t h e t e m p o r a l o r d e r s . The c o n s t a n t r e c u r r e n c e t h r o u g h o u t 

h i s work o f t h e theme o f t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t i m e by t h e Imag­

i n a t i o n a r g u e s t h a t t h e d i c h o t o m y between t i m e and e t e r n i t y i s 

i n d e e d h i s c e n t r a l p o e t i c c o n c e r n , t h e m a j o r theme t o w h i c h h i s 

m i n o r themes a d h e r e . We have s e e n how i n t h e T a l i e s i n poems 

t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n b a r d c a u g h t between t h e w o r l d s o f p a g a n i s m 

and C h r i s t i a n i t y a t t a i n s momentary i l l u m i n a t i o n t h r o u g h t h e 

s h a t t e r i n g o f " t i m e ' s g l a s s " i n t i m e ' s " t i m e l e s s moment" (CA, 

p. 2 0 ) . The p r o b l e m o f how t o a n n i h i l a t e t i m e by b r e a k i n g 

t h r o u g h t o t h e t i m e l e s s , w h e t h e r i n a moment o f v i s i o n a r y p e r ­

c e p t i o n o r i n a l i f e t i m e o f l o v e , p r a y e r and s p i r i t u a l d i s c i ­

p l i n e , i s a l l - p e r v a s i v e f r o m t h e e a r l y t o t h e l a t e r work. W i t ­

n e s s t h e r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y "The B r o k e n S e a " i n LV, f o r i n s t a n c e , 

where W a t k i n s s p e a k s i n t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f " a n n i h i l a t i n g t i m e " 

t o g a i n " l o v e ' s t i m e l e s s s t a t e " (p. 6 0 ) , and "A N e c k l a c e o f 

S t o n e s " i n LU where he i n f o r m s us t h a t h i s p o e t i c c a l l i n g i s t o 

s i n g "a p l a c e l e s s and a t i m e l e s s h e a v e n " (p. 8 6 ) . I n a poem 

e n t i t l e d " D i a l o g u e " from t h e posthumous volume, F i d e l i t i e s , 

W a t k i n s t a k e s a more p o s i t i v e v i e w o f t i m e , b u t o n l y t h r o u g h 

t h e r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t t i m e i t s e l f obeys and i s s u b j e c t t o t h e 

" f o u n t " o f e t e r n i t y . T h e r e t h e e a r t h speaks t o t h e s o u l i n t h e 

f o l l o w i n g t e r m s : 

'.... I k e ep 
An e x a c t a c c o u n t . 

Time f l i n g s wide c i r c l e s , b u t s t i l l t h e y obey one f o u n t . ' 

In one s e n s e , t h e F a l l f o r W a t k i n s i s more t h a n a n y t h i n g 
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e l s e a f a l l i n t o t i m e and a l o s s o f t h e p r i m a l o n e n e s s o f e t e r ­

n i t y . I n "The L i f e T h r e a d " ( F , p. 4 2 ) , he w r i t e s o f t h e 

s o u l ' s r e l u c t a n t e n t r a n c e i n t o t i m e as a d e s c e n t . 

W i t h what r e l u c t a n c e , 
What m i s g i v i n g , 
T o r n f r o m t h e s u b s t a n c e 
Of t i m e l e s s l i v i n g , 
P a r t e d f r o m n i g h t , 
A t l a s t y o u f a l l 
From t h e s e c r e t w a t e r s ' 
C i r c l i n g b a l l . 

F i n a l l y , we r e c a l l t h a t i n h i s I n t r o d u c t i o n t o D y l a n Thomas' 

L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s ( 1 9 5 7 ) , W a t k i n s r e i t e r a t e s h i s p o e t i c 

s t a n c e as t h a t o f one who a f t e r h i s e a r l y t w e n t i e s c o u l d n e v e r 
3 

a g a i n w r i t e a poem " d o m i n a t e d by t i m e . " Time as a c o n d i t i o n 

o f l i m i t a t i o n a nd r e s t r i c t i o n a p p e a r s a g a i n and a g a i n as t h e 

g r e a t o p p o n e n t t o be e i t h e r a n n i h i l a t e d o r t r a n s f i g u r e d . 

W a t k i n s ' work s h a r e s w i t h most f o r m s o f P l a t o n i s m t h e 

s e n s e o f t h e p r e s e n c e o f a n i n v i s i b l e and e t e r n a l ( t i m e l e s s ) 

w o r l d b e h i n d o r w i t h i n t h e v i s i b l e a nd t e m p o r a l . I n poems l i k e 

" F o a l " ( L U ) , "The M a r e " and "The R e p l i c a " ( C A ) , he u s e s an o b ­

v i o u s l y P l a t o n i c v o c a b u l a r y t o d e s c r i b e t h e r e l a t i o n o f t h e two 

w o r l d s , b o r r o w i n g n o t i o n s o f " o r i g i n a l , " " p a t t e r n , " " c o p y " and 

" r e p l i c a " f r o m P l a t o n i c s o u r c e s . "The R e p l i c a , " f o r i n s t a n c e , 

d e s c r i b e s a y o u n g f o a l ' s r e l a t i o n t o i t s a r c h e t y p a l f o r m i n t h e 

h e a v e n l y w o r l d i n P l a t o n i c t e r m s . 
Once more t h e p e r f e c t p a t t e r n f a l l s a s l e e p 
And i n t h e d a r k o f s l e e p t h e r e p l i c a 
S p r i n g s t o a w a r e n e s s . 

L i k e e a r l i e r P l a t o n i s t s , W a t k i n s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e 

p r o b l e m o f o n t o l o g y a n d t h e r e f o r e f o c u s e s on where t h e n a t u r a l 

o r d e r s t a n d s i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e A b s o l u t e . He assumes an 
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o r d e r e d , h i e r a r c h i c a l u n i v e r s e c o n t a i n i n g m u l t i p l e l e v e l s o f 

b e i n g , e a c h one v e r g i n g on t h e n e x t . The r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t n a ­

t u r e i s n o t a n end t e r m o r f i n a l r e a l i t y l e a d s h i m t o t h e a f ­

f i r m a t i o n o f n a t u r e as b o t h r e a l i t y ( a t i t s own l e v e l o f b e i n g ) 

and s y m b o l o r h i e r o g l y p h i n w h i c h t h e h i g h e r o r a r c h e t y p a l 

R e a l i t y i n h e r e s . D e p e n d i n g on man's p e r s p e c t i v e , n a t u r e may 

s t a n d i n r e l a t i o n t o t h a t h i g h e r R e a l i t y e i t h e r as a n o b s c u r i n g 

" v e i l " o r a l u m i n o u s , t r a n s p a r e n t r e f l e c t o r . I n "The T r i b u t a r y 

S e a s o n s , " f o r i n s t a n c e , W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s t h e s e l f - r e g e n e r a t i n g 

s e e d s o f n a t u r e as 

. . . . t h e y e a r ' s e t e r n a l f o r m s , 
An a l p h a b e t whose l e t t e r s a l l 
Mark o u t a s a c r e d f e s t i v a l . (CA, pp. 72-3) 

I n i t s t r a n s f i g u r e d a s p e c t , n a t u r e p r o v i d e s h i m w i t h a n a l o g i e s 

t o t h e e t e r n a l w o r l d i n w h i c h i t p a r t i c i p a t e s , a nd when i n t e r ­

p r e t e d r i g h t l y he c o n s i d e r s t h a t n a t u r e may l e a d man b a c k t o 

t h a t t r a n s c e n d e n t s o u r c e known as " t h e One," " t h e Good," " t h e 

A b s o l u t e , " i n P l a t o n i c t e r m s , and "God," t h e more p e r s o n a l i z e d 

F a t h e r , i n H e b r a i c and C h r i s t i a n . W a t k i n s w r i t e s o f God i n 

b o t h t h e a b s t r a c t and t h e more p e r s o n a l manner, d e p e n d i n g u p o n 

t h e e m p h a s i s o f t h e p a r t i c u l a r poem. 

We h a v e s e e n i n t h e l a s t c h a p t e r t h a t W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e s i n 

h i s own u n i q u e way t h e M e d i e v a l and R e n a i s s a n c e s y n t h e s i s o r 

a s s i m i l a t i o n o f c l a s s i c a l a nd p a g a n t o C h r i s t i a n i d e a s , some­

t i m e s s u b o r d i n a t i n g myth t o C h r i s t i a n i t y as i n "Song o f t h e 

Good S a m a r i t a n " and " Z a c c h a e u s and t h e L e a v e s , " and s o m e t i m e s 

u s i n g myth as m e t a p h o r f o r e s h a d o w i n g o r c o m p a t i b l e w i t h C h r i s ­

t i a n r e v e l a t i o n as i n t h e T a l i e s i n poems. I n t h e poems t o be 
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d i s c u s s e d h e r e , he c o n t i n u e s t h e p r o c e s s o f c l a s s i c a l - P l a t o n i c -

C h r i s t i a n s y n t h e s i s t h a t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h i s work as a 

whole. 

The " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems e n a c t a s e a s o n a l p r o g r e s s i o n . 

"White B l o s s o m " d e s c r i b e s t h e end o f w i n t e r and t h e b e g i n n i n g 

o f s p r i n g ; "The B l o s s o m S c a t t e r e d , " s p r i n g ; and " D r a g o n f o i l 

and t h e F u r n a c e o f C o l o u r s , " summer. C e r t a i n l y , i n a l l t h r e e 

poems t h e e v e r - c h a n g i n g , c y c l i c f a c e s o f t h e s e a s o n s p r e s e n t a 

p r o b l e m a t i c s i t u a t i o n t o t h e s p e a k e r who l a m e n t s man's i n a b i l ­

i t y t o have a b s o l u t e o r ev e n r e l i a b l e knowledge i n t h e phenom­

e n a l w o r l d . 

" M u s i c o f C o l o u r s — W h i t e B l o s s o m " opens as a m e d i t a t i o n on 

" w h i t e n e s s " i n n a t u r e . The poem d e v e l o p s t h r o u g h n i n e i a m b i c -

b a s e d s t a n z a s a r r a n g e d i n i n t r i c a t e l y p a t t e r n e d v e r s e p a r a ­

g r a p h s o f i n t e r l a c e d rhymes and c o u p l e t s . The s t r o n g r h y t h m i c 

q u a l i t y o f t h e l i n e s and t h e d a z z l i n g i m a g e r y o f l i g h t and 

w h i t e n e s s i n t e n s i f y t h e m y s t i c a l , m e d i t a t i v e e f f e c t . I n t h e 

f i r s t s t a n z a , W a t k i n s j u x t a p o s e s t h e v i s i b l e w h i t e s o f n a t u r e 

i n t h e f o r m o f " w h i t e b l o s s o m " and " w h i t e s h e l l " t o an i n v i s ­

i b l e , u n s e e n w h i t e n e s s o n l y s u g g e s t e d by m u s i c and by t h e 

p r e s e n c e o f J e s u s , " t h e N a z a r e n e / W a l k i n g i n t h e e a r . " 

White b l o s s o m , w h i t e , w h i t e s h e l l ; t h e N a z a r e n e 
W a l k i n g i n t h e e a r ; w h i t e t o u c h e d by s o u l s 
Who know t h e m u s i c by w h i c h w h i t e i s s e e n , 
B l i n d i n g w h i t e , from s t r i n g s and a u r e o l e s , 
U n t i l t h a t i s n o t w h i t e , s e e n a t t h e two p o l e s , 
Nor w h i t e t h e S c y t h i a n h i l l s , n o r Marlowe's queen. 

The poem moves f r o m a p o s i t i v e i n v o c a t i o n o f w h i t e t o a sudden 

n e g a t i o n b a s e d on t h e r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t h e w h i t e s o f n a t u r e 

b a r e l y a p p r o x i m a t e what W a t k i n s c a l l s l a t e r i n t h e poem, 



" o r i g i n a l w h i t e " ( 9 . 3 ) . I n t h e o p e n i n g s t a n z a , t h e s h i f t t o 

n e g a t i o n o c c u r s i n t h e f i f t h l i n e — " U n t i l t h a t i s n o t w h i t e . . . . 

The w h i t e l i g h t t h a t f l a s h e s f r o m t h e " s t r i n g s and a u r e o l e s " 

o f a r t i s t ' s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f a n g e l s , t h e w h i t e snow on t h e 

a n c i e n t S c y t h i a n h i l l s , a n d e v e n t h e m y t h i c w h i t e n e s s o f 

" M a r l o w e ' s q u e e n , " H e l e n o f T r o y f r o m D r . F a u s t u s , o n l y seem 

w h i t e when s e t a g a i n s t t h e u n i m a g i n a b l e " m u s i c b y w h i c h w h i t e 

i s s e e n . " W a t k i n s ' r e f e r e n c e t o t h e S c y t h i a n h i l l s i s p r o b a b l y 

a r e c o l l e c t i o n o f H e r o d o t u s ' d e s c r i p t i o n o f a m i r a c u l o u s snow­

f a l l l i k e w h i t e f e a t h e r s r e c o r d e d i n t h e s e c t i o n f r o m h i s 

H i s t o r i e s on "The H y p e r b o r e a n s " : 

....my o p i n i o n i s , t h a t i n t h e c o u n t r i e s a b o v e S c y t h i a 
i t a l w a y s s n o w s — l e s s , o f c o u r s e , i n t h e summer t h a n 
i n t h e w i n t e r - t i m e . Now snow when i t f a l l s l o o k s l i k e 
f e a t h e r s , as e v e r y one i s aware who h a s s e e n i t come 
down c l o s e t o h i m . . . a n d t h e S c y t h i a n s . . . c a l l t h e snow-
f l a k e s f e a t h e r s b e c a u s e , I t h i n k , o f t h e l i k e n e s s w h i c h 
t h e y b e a r t o them.^ 

The r e f e r e n c e t o C h r i s t as " t h e N a z a r e n e " who w a l k s w i t h i n man' 

i n n e r h e a r i n g a n d w i t h i n n a t u r e e s t a b l i s h e s e a r l y i n t h e poem 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y a t l e a s t o f c o n t a c t w i t h t h e i n v i s i b l e g r o u n d 

o f w h i t e n e s s , t h e p r i m a l p u r i t y i n f o r m i n g a l l t h e s e m y t h o l o g i c a 

and a c t u a l w h i t e s . 

W a t k i n s h a d r e f e r r e d t o J e s u s as " t h e N a z a r e n e " i n a n 

e a r l i e r poem t o D y l a n Thomas, "The Room o f P i t y " (BML, p. 2 6 ) , 

i n t h e c o n t e x t o f C h r i s t ' s e x p e r i e n c e o f human g r i e f i n t h e 

u p p e r room b e f o r e t h e c r u c i f i x i o n , and a g a i n i n " Z a c c h a e u s and 

t h e L e a v e s " ( L U , p. 9 0 ) . I n " W h i t e B l o s s o m , " " t h e N a z a r e n e " 

( C h r i s t i n h i s more human a s p e c t ) i s p r e s e n t as t h e power c a ­

p a b l e o f t r a n s f o r m i n g d a r k n e s s ( b l a c k ) i n t o l i g h t ( w h i t e ) , a n d 

g r i e f i n t o j o y . He r e e n t e r s t h e poem l a t e r ( s t a n z a 7) a s t h e 
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h e a l e r o f t h e l e p e r f r o m t h e g o s p e l i n c i d e n t ( M a t t . 8 : 2 ) . The 

a l l u s i o n t o t h e m y t h i c a l H e l e n c o n t i n u e s t h e i n t e r p l a y o f c l a s ­

s i c a l a n d C h r i s t i a n i m a g e r y t h a t d e v e l o p s t h r o u g h o u t t h e s e ­

q u e n c e . The a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h e u n s e e n w h i t e w i t h m u s i c , and 

t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t o n l y p u r i f i e d s o u l s c a n "know t h e m u s i c by 

w h i c h w h i t e i s s e e n " draws i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l A r i s t o t e l i a n -

P l a t o n i c and P y t h a g o r e a n i d e a ( p r e s e n t i n D a n t e , M i l t o n and 

o t h e r s ) t h a t t h e w o r l d moves t o a n o r d e r l y , h a r m o n i o u s m u s i c a l 

p a t t e r n . 

I n s t a n z a t w o , W a t k i n s r e c a l l s t h e g e n e s i s o f t h e poem. 

I n a n u n p u b l i s h e d l e c t u r e - r e a d i n g d a t e d O c t o b e r 1 9 6 1 , " P o e t r y 

and E x p e r i e n c e , " he w r o t e t h a t i t was s u g g e s t e d , 

i n w i n t e r by a f a l l o f snow on t h e s e a c l i f f w here I l i v e . 
I w a l k e d o u t on t h e c l i f f a n d f o u n d t h a t t h e foam o f t h e 
s e a , w h i c h h a d b e e n b r i l l i a n t l y w h i t e t h e p r e v i o u s d a y , 
now l o o k e d g r e y . ^ 

A f t e r t h e d a z z l i n g , c e l e s t i a l i m a g e r y o f " b l i n d i n g w h i t e , f r o m 

s t r i n g s a n d a u r e o l e s " p r e s e n t e d i n t h e o p e n i n g , t h e s e c o n d 

s t a n z a i s r e l a t i v e l y q u i e t and m a t t e r - o f - f a c t , c o n s i s t i n g o f a 

s e r i e s o f e n d - s t o p p e d l i n e s . The e n d - s t o p p i n g r e i n f o r c e s t h e 

s e n s e t h a t t h e p o e t ' s t h o u g h t h a s b e e n a r r e s t e d by t h e s u d d e n 

r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t " w h i t e i s n o t w h i t e " : 

The s p r a y l o o k e d w h i t e u n t i l t h i s s n o w f a l l . 
Now t h e foam i s g r e y , t h e wave i s d u l l . 
C a l l n o t h i n g w h i t e a g a i n , we were d e c e i v e d . 
The f l o o d o f Noah d i e s , t h e r a i n b o w i s l i v e d . 
Y e t f r o m t h e d e l u g e o f i l l u s i o n s a n unknown c o l o u r i s 

s a v e d . 

The s p e a k e r h a s t o a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " i s n o t t o 

be f o u n d i n n a t u r e . A l l human k n o w l e d g e and p e r c e p t i o n i s r e l ­

a t i v e a nd i m p e r f e c t i f t h e s e e m i n g l y p u r e , w h i t e foam o f t h e 

s e a i s d u l l i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e w h i t e r snow. To w h a t , he must 
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a s k , i s t h e snow d u l l e r y e t ? The d e c e p t i v e n e s s o f t h e s e n s e s 

i s a P l a t o n i c i d e a , and r e c a l l s P l a t o ' s a r g u m e n t i n The 

R e p u b l i c (Book X) t h a t t h i n g s i n n a t u r e a r e b u t i m p e r f e c t 

c o p i e s o r c o u n t e r f e i t s o f t h e u l t i m a t e r e a l i t i e s i n t h e w o r l d 

o f F o r m s , as w e l l as t h e n o t i o n i n The T i m a e u s t h a t t h e w o r l d 

i s a c o p y o f a u n i q u e , p e r f e c t , and e t e r n a l m o d e l . The r e a l m 

o f b e c o m i n g ( t i m e ) i s i n W a t k i n s ' t e r m s a " d e l u g e o f i l l u s i o n s " 

( 2 . 5 ) t o man who t a k e s i t as u l t i m a t e . The b i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e 

t o Noah's r a i n b o w o f t h e c o v e n a n t b e t w e e n God and man, and t h e 

s t a t e m e n t t h a t "an unknown c o l o u r i s s a v e d " o u t o f t h e f l o o d , 

s u g g e s t s , h o w e v e r , t h a t o r i g i n a l w h i t e , t h e "unknown" g r o u n d 

o f a l l c o l o u r s , i s y e t a c c e s s i b l e t o man t h r o u g h g r a c e . 

The e a r l y , r a t h e r Y e a t s i a n poem, " P r i m e C o l o u r s , " f r o m 

BML ( p . 16) r e p r e s e n t s W a t k i n s ' f i r s t e f f o r t t o r e l a t e what he 

c a l l s " t h e f i r s t f i v e c o l o u r s " o f myth t o t h e s e n s e s and t o u n ­

r e d e e m e d n a t u r e . The a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h e f i r s t f i v e c o l o u r s 

w i t h t h e p a g a n c r e e d s o c c u r s i n " F o u r S o n n e t s o f R e s u r r e c t i o n , " 

and a l s o w i t h t h e c r e a t i o n o f t i m e i n "The Cave-Drawing."'' 

I n " P r i m e C o l o u r s " W a t k i n s s u b o r d i n a t e s c l a s s i c a l m y t h u n e q u i v ­

o c a l l y t o C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n , c o n t r a s t i n g t h e p r i d e o f P e g a s u s , 

" t h e w i n g e d h o r s e o f m y t h " who "Seems now a c i r c u s h o r s e p a i d 

t o be c l e v e r " t o t h e h u m i l i t y o f C h r i s t i n h i s " r i d e f r o m 

B e t h p h a g e " on t h e b a c k o f a n a s s as p r o p h e s i e d by Z e c h a r i a h . 

As i n t h e poem u n d e r d i s c u s s i o n , t h e image o f t h e r a i n b o w 

( s t a n z a 5) a p p e a r s i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h God's p r o m i s e t h a t t h e 

c o l o u r s o f t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r u l t i m a t e l y w i l l be r e d e e m e d . I n 

t h e l a s t t h r e e s t a n z a s , t h e c h i l d who s t r a y s i n t o t h e m o u n t a i n 

i s t h e " h e " o f t h e f i n a l s t a n z a c a p a b l e o f t r a c i n g t h e f i v e 
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c o l o u r s t o t h e i r s o u r c e i n " l i g h t ' s f o u n t a i n . " C h r i s t i s i d e n ­

t i f i e d b o t h as he "who wears t h e m o c k e r s ' c a p " and " t h e c o r n e r ­

s t o n e " : 

F o r when t h e garments and t r e e - b r a n c h e s s t r a w e d 
The way, a c h i l d i n t o t h e m o u n t a i n s t r a y e d 
And on t h e m o u n t a i n - p a t h , i n heaven's e c l i p s e , 
He f o u n d a s w a l l o w s ' w i n g s , an a s s ' s s t e p s . 

And t i m e s t o p p e d s t i l l , s t o p p e d when an a s s went down 
S l o w l y f r o m Bethphage t o t h a t s t i l l town. 
T h a t a s s , t h a t s w a l l o w , t h r o u g h t h e window's gap 
Meet i n h i s e y e s who wears t h e m o c k e r s ' c a p . 

Born o f t h a t mud, i n n o c e n t l i g h t he s e e s , 
The c o r n e r s t o n e i n c r u m b l i n g m a s o n r i e s . 
H i s washed e y e s , m a r v e l l i n g , r e s u r r e c t t h e m o u n t a i n 

Where l o v e ' s f i v e c o l o u r s l e a p i n t o l i g h t ' s f o u n t a i n . 

The l a s t l i n e s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e f i v e c o l o u r s o f n a t u r e , myth 

and t i m e , when s e e n t h r o u g h "washed e y e s " o r r e g e n e r a t e d v i ­

s i o n , c a n be known t o emanate f r o m t h e t r a n s c e n d e n t g r o u n d o f 

a l l c o l o u r s . T h i s poem c l e a r l y p r e p a r e s us f o r W a t k i n s ' s e n s e 

o f t h e r e l a t i o n between t i m e ' s c o l o u r s and t h e unknown g r o u n d 

o f p o t e n t i a l i t y f r o m w h i c h a l l c o l o u r s b r e a k i n t h e " M u s i c o f 

C o l o u r s " s e q u e n c e . 

In s t a n z a t h r e e o f "White B l o s s o m , " W a t k i n s a s s e r t s t h e 

c e n t r a l p a r a d o x o f t h i s and t h e o t h e r " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems: 

d e a t h i s t h e n e c e s s a r y b a s i s o f s p i r i t u a l r e b i r t h . 
White must d i e b l a c k , t o be b o r n w h i t e a g a i n 
From t h e womb o f s o u n d s , t h e i n s c r u t a b l e g r a i n , 
From t h e c r u s h e d , d a r k f i b r e , b r e a k i n g i n p a i n . 

The C h r i s t i a n s e n s e o f t h e m y s t e r y o f r e g e n e r a t i o n t h r o u g h s a c ­

r i f i c e and d e a t h ( t h e o v e r c o m i n g o f t i m e t h r o u g h a s u b m i s s i o n 

t o t i m e ) f o r e s h a d o w e d by t h e p r e s e n c e o f t h e N a z a r e n e i n s t a n z a 

one i s p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g h e r e . The d a r k c e n t e r o f p o t e n t i ­

a l i t y w i t h i n t h e s e e d w h i c h must b r e a k i n p a i n f r o m t h e 
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" c r u s h e d , d a r k f i b r e . . . ; " c o n t a i n s t h e f o r m o f t h e c o m p l e t e d 

t r e e . " D a r k n e s s " t h e r e f o r e t a k e s on a p o s i t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n as 

t h e g e r m i n a t i v e womb f r o m w h i c h l i g h t m a n i f e s t s , r a t h e r t h a n 

b e i n g a mere n e g a t i o n o f w h i t e . 

I n t h e f o u r t h s t a n z a , W a t k i n s a g a i n a t t e m p t s t o c e l e b r a t e 

t h e r e b i r t h o f n a t u r e i n s p r i n g as a p a r a d i g m o f t h e p r i n c i p l e 

o f s p i r i t u a l r e b i r t h p r o c l a i m e d i n s t a n z a t h r e e . 

The bud o f t h e a p p l e i s a l r e a d y f o r m i n g t h e r e . 
The c h e r r y - b u d , t o o , i s f i r m , a nd b e h i n d i t t h e p e a r 
C o n s p i r e s w i t h t h e r a c i n g c l o u d . I s h a l l n o t l o o k . 
The r a i n b o w i s d i v i n g t h r o u g h t h e w i d e - o p e n book 

P a s t t h e r u s t l i n g p a p e r o f b i r c h , t h e s o r c e r i e s o f b a r k . 

B u t a g a i n t h e poem w a v e r s b e t w e e n a f f i r m a t i o n and d e n i a l o f t h e 

b e a u t y o f n a t u r e . L i n e s 2-3 echo K e a t s ' ode o f s e a s o n a l c e l e ­

b r a t i o n , "To Autumn," where t h e s u n and t h e s e a s o n " c o n s p i r e " 

t o g e t h e r " t o l o a d and b l e s s / W i t h f r u i t t h e v i n e s . . . . " H e r e , 

h o w e v e r , " p e a r " and " r a c i n g c l o u d " " c o n s p i r e " t o t e m p t t h e 

p o e t ' s eye down t o n a t u r e . The p o e t ' s r e f u s a l t o l o o k a t u n ­

r e deemed n a t u r e , h o w e v e r b e a u t i f u l , a t t h i s p o i n t ( l i n e 3) 

i m p l i e s t h a t he i s a f r a i d o f t h e w r o ng k i n d o f a t t a c h m e n t t o 

i t . He t u r n s h i s m i n d i n s t e a d t o t h e " d i v i n g " r a i n b o w o f prom­

i s e and t o t h e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f n a t u r e as a " w i d e - o p e n b o o k . " 

The M e d i e v a l c o n c e p t o f n a t u r e as "God's b o o k " ( f o u n d i n w r i t ­

e r s l i k e A u g u s t i n e , B o n a v e n t u r e , t h e V i c t o r i n e s ) e n a b l e s h i m t o 

e l u d e t h e " s o r c e r i e s o f b a r k " ( n a t u r e ' s b e w i t c h i n g a s p e c t ) and 

b e g i n t o r e a d n a t u r e as t h e t a n g i b l e s c r i p t a nd h a n d i w o r k o f a 

D i v i n e M i n d . He t u r n s h i s g a z e f r o m a p p l e and c h e r r y bud o n l y 

b e c a u s e n a t u r a l b e a u t y c a n d e c e i v e when c u t o f f f r o m i t s t r a n ­

s c e n d e n t s o u r c e , b u t i s t o be c e l e b r a t e d when v i e w e d as p a r t o f 

t h e c o s m i c w h o l e . 
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The i n t e n s e , l y r i c a l b e a u t y o f s t a n z a f i v e d e s c r i b e s 

A p r i l buds " S t a r r i l y o p e n i n g . . . / S w i n g i n g f r o m w o r l d t o w o r l d 

when s t a r l i n g s sweep." The b u d s , t h o u g h " w h i t e a s l e e p " 

(unaware o f t h e t r a n s c e n d e n t s o u r c e o f t h e i r l i f e ) , s w i n g b a c k 

and f o r t h b e t w e e n t h e d i m e n s i o n s o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y . The 

s p e a k e r ' s r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t t h e t h i n g s o f t i m e h a v e t r u e b e i n g 

o n l y as t h e y p a r t i c i p a t e ( w h e t h e r c o n s c i o u s l y o r u n c o n s c i o u s l y ) 

i n t h e A b s o l u t e g i v e s them a u t h e n t i c i t y f o r h i m a t t h e i r own 

l e v e l . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , t h e d e n i a l t h e p o e t a s k s t h e r e a d e r t o 

make ( l i n e s 5-6) becomes a k i n d o f r e v e r s e d a f f i r m a t i o n . 

They t h e buds w i l l n o t b r e a k , n o t b r e a k , u n t i l y o u s a y 
W h i t e i s n o t w h i t e a g a i n , n o r may may. 

The i d e a t h a t one must n e g a t e i n o r d e r t o a r r i v e a t t r u e know­

l e d g e and t r u e s p e a k i n g i s n o t s u r p r i s i n g i n t h i s c o n t e x t , 

s i n c e i t i s a common f e a t u r e o f t h e N e o p l a t o n i c i d e a l i s m and 

" n e g a t i v e " s t r a i n s o f C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g y w i t h w h i c h 

W a t k i n s was f a m i l i a r . 

I w i s h t o p a u s e a t t h i s p o i n t i n d i s c u s s i n g t h e poem t o 

c o n s i d e r how some o f t h e k e y i d e a s and i m a g e s p r e s e n t e d t h u s 

f a r a r e c o n n e c t e d t o p a r t i c u l a r p a s s a g e s i n The E n n e a d s o f 

P l o t i n u s . T h i s N e o p l a t o n i c s o u r c e was f a m i l i a r t o W a t k i n s , and 

my r e a d i n g c o n f i r m s t h a t i t i n f o r m s t h e s t a n z a s o f t h e poems 

w h i c h h a v e b e e n so f a r c o n s i d e r e d . From t h e e a r l y t h i r t i e s 

W a t k i n s owned t h e s i x - v o l u m e s e t o f S t e p h e n MacKenna's t r a n s ­

l a t i o n o f The Enneads ( f i r s t i s s u e d b e t w e e n 1 9 1 7 - 3 0 ) , w h i c h he 

a c q u i r e d i n r e s p o n s e t o h i s s t u d y o f Y e a t s , who u s e d t h e same 
8 

s o u r c e . The p r e s e n c e o f s i m i l a r c o n c e p t s a n d p r e c i s e v e r b a l 

e c h o e s o f t h e MacKenna e d i t i o n a r g u e s t h a t W a t k i n s b o r r o w e d 
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f r e e l y f r o m i t i n t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f h i s " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " 

poems. The n o t i o n j u s t d i s c u s s e d i n s t a n z a f i v e , f o r i n s t a n c e , 

t h a t one c a n o n l y speak i n n e g a t i v e terms o f " o r i g i n a l w h i t e ­

n e s s " p a r a l l e l s P l o t i n u s ' i d e a t h a t n o t h i n g c a n be p r e d i c a t e d 

t r u l y o f t h e A b s o l u t e , and t h a t we c a n have o n l y r e l a t i v e know­

l e d g e o f t h i n g s i n t i m e . The A b s o l u t e c a n n o t be a p p r o a c h e d 

e x c e p t by e n t e r i n g i n t o a s t a t e o f m y s t i c a l u n i o n w i t h i t i n 

w h i c h knower and known a r e one, a s t a t e c o m p l e t e l y t r a n s c e n d i n g 

t i m e . Time i s f o r P l o t i n u s (as f o r W a t k i n s ) a d e s c e n t o r ema­

n a t i o n f r o m E t e r n i t y , a s t a t e i n w h i c h man i s l i n k e d t o , y e t 

s e p a r a t e d f r o m , h i s t i m e l e s s s o u r c e w h i c h i s u l t i m a t e R e a l i t y . 

I n " S e a - M u s i c f o r My S i s t e r T r a v e l l i n g " f r o m LV, W a t k i n s b o r ­

rows t h e N e o p l a t o n i c c o n c e p t o f c r e a t i o n as an e m a n a t i o n f r o m 

and r e t u r n t o t h e One, h e r e imaged as a p r i m a l d r o p t o w h i c h 

a l l r i v e r s r e t u r n . The p a s s a g e c a n be s e e n as a N e o p l a t o n i c 

v e r s i o n o f t h e myth o f c r e a t i o n . 

S w o l l e n r i v e r s r u n t o f i n d t h e i r p r i n c i p l e i n t h a t f i r s t 
d r o p 

T h a t i s n o t t h e i r s b u t o u t o f n o t h i n g f e l l , 
M o v i ng t o t i m e f r o m n o t h i n g : d i d t h e y f i n d i t t i m e would 

s t o p . (p. 31) 

W a t k i n s ' words f i n d an e q u i v a l e n t i n P l o t i n u s ' " T h i r d E n nead," 

" S e v e n t h T r a c t a t e " on "Time and E t e r n i t y " : 

I f , t h e n , t h e S o u l w i t h d r e w , s i n k i n g i t s e l f a g a i n i n t o 
i t s p r i m a l u n i t y , Time would d i s a p p e a r . ^ 

He demurs f r o m P l o t i n u s , however, by i m p l y i n g t h r o u g h o u t h i s 

work t h a t t h e A b s o l u t e , O r i g i n a l W h i t e , God h i m s e l f , has a 

p e r s o n a l f a c e , and may be known by man ( a t l e a s t i n p a r t ) 

w h i l e i n t h e m o r t a l s t a t e . Where he most r e s e m b l e s P l o t i n u s i n 

t h e s e poems i s i n h i s f i r m i n s i s t e n c e t h a t o n l y t h r o u g h a k i n d 
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o f i n t u i t i v e o n e n e s s w i t h t h e i n v i s i b l e g r o u n d o f phenomena c a n 

phenomena be t r u l y known. 

W a t k i n s ' c l e a r e s t b o r r o w i n g s f r o m P l o t i n u s a r e n o t h i s 

c o n c e p t s o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y , h i s a s s u m p t i o n t h a t t h i s w o r l d 

i s a k i n d o f r e p l i c a o r copy o f an E t e r n a l one, o r t h a t t h e 

u n i v e r s e i s m u s i c a l l y s t r u c t u r e d and e x i s t s as "one m e l o d i c 

s y s t e m , " * ^ s i n c e t h e s e i d e a s c a n be f o u n d i n a h o s t o f o t h e r 

N e o p l a t o n i c s o u r c e s and o r i g i n a t e i n P l a t o h i m s e l f . The p o e t 

most r e s e m b l e s t h e t h i r d c e n t u r y p h i l o s o p h e r r a t h e r i n h i s u s e 

o f t h e p h r a s e , " o r i g i n a l w h i t e . " I n t h e " S i x t h E n n e a d " P l o t i ­

nus w r i t e s , 

I f we do p r e d i c a t e B e i n g , i t i s o n l y as an a c c i d e n t a l 
a t t r i b u t e ; j u s t as when we p r e d i c a t e w h i t e n e s s o f a 
s u b s t a n c e , we a r e n o t p r e d i c a t i n g t h e A b s o l u t e W h i t e ­
n e s s . - ^ 

I n h i s " T h i r d T r a c t a t e " e n t i t l e d "On t h e K i n d s o f B e i n g " f r o m 

t h e same Ennead, P l o t i n u s c a r r i e s on a p r o l o n g e d d i s c o u r s e on 

w h i t e n e s s as a t e m p o r a l a t t r i b u t e o f B e i n g . He c o n c l u d e s , 

I n sum, w h i t e n e s s has e x i s t e n c e b e c a u s e i t i s bound up 
w i t h B e i n g and p r e s e n t i n i t : B e i n g i s t h u s , t h e s o u r c e 
o f i t s e x i s t e n c e . . . . 

The B e i n g o f t h e S e n s i b l e r e s e m b l e s w h i t e i n n o t 
o r i g i n a t i n g i n i t s e l f . I t must t h e r e f o r e be r e g a r d e d 
as d e p e n d e n t f o r i t s b e i n g upon t h e A u t h e n t i c B e i n g , 
as w h i t e f o r i t s w h i t e n e s s upon t h e A u t h e n t i c W h i t e n e s s 
w h i c h i n t u r n p o s s e s s e s w h i t e n e s s t h r o u g h p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
i n t h a t I n t e l l e c t u a l B e i n g whose e x i s t e n c e i s u n d e r i v e d . 
( i t a l i c s mine ) -^2 

B o t h p a s s a g e s a r e l i k e l y t o have been i m p o r t a n t t o W a t k i n s i n 

d e v e l o p i n g h i s t e r m i n o l o g y o f " o r i g i n a l w h i t e , " and h i s s e n s e 

t h a t t h e t i m e w o r l d i s d e r i v a t i v e f r o m and de p e n d e n t on an a n ­

t e r i o r o r d e r . 

I f t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o " A u t h e n t i c W h i t e n e s s " p r o v i d e d t h e 

o n l y p a r a l l e l s t o W a t k i n s ' poem, t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f P l o t i n u s 
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c o u l d be m i n i m i z e d . Y e t we a l s o f i n d i n The Enneads a c o m p l i ­

c a t e d c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f b l a c k o r d a r k n e s s as t h e g r o u n d o f b e i n g 

w h i c h p a r a l l e l s W a t k i n s ' s e n s e t h a t "White must d i e b l a c k , t o 

be b o r n w h i t e a g a i n . " Though t h i s i d e a c a n be f o u n d i n C h r i s ­

t i a n m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g y , as w e l l as i n H e r m e t i c and J u n g i a n 

t h o u g h t , i t i s e x p r e s s e d i n P l o t i n u s i n terms o f t h e p o l a r i t y 

o f b l a c k and w h i t e . Here he w r i t e s o f t h e s e n s i b l e q u a l i t i e s 

o f n a t u r e : 

. . . . t h e b e a u t y - i n t h e germ, and s t i l l more, t h e b l a c k ­
n e s s and w h i t e n e s s i n i t , w i l l be i n c l u d e d among t h e 
S e n s i b l e Q u a l i t i e s . 

He goes on a few pages l a t e r t o s p eak o f t h e r e l a t i v i t y o f a l l 

c o l o u r s i n terms t h a t W a t k i n s c o u l d have u s e d . Here b l a c k and 

w h i t e a r e p o s e d as t h e extreme p o l e s o f t h e i n t e r m e d i a r i e s o f 

c o l o u r s i n t h e w o r l d : 

I f we r e g a r d t h e i n t e r m e d i a t e s as b l e n d i n g s o f t h e ex­
t r e m e s , we must n o t p o s i t any c o n t r a r i e t y o t h e r t h a n 
t h a t between b l a c k and w h i t e , b u t must show t h a t a l l 
o t h e r c o l o u r s a r e c o m b i n a t i o n s o f t h e s e two.... 

S i g h t , we may be t o l d , w i l l r e v e a l t o us t h a t g r e y 
i s n e a r e r t h a n b l a c k t o w h i t e . , , 

14 

T h i s p a s s a g e seems t o u n d e r l i e b o t h W a t k i n s ' r e f e r e n c e t o t h e 

w h i t e foam w h i c h now seems g r e y i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e snow, and 

h i s l a t e r r e f e r e n c e i n t h e poem t o t h e c o n t r a r i e t i e s o f t h e 

b l a c k and w h i t e swans ( s t a n z a 9 ) w h i c h we s h a l l examine when we 

d e a l w i t h t h e r e m a i n i n g s t a n z a s . 

A f t e r e s t a b l i s h i n g P l o t i n u s as a s o u r c e , we may r e t u r n t o 

t h e poem w i t h a renewed s e n s e o f i t s N e o p l a t o n i c c a s t , r e c o g ­

n i z i n g a t t h e same t i m e i t s c o n s c i o u s d e v i a t i o n s f r o m t r a d i ­

t i o n a l N e o p l a t o n i s m . I n s t a n z a s i x , we a r e r e m i n d e d t h a t n a t ­

u r a l b e a u t y i s f r a g i l e , s i n c e " w h i t e f l o w e r s d i e s o o n e s t . " 
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I n P l a t o ( s e e S o c r a t e s ' s p e e c h on b e a u t y i n The Symposium) and 

i n P l o t i n u s , t h e t r a n s i t o r y q u a l i t i e s o f p h y s i c a l b e a u t y s e r v e 

as r e m i n d e r s t o man t h a t he must a s c e n d t h e P l a t o n i c l a d d e r t o 

t h e e t e r n a l w o r l d where s u b s t a n c e does n o t p e r i s h . * " ' I n Wat­

k i n s ' poem, however, t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t d e a t h and d e c a y w i l l 

s o o n l a y t h e w h i t e b l o s s o m s w a s t e , t h a t t h e y w i l l " d i e i n t o 

t h a t c h a s t e / B r i d e - b e d o f t h e moon," symbol o f t h e m u t a b l e and 

t r a n s i t o r y , l e a d s him on i n s t e a d t o embrace t h e m o r t a l c o n d i ­

t i o n , s i n c e i t i s i n d e a t h i t s e l f t h a t we may d i s c o v e r l i f e . 

H ere he d e v e l o p s t h e p a r a d o x o f " d e a t h i n t o l i f e " o f s t a n z a 

t h r e e , b u t t h i s t i m e t h r o u g h t h e u s e o f b i b l i c a l i m a g e r y . The 

" l i l i e s o f Solomon" r e f e r r e d t o i n t h e Sermon on t h e Mount 

w h i c h " t o i l n o t , n e i t h e r do t h e y s p i n " ( M a t t . 6:28) " s i g h " a t 

t h e p r o s p e c t o f d e a t h , y e t "make way" f o r t h e f l o w e r s t h a t w i l l 

r e p l a c e them i n t h e c y c l e s o f t i m e . The s p e a k e r i s a b l e t o 

a c c e p t t h e i r d e a t h b e c a u s e he ( w i t h t h e r e a d e r ) i s h e i r t o t h e 

s e c r e t o f i n c a r n a t i o n s u g g e s t e d i n t h e image o f C h r i s t ' s " l o w l y 

c r i b n e a r Solomon's d u s t . " The C h r i s t c h i l d , "Rocked t o t h e 

end o f m a j e s t y , " i s t h e d e s c e n d e n t and f u t u r e d e l i v e r e r o f h i s 

a n c e s t o r Solomon, and hence h i s t y p o l o g i c a l " e n d " — h i s c o m p l e ­

t i o n and f u l f i l l m e n t . I n s p i t e o f t h e "Dark f o r e s t " t h a t 

h a u n t s h i s c r i b , he l i e s i n a s t a t e o f p e a c e f u l r e p o s e l i k e 

t h a t o f t h e u n t o i l i n g w h i t e l i l i e s . L i k e w i s e , t h e "tremendous 

r e s t " o f t h e "low b e a s t " n e a r b y s u g g e s t s a s t a t e o f u n c o n s c i o u s 

e x p e c t a n c y o f r e b i r t h . 

I n s t a n z a s e v e n , t h e C h r i s t i a n themes and images become 

e v e n more p r e d o m i n a n t . The N e o p l a t o n i c r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t "White 

w i l l n o t be, a p a r t , " t h a t i s , c a n n o t have t r u e b e i n g e x c e p t 
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t h r o u g h p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " i s m e d i a t e d a g a i n 

t h r o u g h t h e f i g u r e o f C h r i s t . F o r C h r i s t ' s c l e a n s i n g o r "mak­

i n g w h i t e " o f t h e l e p e r r e p r e s e n t s a n a c t i n t i m e t h r o u g h w h i c h 

t i m e i s c o n q u e r e d . The l e p e r i s a l r e a d y w h i t e b e c a u s e o f h i s 

l e p r o s y , b u t C h r i s t , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , c l e a n s e s h i m w h i t e r t h a n 

w h i t e . I f " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " h a s e n t e r e d t i m e , s a y s W a t k i n s , i t 

i s i n t h e p r e s e n c e o f t h i s " N a z a r e n e " : 

I f t h e r e i s w h i t e , o r h a s b e e n w h i t e , i t must h a v e b e e n 
When H i s e y e s l o o k e d down and made t h e l e p e r c l e a n . 
W h i t e w i l l n o t b e , a p a r t , t h o u g h t h e t r e e s t r y 
S p i r a l s o f b l o s s o m , t h e i r g r e e n c o n s p i r a c y . 
She who t o u c h e d H i s g a r m e n t saw no w h i t e t r e e . 

The poem b r i n g s t o g e t h e r t h e g o s p e l i n c i d e n t s o f t h e h e a l i n g o f 

t h e l e p e r and t h a t o f " t h e woman w i t h a n i s s u e o f b l o o d " ( M a t t . 

9 : 2 0 - 2 1 ) . The l i n e , "She who t o u c h e d H i s g a r m e n t saw no w h i t e 

t r e e , " i s p r o b a b l y a c o n f l a t i o n o f t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d i n c i d e n t 

and t h a t o f t h e h e a l i n g o f t h e b l i n d man who when h i s e y e s were 

o p e n e d saw "men as t r e e s w a l k i n g " (Mark 9 : 2 4 ) . The p o i n t o f 

h e r n o t s e e i n g a " w h i t e t r e e " i s t h a t t h e woman's e y e s were 

f o c u s e d u p o n " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " and h a d no n e e d t o l o o k on u n -

t r a n s f i g u r e d n a t u r e . 

W a t k i n s ' u s e o f t h e l e p e r f i g u r e d e s e r v e s a t t e n t i o n h e r e 

s i n c e i t i s a r e c u r r e n t s y m b o l i n h i s work f o r God's p e r s o n a l 

l o v e f o r u n r e d e e m e d man. W a t k i n s was i n t e r e s t e d e n o u g h i n t h e 

l e p e r s y m b o l t o c o n s i d e r c a l l i n g h i s f i r s t v o l u m e (BML) " G r a t i ­

t u d e o f a L e p e r , " b u t was d i s s u a d e d f r o m i t by D y l a n Thomas' 
16 

f r i e n d l y d e r i s i o n i n a l e t t e r ( d a t e d May 22, 1 9 4 1 ) . N e v e r t h e ­

l e s s , W a t k i n s w r o t e a number o f poems w h i c h drew on t h e f i g u r e 

o f t h e l e p e r . 1 ' 7 The f u l l e s t d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e theme o c c u r s i n 

"The H e a l i n g o f t h e L e p e r " i n LU ( p . 77) and "Hymn (The L e p e r ' s 
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H e a l i n g ) " i n UP ( p . 2 3 ) . An e a r l i e r v e r s i o n o f t h e l a t t e r 

a p p e a r e d i n O u t p o s t s , 11 (Autumn 1 9 4 8 ) . "The H e a l i n g o f t h e 

L e p e r " i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h i s d i s c u s s i o n b e c a u s e 

o f i t s r e f e r e n c e t o P l o t i n u s . I n s t a n z a s t h r e e a n d f o u r o f 

t h a t poem W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 

P l o t i n u s , p r e a c h i n g on h e a v e n ' s f l o o r , 
C o u l d n o t g i v e p r a i s e l i k e t h a t l o u d c r y 
B u r s t i n g t h e bondage o f d e a t h ' s d o o r ; 
F o r we d i e o n c e ; i n d e e d we d i e . 

What S a n d r o B o t t i c e l l i f o u n d 
Rose f r o m t h e r i v e r where we b a t h e : 
M u s i c t h e a i r , t h e s t r e a m , t h e g r o u n d ; 
M u s i c t h e d o v e , t h e r o c k , t h e f a i t h . 

The l e p e r ' s " l o u d c r y " r e c a l l s t h e moment i n t h e g o s p e l ( L u k e 

17:15) when t h e t e n t h l e p e r o f t h e t e n C h r i s t h e a l e d " t u r n e d 

b a c k , a nd w i t h a l o u d v o i c e g l o r i f i e d God." P l o t i n u s ' " p r e a c h ­

i n g " ( a b s t r a c t p h i l o s o p h y ) h a s i t s p l a c e on " h e a v e n ' s f l o o r , " 

y e t i s subsumed by t h e c r y o f r e g e n e r a t e d man. S t a n z a f o u r i s 

e x p l a i n e d by W a t k i n s ' i n t e r e s t i n B o t t i c e l l i ' s famous f r e s c o 

i n t h e S i s t i n e C h a p e l i n Rome ( w h i c h t h e p o e t v i s i t e d ) c a l l e d 

"The P u r i f i c a t i o n o f t h e L e p e r . " I n t h a t p a i n t i n g , v a r i o u s 

s c e n e s f r o m t h e s t o r y o f t h e T e m p t a t i o n o f C h r i s t s u r r o u n d t h e 

c e n t r a l f i g u r e o f t h e l e p e r ( d r e s s e d i n w h i t e ) who i s p r e s e n t ­

i n g h i m s e l f a t t h e a l t a r t o t h e p r i e s t t o make h i s o f f e r i n g o f 

t h a n k s g i v i n g as d e t a i l e d i n M a t t . 8:4. W a t k i n s p r e s e n t s t h e 

g r e a t .theme o f man's p u r i f i c a t i o n i n C h r i s t i a n - R e n a i s s a n c e a r t 

i n c o n t r a s t t o P l o t i n u s ' " p r e a c h i n g " i n o r d e r t o s u g g e s t h e r e 

t h a t a b s t r a c t s y s t e m s o f t h o u g h t n e e d t o be c o m p l e t e d by a c t s 

o f human f a i t h a n d l o v e . C h r i s t ' s a c t o f l o v e i n t i m e r e v e a l s 

t h e l o v e o f God and e n a b l e s man t o " b u r s t t h e bondage o f 
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d e a t h ' s d o o r . " F u r t h e r m o r e , W a t k i n s ' k e e n i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

l e p e r f i g u r e may h a v e b e e n s t i m u l a t e d by i t s p r e s e n c e i n a n ­

c i e n t W e l s h p o e t r y . The w e l l - k n o w n n i n t h - c e n t u r y poem, "The 
18 

L e p e r o f A b e r Cuawg," d r a m a t i z e s themes o f human i l l n e s s , 

i s o l a t i o n a n d b e t r a y a l . F o r W a t k i n s , o f c o u r s e , t h e p a r a d o x 

o f t h e " d e s p i s e d a n d r e j e c t e d " s o c i a l o u t c a s t b e i n g t r a n s f o r m e d 

i n t o a s y m b o l o f p u r i t y g i v e s t h e image i t s g r e a t C h r i s t i a n 
. ... 19 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

W a t k i n s moves f r o m a b i b l i c a l b a c k t o a c l a s s i c a l m o t i f 

i n t h e e i g h t h s t a n z a , h e r e t a k i n g up t h e i s s u e o f w h e t h e r 

" L o v e r s " i n t h e a c t s o f l o v e a p p r o x i m a t e " o r i g i n a l w h i t e . " I n 

P l a t o a n d P l o t i n u s we r e c a l l t h a t human l o v e may l e a d man up t o 

t h e A b s o l u t e . W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s t h e w h i t e n e s s o f Venus and h e r 

d o v e s , a nd t h e m y t h i c a l u n i o n o f Zeus and L e d a i n a p a s s a g e 

h i g h l y r e m i n i s c e n t o f Y e a t s ' " L e d a a nd t h e Swan." As i n Y e a t s ' 

poem ( t h e l a n g u a g e o f w h i c h W a t k i n s e c h o e s i n " w e b - f o o t e d 

J u p i t e r " a n d " m a s t e r e d by t h e v e i n s o f d a w n " ) , t h e r e i s a c e r ­

t a i n a m b i g u i t y i n t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e e c s t a t i c moment. A r e 

we " i m a g i n i n g " ( 8 . 4 ) J o v e ' s " L u s t , " a p r e f i g u r e d a n n u n c i a t i o n 

s c e n e i n w h i c h L e d a r e p r e s e n t s m o r t a l i t y u n i t i n g w i t h d i v i n i t y , 

o r b o t h ? 
L o v e r s s p e a k o f V e n u s , a nd t h e w h i t e d o v e s , 
J u b i l a n t , t h e w h i t e g i r l , m yth's w h i t e n e s s , J o v e ' s , 
Of L e d a , t h e swan, w h i t e s t o f h i s l o v e s . 
L u s t i m a g i n e s h i m , w e b - f o o t e d J u p i t e r , g r e a t down 
Of t h u n d e r i n g l i g h t ; l o v e ' s y e a r n i n g p u l l s h i m down 
On t h e w h i t e s w a n - b r e a s t , t h e m a g i c a l l a w n , 
I n v o l v e d i n p l u m a g e , m a s t e r e d by t h e v e i n s o f dawn. 

L i n e s 4-6 p l a y w i t h t h e d o u b l e m e a n i n g o f t h e wo r d "down" t o 

s u g g e s t t h a t J u p i t e r comes i n a l i g h t t h a t b o t h d e s c e n d s ( f a l l s 

down) and i s l i k e t h e down o f f e a t h e r s . L i n e f i v e i s a l s o 
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ambiguous, f o r t h e god i s e i t h e r p u l l e d down i n t o t h e f o r m o f 

t h e swan t o f u l f i l l h i s g r e a t l o n g i n g , o r L e d a ' s y e a r n i n g p u l l s 

him as "down" i n t h e swan's b r e a s t , and down i s a pun. The 

a m b i g u i t y h e r e h e l p s t o r e i n f o r c e t h e p a r a d o x t h a t b o t h god and 

maiden a r e " m a s t e r e d " by t h e g r e a t e r power o f l o v e . I n " M u s i c 

o f C o l o u r s — T h e B l o s s o m S c a t t e r e d , " W a t k i ns w i l l a t t e m p t t o r e ­

s o l v e t h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e n a t u r e o f t h e u n i o n o f w h i t e swan and 

maiden. Here i t i s p o s e d as an example o f "myth's w h i t e n e s s , " 

an e a r t h l y r e f l e c t i o n ( o r p o s s i b l e d i s t o r t i o n ) o f h i g h e r l o v e . 

W a t k i n s ends t h e f i r s t poem o f t h e sequence on a q u i e t 

n o t e by s h i f t i n g t o a g r a v e y a r d s c e n e i n w h i c h t h e "yew" o f 

m o u r n i n g r e m i n d s him o f human l i m i t a t i o n and m o r t a l i t y . A f t e r 

t h e f l a s h e s o f myth's e x u b e r a n c e i n t h e swan i m a g e r y o f t h e 

p r e v i o u s s t a n z a , t h i s i s a s o b e r i n g r e t u r n t o a c o n t e m p l a t i v e 

a t t i t u d e . As i n so many o f W a t k i n s ' poems s e t i n g r a v e y a r d s , 
20 

t h e theme o f r e s u r r e c t i o n t h r o u g h d e a t h i s i m p l i c i t . F o r t h e 

f i r s t t i m e i n t h e poem an " I " s p e a k e r emerges t o v o i c e d i r e c t l y 

h i s c e n t r a l r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t he as a man i n t h e m o r t a l c o n d i t i o n 

l a c k s " o r i g i n a l w h i t e . " 
I n t h e c h u r c h y a r d t h e yew i s n e i t h e r g r e e n n o r b l a c k . 
I know n o t h i n g o f E a r t h o r c o l o u r u n t i l I know I l a c k 
O r i g i n a l w h i t e , by w h i c h t h e r a v i s h i n g b i r d l o o k s wan. 
The mound o f d u s t i s n e a r e r , w h i t e o f mute d u s t t h a t d i e s 
I n t h e s o u n d f a l l ' s g r e a t l i g h t , t h e m u s i c i n t h e e y e s , 
U t t e r l y s e c r e t . I know y o u , b l a c k swan. 

I t becomes c l e a r t h a t t h e poem has been a c o n t i n u i n g d i a l e c t i c 

between t h e c l a i m s o f myth and n a t u r e ' s w h i t e n e s s , and man's 

more h u m b l i n g r e a l i z a t i o n o f h i s i m p e r f e c t i o n , m o r t a l i t y and 

l a c k o f s e l f - k n o w l e d g e . P l a y i n g w i t h t h e d o u b l e meaning o f t h e 

word " r a v i s h i n g , " W a t k i n s r e j e c t s t h e image o f Zeus t h e swan, 
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t h e " r a v i s h i n g b i r d " o f t h e p r e v i o u s s t a n z a i n f a v o r o f t h e 

l e s s o n s " d u s t " and d a r k n e s s c a n t e a c h . L i k e George H e r b e r t i n 

"Church-monuments" from The Temple who w r i t e s , 

W h i l e t h a t my s o u l r e p a i r s t o h e r d e v o t i o n , 
Here I intombe my f l e s h , t h a t i t b e t i m e s 

May t a k e a c q u a i n t a n c e o f t h i s heap o f d u s t . . . , ^ 

W a t k i n s a r g u e s t h a t "The mound o f d u s t i s n e a r e r " b o t h t o h i m ­

s e l f i n t i m e and p l a c e , and t o " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " t h a n t h e w h i t e s 

o f myth and n a t u r e . " D u s t " ( t h e r e m i n d e r o f man's m o r t a l i t y ) 

s p e a k s t r u l y n o t o n l y b e c a u s e i t g i v e s him a more r e a l i s t i c 

v i e w o f h i m s e l f i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e A b s o l u t e ( t o God), b u t b e ­

c a u s e a s e r i o u s c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f d e a t h l e a d s b a c k t o t h e p o s ­

s i b i l i t y o f t h e s o u l ' s r e b i r t h and r e g e n e r a t i o n i n " t h e s o u n d -

f a l l ' s g r e a t l i g h t . " The f i n a l e n i g m a t i c , " I know y o u , b l a c k 

swan," l i k e many o f t h e poem's e a r l i e r p h r a s e s , i s d e l i b e r a t e l y 

a m b i v a l e n t . At one l e v e l W a t k i n s i s a d m i t t i n g t h a t he c a n o n l y 

t r u l y i d e n t i f y w i t h t h e d a r k and i m p e r f e c t swan, s i n c e he i s 

h i m s e l f i m p e r f e c t . A t a n o t h e r , t h e s t a t e m e n t t i e s t o h i s f o r ­

mer i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e " d a r k g r o u n d " o f w h i t e n e s s ("the 

womb o f s o u n d s " ) . The d a r k o r " b l a c k swan" c a n be s e e n n o t 

m e r e l y as t h e c o n t r a r y o f w h i t e , b u t as i t s n e g a t i v e c o u n t e r ­

p a r t , i t s "Form" i n t h e P l a t o n i c s e n s e . I t i s d a r k o r b l a c k 

b e c a u s e i t i s h i d d e n and unknown t o man who l o o k s o n l y on t h e 

o u t w a r d f a c e o f t h e w o r l d . I n i d e n t i f y i n g w i t h t h e b l a c k swan, 

t h e n , W a t k i n s i d e n t i f i e s w i t h t h a t h i d d e n and i n n e r r e a l m . 

F i n a l l y , i n d e c l a r i n g t h a t he has knowledge o f t h e b l a c k swan, 

he p r o c l a i m s h i s a b i l i t y t o d i s t i n g u i s h between t h e n e g a t i o n o r 

u n d e r s i d e o f w h i t e and " o r i g i n a l w h i t e . " He no l o n g e r c o n f u s e s 

t h e c o p y w i t h t h e o r i g i n a l . 



94 

I t i s w e l l known t h a t t h e swan i s an i m p o r t a n t symbol o f 

t h e s o u l f o r b o t h S h e l l e y and Y e a t s . W a t k i n s t o o w r o t e s e v e r a l 

poems w h i c h e x p l o r e t h e symbol o f t h e swan i n t h e c o n t e x t o f 
2 2 

P l a t o n i c i d e a s . I n "Swan N a r c i s s u s " ( F , p. 4 4 ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , 

he d e s c r i b e s t h e n a r c i s s u s f l o w e r ' s o p e n i n g as i f i t were " l i k e 

a swan," and speaks o f i t " P r i n t i n g on t i m e i t s e t e r n a l p a t ­

t e r n . " The f a c t t h a t P l o t i n u s t o o employs t h e image o f t h e 

swan i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a d i s c u s s i o n o f " w h i t e n e s s " a r g u e s a g a i n 

t h a t The Enneads a r e a s o u r c e f o r W a t k i n s ' poem. P l o t i n u s a s k s , 
I f t h e w h i t e n e s s o f t h e swan, p r o d u c e d by i t s R e a s o n -
P r i n c i p l e , i s g i v e n a t i t s b i r t h , a r e we t o a f f i r m 
P a s s i o n o f t h e swan on i t s p a s s i n g i n t o b e i n g ? 2 3 

I n c o n t e x t , t h e u p s h o t o f t h i s r a t h e r t e c h n i c a l q u e s t i o n i s 

w hether a t t r i b u t e s ( l i k e w h i t e n e s s ) a r e s e l f - g e n e r a t e d o r p r o ­

c e e d from an a c t i v e , c a u s a l a g e n t i n a h i g h e r s p h e r e . The ob­

v i o u s answer i n b o t h P l o t i n u s ' d i s c u s s i o n and i n W a t k i n s ' poem 

i s t h a t n o t h i n g i n t i m e i s w i t h o u t r e l a t i o n t o i t s t i m e l e s s 

s o u r c e . 

" M u s i c o f C o l o u r s : The B l o s s o m S c a t t e r e d " i s a r e w o r k i n g 

w i t h i n a s i m i l a r f o r m a l s t r u c t u r e o f t h e i d e a s and images o f 

"White B l o s s o m . " I n t h i s poem, however, W a t k i n s p r e s e n t s t h e 

r e n e w a l o f " t h e w o r l d ' s c o l o u r s " (3.5) i n s p r i n g t o a c h i e v e a 

more e x a l t e d v i s i o n o f n a t u r e . The w h i t e s o f t h e phenomenal 

w o r l d i n t h e f o r m o f " c l o u d s , " " s p r a y , " t h e w h i t e p e t a l s o f 

" t h e m a r g u e r i t e " and t h e c e n t r a l image o f a w h i t e b l o s s o m i n g 

t r e e r e v e a l t h e m s e l v e s h e r e as t e m p o r a l e p i p h a n i e s o f " o r i g i n a l 

w h i t e . " 

The s p e a k e r does n o t h e s i t a t e between d e n i a l and a f f i r ­

m a t i o n o f n a t u r e as i n t h e p r e v i o u s poem. I t i s as i f he has 
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b e e n g r a n t e d t h e a b i l i t y t o s e e t h e t h i n g s o f t i m e w i t h i n t h e 

c l e a r l i g h t o f h e a v e n , and t h e o l d d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n t i m e and 

e t e r n i t y m o m e n t a r i l y f a d e s . The f i r s t s t a n z a c o m b i n e s t h e f a ­

m i l i a r images o f " w h i t e n e s s , " " l i g h t , " and " t h e l e p e r , " e x ­

p l o r e d i n t h e p r e v i o u s poem, w i t h o t h e r s t h a t s u g g e s t redemp­

t i o n t h r o u g h d e a t h and r e g e n e r a t i o n . " W h i t e o f t h e r i s e n b o d y " 

a l l u d e s t o t h e C h r i s t i a n r e s u r r e c t i o n , and t h e " n e e d l e ' s e y e " 

t o t h e g o s p e l s a y i n g t h a t " i t i s e a s i e r f o r a c a m e l t o go 

t h r o u g h a n e e d l e ' s e y e , t h a n f o r a r i c h man t o e n t e r t h e k i n g ­

dom o f h e a v e n " ( L u k e 1 8 : 2 5 ) . "The s a i n t s " who " t e a c h u s " t o 

" a d o r e " t h e l i g h t ( 1 . 6 ) a r e t h o s e i n t h e l i n e o f C h r i s t i a n p r e ­

d e c e s s o r s who h a v e a t t a i n e d g l i m p s e s o f t r a n s f i g u r e d n a t u r e 

t h r o u g h a d e a t h o f s e l f . The m e n t i o n o f them h e r e f o r e s h a d o w s 

W a t k i n s ' u s e o f S a i n t F r a n c i s i n s t a n z a s i x . I t i s a s i f t h e 

s p e a k e r g a z e s a t n a t u r e t h r o u g h t h e " n e e d l e ' s e y e " o f h u m i l i t y , 

and b e h o l d s t h e w o r l d ' s g l o r y l a i d b a r e . The f i n a l l i n e s o f 

t h e f i r s t s t a n z a e s t a b l i s h t h e C h r i s t i a n p r i n c i p l e t h a t t o r e ­

l i n q u i s h n a t u r e ' s b e a u t y i s t o have i t g i v e n b a c k i n f u l l ; t h a t 

t o l o s e t h e s e l f i s t o r e g a i n i t . W a t k i n s ' s t a t e m e n t t h a t " I t 

was t h e l e p e r ' s , n o t t h e b i r d ' s c r y / Gave b a c k t h a t g l o r y , " 

s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e s e C h r i s t i a n p r i n c i p l e s a r e p a r a d o x i c a l and 

m y s t e r i o u s , and i n v o l v e a n i n v e r s i o n o f o u r o r d i n a r y c a t e g o r i e s 

o f t h o u g h t . 

I n s t a n z a t w o , W a t k i n s f o c u s e s on t h e " e a r t h y m y s t e r y " o f 

d e a t h t h r o u g h t h e image o f t h e g r e a t t r e e w i t h i t s f a l l i n g b l o s ­

soms. Here t h e p a r t i c u l a r t r e e becomes a s y m b o l o f t h e a r c h e ­

t y p a l T r e e o f L i f e , " c r e a t e d on t h e L o r d ' s d a y . " 
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I c a n n o t s o u n d t h e n a t u r e o f t h a t s p r a y 
L i f t e d on w i n d , t h e b l o s s o m s f a l l i n g away, 
A d e a t h , a b i r t h , a n e a r t h y m y s t e r y , 
As t h o u g h e a c h p e t a l s t i r r i n g h e l d t h e w h o l e t r e e 
T h a t g r e w , c r e a t e d on t h e L o r d ' s d a y . 
T h e r e i s no f a l l i n g now. Y e t f o r t i m e ' s s a k e 
T h e s e b l o s s o m s a r e s c a t t e r e d . They f a l l . How s t i l l 

t h e y a r e . 

Who t o u c h e s one d e a d b l o s s o m t o u c h e s e v e r y s t a r . 

The s p e a k e r a p p r o a c h e s t h e i n t e r r e l a t i o n o f d e a t h and b i r t h as 

a n u n s o u n d e d , s a c r e d m y s t e r y . The a b i l i t y o f each, p e t a l t o 

c o n t a i n t h e f o r m o f t h e t r e e s u g g e s t s t h a t a d i v i n e p a t t e r n 

p e r m e a t e s b o t h t h e p a r t and t h e w h o l e ; t h a t t h e p a r t r e p e a t s 

t h e w h o l e a n d v i c e v e r s a . The f i n a l l i n e , "Who t o u c h e s one 

d e a d b l o s s o m t o u c h e s e v e r y s t a r , " a f f i r m s t h a t m i c r o c o s m and 

macrocosm c o h e r e i n one a n o t h e r . T h i s image a l s o l i n k s t h e 

n a t u r a l w h i t e s o f t h e e a r t h t o t h e c o s m i c l i g h t o f . t h e 

s t a r s , e a r t h t o h e a v e n . The p r o b l e m o f w h e t h e r man c a n know 

" o r i g i n a l w h i t e " w h i l e i n t h e w o r l d i s p a r t i a l l y r e s o l v e d when 

t h e p o e t e x p e r i e n c e s t h e t h i n g s o f t i m e as t h e y p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

e t e r n i t y , a nd l e a r n s t h a t t h e " k i n g d o m o f h e a v e n " c a n be p e r ­

c e i v e d i n t h e t h i n g s o f e a r t h . 

The p o e t c o n t i n u e s t o c o n s i d e r t h e m u t a b i l i t y o f n a t u r e 

i n s t a n z a t h r e e . T h i s t i m e , h o w e v e r , t h e c o n s t a n t c h a n g e s 

t h r o u g h w h i c h n a t u r e p a s s e s as i t d i s p l a y s i t s v a r i o u s c o l o u r s , 

a n d t h e t r e e ' s c y c l i c a l l o s s a nd r e g a i n i n g o f i t s b l o s s o m s 

l e a v e h i m u n p e r t u r b e d . H i s c o n f i d e n c e r e s t s i n t h e r e a l i z a t i o n 

t h a t t h e s e c h a n g e s p r o c e e d "Not f r o m t i m e ' s c o u r s e , b u t f r o m 

t h e l i v i n g S p r i n g . " I n h i s Laws ( i v , 7 1 9 ) , P l a t o d e s c r i b e s t h e 

i n s p i r e d p o e t as "a f o u n t a i n w h i c h g i v e s f r e e c o u r s e t o t h e 
24 

r u s h o f i t s w a t e r s . " I n t h e g o s p e l o f J o h n J e s u s d e s c r i b e s 

h i m s e l f as t h e " w a t e r s o f e v e r l a s t i n g l i f e " ( J o h n 4 : 1 4 ) , and 
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i n R e v e l a t i o n he p r o m i s e s t o " g i v e u n t o h i m t h a t i s a t h i r s t o f 

t h e f o u n t a i n o f t h e w a t e r o f l i f e f r e e l y " (Rev. 2 1 : 6 ) . S i m i ­

l a r l y , t h e " s p r i n g " o r f o u n t a i n o f w a t e r s i s a r e c u r r e n t sym­

b o l i n W a t k i n s ' work f o r t h e p e r e n n i a l w a t e r s o f r e n e w a l t h a t 

i s s u e f r o m e t e r n i t y . The k n o w l e d g e t h a t t i m e f l o w s f r o m a n 

e t e r n a l s o u r c e o r f o u n t a i n h e a d g i v e s t h e r e p e a t i n g c y c l e s new 

v a l i d i t y a n d m e a n i n g . W a t k i n s ( as p o e t ) a t t e m p t s t o d e s c r i b e 

t h e d a z z l i n g b r i l l i a n c e o f n a t u r e i n a s e r i e s o f o x y m o r o n s : 

" s o f t t h u n d e r , " " w h i t e as j e t , " ( 3 . 1 0 ) and l a t e r , " D a r k e n e d 

w i t h l i g h t " ( 6 .2) and " w h i t e ' s b e w i l d e r i n g d a r k n e s s " ( 6 . 3 ) . 

A g a i n , he t u r n s t o t h e l a n g u a g e o f m y s t i c a l e x p e r i e n c e w i t h i t s 

r e l i a n c e on p a r a d o x , n e g a t i o n and s y n t h e s i s o f o p p o s i t e s t o 

s p e a k o f t h a t w h i c h t r a n s c e n d s l a n g u a g e . B e i n g a p o e t a t t h e 

edge o f l a n g u a g e r a t h e r t h a n t h e k i n d o f m y s t i c who i s f o r c e d 

t o r e j e c t w o r d s , W a t k i n s u n d e r t a k e s t o c a p t u r e t h e i n e f f a b l e , 

t o i n c a r n a t e i n l a n g u a g e t h e g l i m p s e s o f e t e r n i t y a v a i l a b l e t o 

man w h i l e i n t i m e . I n s u c h p a s s a g e s as t h e s e ( a s we s h a l l s e e 

i n C h a p t e r I V ) he r e m i n d s us o f M i l t o n o r H e n r y V a u g h a n , e a r ­

l i e r r e l i g i o u s p o e t s f a s c i n a t e d w i t h w h i t e l i g h t ( c o s m o l o g i c a l 

i m a g e r y ) , P l a t o n i s m a nd t h e C h r i s t i a n p a r a d o x o f d e a t h a nd r e ­

b i r t h . W a t k i n s ' p h r a s e , " w h i t e ' s b e w i l d e r i n g d a r k n e s s , " f o r 

i n s t a n c e , r e m i n d s us b o t h o f M i l t o n ' s " d a r k n e s s v i s i b l e " i n 

P a r a d i s e L o s t ( 1 . 6 3 ) , and Vaughan's "deep b u t d a z z l i n g d a r k ­

n e s s " f o u n d i n God d e s c r i b e d i n h i s poem, "The N i g h t . " 

T h e r e i s i n G o d — s o m e s a y — 
A deep b u t d a z z l i n g d a r k n e s s , as men h e r e 
Say i t i s l a t e a n d d u s k y , b e c a u s e t h e y 

See n o t a l l c l e a r . 
Oh f o r t h a t n i g h t , where I i n Him 
M i g h t l i v e i n v i s i b l e a n d d i m ! 
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Such imagery may be traced back even further to the sixth-
century Pseudo-Dionysius (the Areopagite) who writes in The 
Mystical Theology of "the divine darkness," the "dazzling ob-

25 
scurity" of the hidden Deity. The idea that man often per­
ceives divine light (God's brightness) as darkness because his 
vision is humanly limited (fallen) is one with which Watkins 
would have agreed, and may help us grasp another sense in which 
the white swan of the earlier poem is perceived by the speaker 
as "black." 

In stanza four, the poet marvels at the way new l i f e pro­
ceeds mysteriously from a dark interior source, again exploring 
the imagery of light's birth from darkness. Here he adds to 
his nexus of complicated imagery an allusion to the myth of 
Orpheus and Eurydice, speaking of the 

White born of bride and bridegroom, when they take 
Love's path through Hades, engendered of dark ground. 

Watkins focuses on the love story in the myth when Orpheus 
attempts to convey his wife back from the underworld. In the 
act of redeeming his bride Orpheus can be seen as an archetypal 
figure of the bridegroom, and therefore as a type of Christ. 
The importance of the Orpheus symbol to Watkins is evident when 
we recall that he considered Taliesin a kind of Welsh Orpheus. 
He also may be alluding to the Orpheus myth in "The Betrothal," 
a love poem from LU where he associates love's regenerative 
power with a "s t r i c t music of a l l sacred things." The poem 
opens: 

I must die f i r s t , to look into those eyes, 
And yet no lover ever found his bride 
But with that look. (LU, p.. 72) 
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I t i s as i f t h e Orpheus myth e n a b l e s t h e p o e t t o a f f i r m t h e 

v a l u e o f human l o v e as a means o f o v e r c o m i n g t i m e . The f a c t 

t h a t Orpheus i s a m u s i c i a n whose h a r p e n c h a n t e d t h e dead 

( i n d e e d , a symbol o f t h e i n d o m i t a b l e n e s s o f p o e t r y i t s e l f ) i s 

a l s o a p p o s i t e i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a poem ab o u t " t h e m u s i c o f 

c o l o u r s , " " l i g h t ' s u n s p o ken s o u n d " ( 4 . 9 ) . I n "White B l o s s o m " 

we r e c a l l t h a t c l a s s i c a l i m a g e r y was s e t i n c o n f l i c t w i t h 

C h r i s t i a n , b u t h e r e Watkins seems t o be o f f e r i n g t h e Orpheus 

s t o r y as an example o f r e d e m p t i v e l o v e c o m p a t i b l e w i t h (and 

e v e n p r e f i g u r i n g ) C h r i s t i a n " agape." 

S t a n z a s f i v e and s i x r e t u r n t o t h e myth o f Leda and Zeus 

t r e a t e d i n s t a n z a e i g h t o f t h e p r e v i o u s poem. T h e r e we r e c a l l 

W a t k i n s o f f e r e d t h e u n i o n o f m o r t a l and i m m o r t a l as an image 

o f man's a p p r o a c h t o " o r i g i n a l w h i t e " w i t h a c e r t a i n a m b i v a ­

l e n c e . Here he seems t o be a n s w e r i n g Y e a t s ' q u e s t i o n put a t 

t h e end o f "Leda and t h e S w a n " — " D i d she [ L e d a ] put on h i s 

knowledge w i t h h i s power. / B e f o r e t h e i n d i f f e r e n t beak c o u l d 

l e t h e r d r o p ? " W a t k i n s ' answer, e x p r e s s e d i n a " t o u r de f o r c e " 

o f m y s t i c a l i m a g e r y , i s u n e q u i v o c a l l y a f f i r m a t i v e : 

L e d a remembers. The r u s h o f wings c a s t w i d e . 
S h e e r l i g h t n i n g , godhead, d e s c e n d i n g on t h e f l o o d . 
N i g h t , t h e l a t e , h i d d e n w a t e r s on t h e moon's d a r k s i d e . 
Her v i r g i n s e c r e c y , doomed a g a i n s t t i m e t o r u n . 
M o r n i n g . The v i s i t a t i o n . A l l c o l o u r s h u r l e d i n one. 
S t r u g g l i n g w i t h n i g h t , w i t h r a d i a n c e ! T h a t s m o t h e r i n g 

G l o r y c r i e d : 
'Heavenborn am I . White-plumaged h e a r t , you b e a t a g a i n s t 

t h e s u n ! ' 
A l l r e c o l l e c t i o n s i n k i n g f r o m t h e d a z z l e d b l o o d . 

She woke, and h e r awakened wings were f i r e , 
D a r k e n e d w i t h l i g h t ; 0 b l i n d i n g w h i t e was she 
W i t h w h i t e ' s b e w i l d e r i n g d a r k n e s s . 
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L e d a n o t o n l y t a k e s on " g o d h e a d " i n t h e a c t o f u n i o n , b u t she 

"remembers," and wakes t o f i n d " h e r awakened w i n g s " a r e " f i r e . " 

By e x p r e s s i n g t h e u n i o n o f god and m o r t a l i n t h e p a r a d o x i c a l 

l a n g u a g e o f m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g y , and by l a t e r a s s o c i a t i n g L e d a 

w i t h t h e h o l y f i g u r e o f S a i n t F r a n c i s ( a n o t h e r b e i n g " F l e d g e d 

o f p u r e s p i r i t " ) , we a r e l e f t t o r e a d t h e s e x u a l u n i o n ( a s i n 

Y e a t s ' poem) as a n a n n u n c i a t i o n , a h e a v e n l y " v i s i t a t i o n , " and 

t h e r e f o r e as a s y m b o l f o r t h e m y s t i c a l u n i o n o f God and t h e 

s o u l . Y e t W a t k i n s , more u n a m b i g u o u s l y t h a n Y e a t s , h a s t u r n e d 

t h e " r a p e o f L e d a " i n t o a m y s t i c a l r e b i r t h o f t h e s o u l . I n 

t h i s poem, W a t k i n s h o l d s b o t h t h e Orpheus a nd L e d a - Z e u s myths 

w i t h i n a C h r i s t i a n p e r s p e c t i v e , r a t h e r t h a n s e t t i n g them i n 

o p p o s i t i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . One m i g h t a d d t h a t W a t k i n s ' d e ­

v e l o p m e n t o f Y e a t s ' i m a g e r y i s more c o m p l i c a t e d and l e s s emo­

t i o n a l l y c o n t r o l l e d t h a n t h a t o f h i s p r e d e c e s s o r . I f t h e poem 

has one m a j o r w e a k n e s s , i t i s i n i t s o v e r - r e l i a n c e on Y e a t s i a n 

l a n g u a g e i n t h e s e p a s s a g e s . 

The f i n a l image o f S a i n t F r a n c i s r e p r e s e n t s man i n u l t i m a t e 

harmony w i t h n a t u r e . W a t k i n s may h a v e c h o s e n t h e f i g u r e o f S t . 

F r a n c i s b e c a u s e o f h i s famous " C a n t i c l e o f t h e Sun" i n w h i c h a l l 

o f n a t u r e e n t e r s i n t o a hymn o f p r a i s e t o t h e g l o r y o f t h e C r e ­

a t o r . The " s e c r e t c h o i r " p r o b a b l y r e p r e s e n t s t h e b i r d s t o whom 

t h e s a i n t was s a i d t o h a v e p r e a c h e d sermons i n t h e F i o r e t t i , 

The L i t t l e F l o w e r s o f S t . F r a n c i s . T h a t t h e humble s a i n t o f 

n a t u r e was a f a v o r i t e o f W a t k i n s i s e v i d e n c e d by t h e u s e he 

makes o f h i m i n poems l i k e " B i r d s o f J o y and C a r e " ( L U , p. 76) 

and "Though t o P l e a s e Man" (BW, p. 3 1 ) . 
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The f i n a l l i n e s o f t h e poem a t t e m p t a r e t u r n t o t h e human 

s i t u a t i o n by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e p r e s e n c e o f t h e s a i n t g u a r d s 

t h e bed o f "one l i v i n g , " p r o b a b l y t h e p o e t ' s w i f e . 

I t h i n k one l i v i n g i s a l r e a d y t h e r e , 
So sound a s l e e p she i s , h e r b r e a t h so f a i n t , 
She knows, she welcomes t h e f o o t s t e p s o f t h e s a i n t , 
So s t i l l , so moving, j o y s p r u n g o f d e s p a i r , 

And t h e two f e a s t s , where l i g h t and d a r k n e s s meet. 

To my mind a t l e a s t , W a t k i n s ' a t t e m p t t o i d e n t i f y h i s own f o o t ­

s t e p s w i t h t h o s e o f t h e s a i n t , and h i s r a t h e r a b r u p t d e s c e n t 

f r o m t h e m y t h i c and u n i v e r s a l t o t h e p e r s o n a l l e v e l o f r e f e r ­

ence end t h e poem on a weak n o t e . The e f f o r t t o i n c l u d e t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y o f h i s own s i t u a t i o n h e r e would be commendable 

had he b e t t e r p r e p a r e d t h e r e a d e r f o r t h e t r a n s i t i o n . 

The f i n a l poem, " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s — D r a g o n f o i l and t h e 

F u r n a c e o f C o l o u r s , " i s t h e most f o r m a l l y c o h e r e n t and v i s u a l l y 

d e t a i l e d o f t h e s e q u e n c e , moving t h r o u g h a s e r i e s o f e l a b o r a t e 

images i n w h i c h e v e r - c h a n g i n g n a t u r e b u r g e o n s w i t h v i t a l i t y 

e x p r e s s i v e o f a t r a n s c e n d e n t l i f e . Here i t i s as i f t h e "deus 

a b s c o n d i t u s " o r " h i d d e n God" o f m y s t i c a l r e l i g i o n has r e v e a l e d 

h i m s e l f i n t h e w o r l d i n a b l a z e o f c o l o u r s . The P l a t o n i c 

A b s o l u t e s a r e s u d d e n l y m a n i f e s t i n and t h r o u g h t h e b e a u t i e s o f 

n a t u r e . The poem moves t h r o u g h t h r e e f o r m a l l y u n i f i e d s e c t i o n s 

t o c e l e b r a t e summer as t h e c u l m i n a t i o n and f u l f i l l m e n t o f t h e 

s e a s o n a l c y c l e . P a r a d i s e i s c o n c e i v e d i n m e t a p h o r i c terms as 

a p e r p e t u a l summerland. 

W a t k i n s employs a r e g u l a r s t a n z a i c p a t t e r n o f f o u r 

h e a v i l y - s t r e s s e d , d a c t y l i c l i n e s o f f o u r b e a t s p e r l i n e , e a c h 

w i t h a s t r o n g m i d l i n e p a u s e . E v e r y s t a n z a ends w i t h a f i n a l 

s h o r t l i n e o f two s t r o n g b e a t s (a d a c t y l and a t r o c h e e ) . 
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The poem c a n be r e a d as W a t k i n s ' u n i q u e v a r i a t i o n on t h e n o r ­

m a l l y f o u r - l i n e p a t t e r n o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l S a p p h i c w i t h i t s 

f i n a l s h o r t " A d o n i c " l i n e . I n i t s s t r o n g l y a l l i t e r a t i v e 

r h y t h m , i t s u s e o f h y p h e n a t e d w o r d s , a nd i t s u n u s u a l i m a g e r y , 

t h e poem r e m i n d s us o f t h e work o f G. M. H o p k i n s . 

As t h e l e c t u r e - n o t e s f r o m h i s U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n 

t e a c h i n g r e v e a l , W a t k i n s a d m i r e d H o p k i n s t h r o u g h o u t and t o t h e 
2 6 

end o f h i s p o e t i c c a r e e r . He w o u l d h a v e b e e n d r a w n t o t h e 
V i c t o r i a n J e s u i t by t h e i r s h a r e d W e l s h n e s s , t h e e n e r g y and 

o r i g i n a l i t y o f H o p k i n s ' l a n g u a g e , a nd h i s C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o u s 
27 

o r i e n t a t i o n . H o p k i n s ' a p p l i c a t i o n o f Duns S c o t u s ' M e d i e v a l 

n o t i o n o f " t h i s n e s s " ( o r " h a e c c e i t a s " ) t o h i s own u n i q u e c o n ­

c e p t s o f " i n s t r e s s " a n d " i n s c a p e " may h a v e b e e n i n W a t k i n s ' 

m i n d as he composed " D r a g o n f o i l . " The t i t l e i t s e l f s u g g e s t s 

H o p k i n s ' s o n n e t , "As k i n g f i s h e r s c a t c h f i r e , d r a g o n f l i e s draw 

f l a m e , " a n d W a t k i n s e v e n i n c l u d e s r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e " k i n g ­

f i s h e r " ( 1 . 2 . 2 ) a nd t h e " d r a g o n f l y " ( I I I . 3 . 3 ) i n h i s poem. 

H o p k i n s ' poem moves f r o m t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f a n " i n s t r e s s e d " o r 

a c t i v e l y i n d i v i d u a t e d n a t u r e t o t h e i n c a r n a t i o n a l p r e s e n c e o f 

C h r i s t i n t h e w o r l d who " p l a y s i n t e n t h o u s a n d p l a c e s , / L o v e l y 

i n l i m b s , a n d l o v e l y i n e y e s n o t h i s . . . . " " D r a g o n f o i l " c a n 

c e r t a i n l y be s e e n as a s i m i l a r e f f o r t on t h e p a r t o f t h e 

t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y p o e t t o v i e w t h e d y n a m i c s o f n a t u r e as u n i q u e 

e mbodiments ( l i t t l e i n c a r n a t i o n s ) o f a u n i v e r s a l c r e a t i v e power, 

I n t h e s e c o n d s e c t i o n he w r i t e s , 
H e r e now i s summer, t h i s p e r e n n i a l wonder 
Of f i r e b o r n b l o s s o m s , t h e s u d d e n i n c a r n a t i o n 
T r u e f o r t h i s moment, t h e r e f o r e n e v e r d y i n g . . . . 
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W a t k i n s ' poem does n o t p r o g r e s s d i a l e c t i c a l l y , b u t moves 

by p r e s e n t i n g a r i c h p r o f u s i o n o f i m a g e s d r a w n f r o m n a t u r e 

("hot g r a s s , " " p o p p i e s , " " l i z a r d s , " " r o s e - b l a z e , " " s t r e a m , " 

" o c e a n , " a nd so on) i n a v a r i e t y o f s h i f t i n g c o n t e x t s . The 

" b a s k i n g s n a k e " m e n t i o n e d i n S e c t i o n One ( 1 . 1 . 3 - 4 ) r e a p p e a r s 

i n T h r e e ( I I I . 2 . 2 ) ; and t h e " r o s e - b l a z e " o f One ( 1 . 4 . 3 ) i s r e ­

p e a t e d as t h e " b u r n e t - r o s e " o f Two ( I I . 1 . 3 ) and T h r e e ( I I I . 2 . 3 ) . 

a nd a g a i n as a " r o s e - b l a z e " i n Two ( I I . 3 . 2 ) . The c u r i o u s p r e s ­

e n c e o f t h e s n a k e i n a h e a l t h f u l l y s e n s u a l c o n t e x t i n d i c a t e s 

t h a t W a t k i n s i s v i e w i n g t h e w o r l d as u n f a l l e n , and n a t u r e as 

y e t u n c o n t a m i n a t e d by t h e p r e s e n c e o f e v i l . 

The i m a g e s o f t h e poem r e p e a t t h e m s e l v e s i n t h i s c i r c u l a r 

movement b e c a u s e W a t k i n s i s p r e s e n t i n g t h e w o r l d s e e n as e t e r ­

n i t y w h i c h ( i n P l a t o n i c t e r m s ) i s a s t i l l n e s s a n d a c i r c l e 

( B e i n g ) r a t h e r t h a n a m o t i o n a nd a p r o g r e s s i o n ( b e c o m i n g ) . The 

c e n t r a l p a r a d o x o f t h e poem, t h e n , i s t h a t t h e s t i l l n e s s o f 

e t e r n i t y c a n be p e r c e i v e d i n t h e m o t i o n s o f t i m e . I n a n o t h e r 

poem ( f r o m The D e a t h B e l l ) where W a t k i n s d e a l s w i t h P l a t o n i c 

i d e a s , "The T u r n i n g o f t h e S t a r s , " he d e s c r i b e s t h e p o i s e d 

c o n d i t i o n o f t h e m i n d o f t h e a r t i s t ( i n t h i s c a s e t h a t o f 

R a p h a e l , t h e R e n a i s s a n c e p a i n t e r ) as i t p e r c e i v e s t h e w o r l d o f 

t i m e as e t e r n i t y f r o m a s i m i l a r c o n c e p t u a l b a s e . T h e r e t h e 

a r t i s t s e e k s , " U n r e s t i n c a l m , c a l m i n u n r e s t . " 

The c e n t r a l c o n c e p t o f " D r a g o n f o i l " w h i c h g i v e s u n i t y t o 

t h e s e e m i n g l y d i s p a r a t e p a r a d e o f r e p e a t i n g i m a g es i s t h a t 

" o r i g i n a l w h i t e " l i g h t f r a c t u r e s a n d g i v e s b i r t h ( t h r o u g h t h e 

d e a t h o r s a c r i f i c e o f i t s u n i t y ) t o a l l t h e n a t u r a l c o l o u r s a n d 

f o r m s o f t h e w o r l d . W h i t e d i v i d e s i n t o t h e " r a i n b o w / F l y i n g 
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i n s p r a y " ( 1 . 7 . 3 ) , o r t o a n t i c i p a t e t h e f i n a l image o f t h e 

poem, b r e a k s " f r o m t h e f u r n a c e , " t h e f o r g e o f p o t e n t i a l i t y i n 

God a nd o u t o f w h i c h he c r e a t e s . S e e n f r o m t h i s p e r s p e c t i v e , 

n a t u r e i s a k i n d o f t h e o p h a n y o f God, t h o u g h n o t u l t i m a t e l y t o 

be c o n f u s e d w i t h h i m . 

The f i r s t and s e c o n d s e c t i o n s o f t h e poem, t h e n , p r e s e n t 

a w o r l d f r e s h l y b r o k e n f r o m e t e r n i t y ' s f o r g e , one w h i c h i s 

s u r p r i s i n g l y r i c h a n d s e n s u a l f o r W a t k i n s . The many r e f e r e n c e s 

t o h e a t ("hot g r a s s , " " f i r e , " " p e r p e t u a l summer," " f l a m e w i n d , " 

" n a s t u r t i u m s / B u r n i n g " ) s u g g e s t summer's f u l f i l l m e n t i n i n t e n ­

s i f i e d e n e r g y . H e r e and t h r o u g h o u t t h e poem, W a t k i n s p l a y s o f f 

i m a g e s o f h e a t , f i r e a n d b u r n i n g a g a i n s t t h o s e o f t h e i r o p p o ­

s i t e , w a t e r , and e v e n "snows" ( 1 . 2 . 3 ) t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e w o r l d 

i s a B l a k e a n o r Y e a t s i a n u n i o n o f o p p o s i t e s . L i k e H o p k i n s i n 

t h e poem, " T h a t N a t u r e i s a H e r a c l i t e a n F i r e and o f t h e c o m f o r t 

o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , " W a t k i n s p r e s e n t s n a t u r e as a b u r n i n g f i r e , 

k i n d l e d f r o m w i t h i n o r f r o m a h i d d e n s o u r c e . As e n t r i e s f r o m 

h i s n o t e b o o k s a n d o c c a s i o n a l r e f e r e n c e s i n o t h e r poems i n d i c a t e , 

W a t k i n s ( l i k e b o t h Y e a t s a nd H o p k i n s ) was i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e 
28 

f r a g m e n t s f r o m t h e p r e - S o c r a t i c p h i l o s o p h e r H e r a c l i t u s . I n 

" P o e t a nd G o l d s m i t h " (CA, p. 3 6 ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , he e c h o e s 

H e r a c l i t u s ' a p h o r i s m t h a t m o r t a l s a nd i m m o r t a l s " l i v e e a c h 

o t h e r ' s d e a t h a nd d i e e a c h o t h e r ' s l i f e . " 
'True c h a r a c t e r s do n o t age i n e a c h o t h e r ' s e y e s . 
I n d e e d , we d i e e a c h moment t h e l i f e o f t h e o t h e r . ' 

I n " D r a g o n f o i l " W a t k i n s c o n s c i o u s l y c a l l s up t h e H e r a c l i t e a n 

i m a g e s o f t h e w o r l d as a b u r n i n g f i r e and o f n a t u r e as a p e r -
29 

p e t u a l l y m o v i n g s t r e a m . 
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L i z a r d s on d r y s t o n e ; g i p s y - b r i g h t n a s t u r t i u m s 
B u r n i n g t h r o u g h r o u n d l e a v e s , t w i n i n g o u t i n t o r c h - b u d s ; 
E v e n t h e s t r e a m ' s t o n g u e a l t e r s where t h e r o s e - b l a z e 
Hangs i n f o r g e t f u l n e s s . (1.4) 

The r e f e r e n c e s t o " p o p p i e s " ( 1 . 3 . 5 a n d I I . 1 . 5 ) i n t h e 

poem i n d i c a t e a h i g h s t a t e o f s p i r i t u a l i n t o x i c a t i o n l i k e t h a t 

w h i c h K e a t s d e s c r i b e s o f t h e s e a s o n i n h i s famous ode "To 

Autumn" where t h e f i g u r e o f Autumn s i t s "Drows'd w i t h t h e fume 

o f p o p p i e s . " I n W a t k i n s ' poem t h e p r e s e n c e o f p o p p i e s d oes n o t 

i n d i c a t e a p s y c h i c c o n d i t i o n , b u t a t r a n c e l i k e s t a t e ( v i s i o n a r y 

c o n d i t i o n o r t h e P l a t o n i c " d i v i n e m a n i a " o f t h e I o n and P h a e -

d r u s ) i n w h i c h t h e p o e t s e e s t h e w o r l d as a dream o f e t e r n i t y : 

A l l i s e n t r a n c e d h e r e , mazed a m i d t h e w h e a t f i e l d 
M u s t a r d s e e d , c h i c o r y , s k y o f t h e c o r n f l o w e r 
D e e p e n i n g i n s u n l i g h t , s i n g i n g o f t h e r e a p e r s , 
M u s i c o f c o l o u r s s w a y i n g i n t h e l i g h t b r e e z e , 
F lame w i n d o f p o p p i e s . (1.3) 

The words " e n t r a n c e d " and "mazed" s u g g e s t b o t h a t r a n c e l i k e 

c o n d i t i o n a nd a s t a t e o f wonder o r amazement as w e l l as t h e 

s l e e p y c o n f u s i o n o f n a t u r e who i s o b l i v i o u s t o t h e e t e r n a l 

s o u r c e s o f h e r l i f e . Man who p e r c e i v e s t h e s c e n e i s "mazed" 

i n t h e s e n s e o f b e i n g c o n f u s e d ( c a u g h t i n a maze) i f he t a k e s 

t h e s e i m a g es f o r t h e i r e t e r n a l c o u n t e r p a r t s . I n t h e P l a t o n i c 

s e n s e , l i f e i s a dream f r o m w h i c h t h e d r e a m e r must e v e n t u a l l y 

awake. O n l y i f we c o n f u s e them w i t h u l t i m a t e r e a l i t i e s a r e 

t h e f l o w e r s t h a t b r e a k f r o m t i m e ' s f o r g e i n t h e f i n a l s t a n z a 

r i g h t f u l l y c a l l e d " d e c e p t i v e b l o s s o m s " ( I I I . 6 . 4 ) . 

W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e s t o d e v e l o p t h e i m a ges o f swan ("Swan 

o f t h e l i l y , " ( 1 . 5 . 4 ) ) , " r a i n b o w " ( 1 . 7 . 2 ) , and O r p h e u s and 

E u r y d i c e (who a r e now named e x p l i c i t l y ) t h a t we e x p l o r e d i n t h e 

p r e v i o u s " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems. H e r e S h a k e s p e a r e ' s O p h e l i a 
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j o i n s E u r y d i c e as a f e m a l e f i g u r e c l a i m e d by d e a t h and r e s u r ­

r e c t e d by t h e power o f l o v e ' s m u s i c ( p o e t r y ) . I n S e c t i o n One 

t h e s p e a k e r a s k s a s e r i e s o f q u e s t i o n s t h a t a t t e m p t t o p e n e ­

t r a t e t o t h e g e n e r a t i n g ( c a u s a l ) g r o u n d o f phenomena: "Where 

were t h e s e b o r n t h e n , n u r t u r e d o f t h e w h i t e l i g h t ? " ( 1 . 2 . 1 ) 

and "Where i s t h e y o u n g S p r i n g , c l u s t e r e d m y o s o t i s ? " He c o n t i n ­

u e s , a d d r e s s i n g f i r s t t h e r e a d e r and h e r e t h e r i v e r : 

S peak: what O p h e l i a l i e s among y o u r shadows? 
I s i t h e r m u s i c , o r i s i t E u r y d i c e 
Gone f r o m y o u r b a n k , f o r t h e r e a s p i r i t ' s a b s e n c e 
Wakens t h e m u s i c t h a t was h e a r d by O r p h e u s , 
L o s t , where t h e s t r e a m g l i d e s . (1.5) 

The i m p o r t o f t h i s p a s s a g e i s t h a t t h e a b s e n c e r a t h e r t h a n t h e 

p r e s e n c e o f b e a u t y ( E u r y d i c e o r O p h e l i a ) l e a d s man b a c k t o t h e 

h i d d e n , e t e r n a l w o r l d . I t i s d e a t h t h a t wakens " t h e m u s i c ... 

h e a r d by O r p h e u s . " E v e n i n a poem t h a t c e l e b r a t e s t h e b e a u t y 

o f t h e w o r l d we a r e r e m i n d e d t h a t we p r a i s e i t n o t o n l y f o r i t s 

i n t r i n s i c v a l u e , b u t b e c a u s e i t h i d e s and l e a d s on t o a n o t h e r 

b e a u t y . 

I n S e c t i o n Two o f t h e poem where W a t k i n s a g a i n a l l u d e s t o 

t h e m u s i c "known t o O r p h e u s " ( I I . 2 . 1 ) , he seems t o be e i t h e r 

c o n f u s i n g o r c o n s c i o u s l y c o n f l a t i n g t h e s t o r y o f O r p h e u s and 

E u r y d i c e w i t h t h a t o f t h e r a p e o f P e r s e p h o n e by Hades and h e r 

d e s c e n t i n t o t h e u n d e r w o r l d , f o r he s p e a k s o f 

J u n e f l o w e r s h i d i n g t h e f o o t p r i n t s o f E u r y d i c e 
S e i z e d by t h e d a r k k i n g . ( I I . 2 . 4 - 5 ) 

P e r s e p h o n e , whom W a t k i n s i n "The F i e l d " (BW, p. 14) r e f e r s t o 

as " t h a t w h i t e g i r l , by P l u t o ' s h a n d d e l a y e d , " was t a k e n i n t o 

t h e u n d e r w o r l d w h i l e g a t h e r i n g J u n e f l o w e r s . Y e t E u r y d i c e , 

c l e a r l y named h e r e , was k i l l e d by a s e r p e n t , and c o u l d e q u a l l y 
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be s a i d t o h a v e b e e n " S e i z e d by t h e d a r k k i n g . " The p o i n t , 

h o w e v e r , i s t h a t o n l y Orpheus ( " L e a n i n g a b o v e L e t h e , " i . e . , 

" f o r g e t f u l n e s s " ) c a n redeem b e a u t y , f o r he a l o n e h a s a c c e s s t o 

i t s e t e r n a l s o u r c e . The H e r a c l i t e a n image o f t h e f l y i n g s t r e a m 

( I I . 4 . 1 ) i s l i n k e d h e r e t o t h e s t r e a m i n t h e myth t h a t c a r r i e d 

t h e s i n g i n g h e a d o f Orpheus t o t h e s e a , a n e n d u r i n g s y m b o l o f 

t h e power o f p o e t r y t o o v e r c o m e d e a t h . W a t k i n s r e t u r n s t o t h e 

P l a t o n i c n o t i o n t h a t t h e s t r e a m o f t i m e i s b u t t h e r e f l e c t i o n 

o f a n e t e r n a l , more p e r m a n e n t o r d e r : 

T h e r e t h e s t r e a m f l i e s on t o i t s own b e g i n n i n g , 
S l i p s t h r o u g h t h e f r e s h b a n k s , woods o f t h e i r e s c a p i n g , 
L e a v i n g i n g l o r y p a t t e r n s o f a l o s t w o r l d , 
L e a v e s t h a t a r e shadows o f a d i f f e r e n t o r d e r , 
L i g h t , b o r n o f w h i t e l i g h t , b r o k e n by t h e wave's p l u n g e 

H e r e i n t o c o l o u r s . ( I I . 4 ) 

The r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e p h r a s e , "Ocean, k i n d l e r o f u s , mover and 

m o t h e r " ( 1 . 7 . 4 - 5 and I I . 5 . 1 ) , s e r v e s as a k i n d o f r e f r a i n , r e ­

m i n d i n g t h e a u d i e n c e o f t h e " i n c o n s t a n c y o f p a t t e r n " ( I I . 5 . 3 ) 

i n t i m e . Y e t a t a h i g h e r l e v e l t h e o c e a n as "mover" i s a sym­

b o l o f a n e v e r e n d u r i n g g e n e r a t i v e power a k i n t o A r i s t o t l e ' s 

" P r i m e M o v e r , " a f i n a l c a u s e . b e h i n d phenomena. As i n 

t h e T a l i e s i n poems, t h e o c e a n i s c a p a b l e o f r e p r e s e n t i n g e i t h e r 

m u t a b i l i t y o r e t e r n i t y d e p e n d i n g u p o n t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f t h e 

b e h o l d e r . 

The P l a t o n i c c o n c e p t s and l a n g u a g e r e a c h a c r e s c e n d o i n 

S e c t i o n T h r e e where W a t k i n s makes h i s c e n t r a l p o i n t — " A l l t h a t 

i s made h e r e h i d e s a n o t h e r m a k i n g . . . . " ( I I I . 3 . 1 ) . As i n 

P l a t o ' s d o c t r i n e o f r e c o l l e c t i o n o r " a n a m n e s i s " d e s c r i b e d i n 

t h e P h a e d o , t h e s o u l ' s w a k i n g i n t o t i m e e n t a i l s a f o r g e t f u l n e s s 

o f e t e r n i t y . 
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W a k i n g e n t r a n c e d , we c a n n o t s e e t h a t o t h e r 
O r d e r o f c o l o u r s m o v i n g i n t h e w h i t e l i g h t . 
Time i s f o r us t r a n s f i g u r e d i n t o c o l o u r s 
Known a n d remembered f r o m a n e a r l i e r summer, 
Or i n t o b r e a k e r s ( I I I . 5 . 1 - 2 ) 

The " o t h e r / O r d e r o f c o l o u r s " i s t h a t o f t h e a r c h e t y p e s , t h e 

e t e r n a l F o r m s , and t h e " o t h e r m a k i n g " c a n be l i k e n e d t o t h a t o f 

P l a t o ' s " A r t i f i c e r " i n The Timae u s who m o d e l l e d t h e w o r l d on 

t h e p a t t e r n o f i t s e t e r n a l c o u n t e r p a r t . I n a c o m p l e m e n t a r y 

poem, " B i s h o p s t o n S t r e a m " (A, p. 7 1 ) , W a t k i n s s p e a k s i n s i m i l a r 

t e r m s o f a n u n d e r g r o u n d o r " s e c o n d s t r e a m " h i d d e n b e h i n d t h e 

t a n g i b l e o n e. 

A l w a y s a g a i n s t y o u r s o u n d t h e r e i s a s e c o n d r i v e r 
S p e a k s , by i t s s i l e n c e . 

I f God i s a n a r t i f i c e r o r "maker" i n W a t k i n s ' t h i n k i n g , t h e n 

man made i n h i s image i s i n h e r e n t l y c r e a t i v e . Hence t h e i m p o r ­

t a n c e o f O r p h e u s as t h e f i g u r e o f t h e p o e t i n t h e s e q u e n c e . 

I w i s h t o p o i n t o u t a f i n a l i m p o r t a n t p a s s a g e f r o m The 

" F i r s t E n n e a d " ( " S i x t h T r a c t a t e , " "On B e a u t y " ) t h a t seems t o 

ha v e i n f o r m e d W a t k i n s ' u s e o f t h e s y m b o l i s m o f f i r e ( l i g h t , 

h e a t ) and c o l o u r i n " D r a g o n f o i l " e s p e c i a l l y . H e r e P l o t i n u s 

a r g u e s by a n a l o g y t h a t c o l o u r s a r e a r e f r a c t i o n o f t h e Supreme 

L i g h t i n t h e same way t h a t m u s i c i s a r e f r a c t i o n o f t h e " u n ­

h e a r d h a r m o n i e s . " T h i s i n e s s e n c e i s t h e a n a l o g y u n d e r l y i n g 

W a t k i n s ' poem: 

The b e a u t y o f c o l o u r i s a l s o t h e outcome o f a 
u n i f i c a t i o n : i t d e r i v e s f r o m s h a p e , f r o m t h e c o n q u e s t 
o f t h e d a r k n e s s i n h e r e n t i n M a t t e r by t h e p o u r i n g - i n 
o f l i g h t , t h e u n e m b o d i e d , w h i c h i s a R a t i o n a l - P r i n c i p l e 
and a n I d e a l - F o r m . 
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Hence i t i s t h a t F i r e i t s e l f i s s p l e n d i d beyond 
a l l m a t e r i a l b o d i e s , h o l d i n g t h e r a n k o f I d e a l - P r i n c i p l e 
t o t h e o t h e r e l e m e n t s , making e v e r upwards, t h e s u b t l e s t 
and s p r i g h t l i e s t o f a l l b o d i e s , as v e r y n e a r t o t h e u n -
embodied; i t s e l f a l o n e a d m i t t i n g no o t h e r , a l l t h e 
o t h e r s p e n e t r a t e d by i t : f o r t h e y t a k e warmth b u t t h i s 
i s n e v e r c o l d ; i t has c o l o u r p r i m a l l y ; t h e y r e c e i v e t h e 
Form o f c o l o u r f r o m i t : h ence t h e s p l e n d o u r o f i t s 
l i g h t , t h e s p l e n d o u r t h a t b e l o n g s t o t h e I d e a . And a l l 
t h a t has r e s i s t e d and i s b u t u n c e r t a i n l y h e l d by i t s 
l i g h t r e m a i n s o u t s i d e o f b e a u t y , as n o t h a v i n g a b s o r b e d 
t h e p l e n i t u d e o f t h e Form o f c o l o u r . 

And h a r m o n i e s u n h e a r d i n sound c r e a t e t h e h a r m o n i e s 
we h e a r and wake t h e S o u l t o t h e c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f b e a u t y , 
showing i t t h e one e s s e n c e i n a n o t h e r k i n d : f o r t h e 
measures o f o u r s e n s i b l e m u s i c a r e n o t a r b i t r a r y b u t a r e 
d e t e r m i n e d by t h e P r i n c i p l e whose l a b o u r i s t o d o m i n a t e 
M a t t e r and b r i n g p a t t e r n i n t o b e i n g . ^ 

I n e v a l u a t i n g W a t k i n s ' u s e o f P l a t o n i c i d e a s , i t i s n e c e s ­

s a r y t o r e a l i z e t h a t he was h i g h l y c r i t i c a l o f c e r t a i n a s p e c t s 

o f P l a t o n i s m . " L i g h t n i n g and t h e C i t y , " a p o s t h u m o u s l y pub­

l i s h e d poem f r o m U n c o l l e c t e d Poems, f o r example, r e j e c t s 

P l a t o ' s i d e a l c i t y as d e s c r i b e d i n The R e p u b l i c and t h e Laws 

f o r t h e A u g u s t i n i a n " C i t y o f God" i n w h i c h f o r g i v e n e s s r a t h e r 

t h a n j u s t i c e i s t h e supreme p r i n c i p l e . The "he" o f t h e f o l l o w ­

i n g l i n e s i s t h e C h r i s t i a n e x i s t e n t i a l p h i l o s o p h e r , K i e r k e ­

g a a r d . 

He l o o k e d a t P l a t o ' s c i t y and i t s w a l l . 
He knew t h e laws w h i c h made t h a t c i t y s t a n d , 
And saw w i t h i n them what w o u l d make i t f a l l , 
A n o t h e r c i t y , g r e a t e r t h a n he p l a n n e d . 

Goodness was n o t enough. Though S o c r a t e s 
P u l l e d a l l t o i r o n y ' s h e r o i c g r o u n d 
And p u t t h e q u e s t i o n K i e r k e g a a r d would s e i z e , 
The p e r f e c t answer had n o t y e t been f o u n d . 

And i n an e a r l y v e r s i o n o f a s h o r t poem l a t e r p u b l i s h e d i n F, 

"The S t a y e r s , " W a t k i n s a t t a c k s P l a t o f o r h i s r e j e c t i o n o f t h e 

p o e t i n The R e p u b l i c (Book X) as a m i m e t i c a r t i s t t h r e e t i m e s 
32 

removed f r o m u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y . W a t k i n s w r i t e s , 
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O t h e r s m i g r a t e t o h e a v e n f r o m d o u b t , 
But e a r t h needs h e r o e s f o r h e r own. 
I'd n o t , l i k e P l a t o , keep them o u t , 
But l e a v e them t i l l t h e r e s t have f l o w n . ^ 

I n t h i s humorous, e p i g r a m m a t i c mood, W a t k i n s d e f e n d s t h e a r t i s t 

a g a i n s t t h e p h i l o s o p h e r . J a n e McCormick, who knew t h e p o e t 

p e r s o n a l l y , commented t h a t he 

....was f o n d o f r e m a r k i n g t h a t e v e n t u a l l y a l l men, i n ­
c l u d i n g P l a t o , would have t o become p o e t s b e f o r e t h e 
C i t y was c o m p l e t e . ^ 

One c o u l d a r g u e , however, t h a t W a t k i n s r e c o g n i z e s t h e more 

m y s t i c a l P l a t o (whose r e a s o n i s f u l l y i n t e g r a t e d w i t h h i s p o e t i c 

i n t u i t i o n s ) as a t r u e p o e t i n h i s use o f myth and i n t h e e v o c a t i v e 

power o f h i s s y m b o l s . P l a t o ' s i d e a s on t h e d i v i n e madness o f 

t h e p o e t and t h e a r c h e t y p a l w o r l d o f forms as e x p r e s s e d i n works 

l i k e The T i m a e u s , I o n , P h a e d r u s , Phaedo and The R e p u b l i c would 

have i m p r e s s e d W a t k i n s b o t h t h r o u g h o r i g i n a l s o u r c e s i n P l a t o 

and as f i l t e r e d t h r o u g h t h e E n g l i s h p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n by w r i t e r s 

l i k e S p e n s e r , M i l t o n , S h e l l e y and Wordsworth. I t i s t h e more 

s e e m i n g l y " r a t i o n a l i s t i c " P l a t o who b a n i s h e s t h e p o e t f r o m h i s 

i d e a l s t a t e on m o r a l and l o g i c a l g r o u nds i n Book X o f The R e p u b l i c 

t h a t W a t k i n s c o u l d n o t a c c e p t . But even i n The R e p u b l i c P l a t o 

a c c e p t s p o e t s who s i n g s a c r e d odes and hymns. W a t k i n s i s i n 

s u b s t a n t i a l harmony w i t h him on most o f h i s m a j o r i d e a s . 

We have s e e n t h a t W a t k i n s 1 u s e o f P l a t o n i c and N e o p l a t o n i c 

i d e a s i s complex. He i s n o t a P l a t o n i s t i n t h e s e n s e t h a t 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e One e n t a i l s a r e j e c t i o n o r d e v a l u a t i o n o f 

t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r . H i s i s a P l a t o n i c c a s t o f mind t h a t l o o k s 

beyond t h e p h y s i c a l w o r l d , but i s tempered by an i n c a r n a t i o n a l 

s e n s e o f t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f n a t u r e redeemed by v i s i o n , 

and t i m e d e f e a t e d . W i l l i a m R a l p h Inge i n The P l a t o n i c 
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T r a d i t i o n i n E n g l i s h R e l i g i o u s T h o u g h t and P a u l K r i s t e l l e r i n 

The C l a s s i c s and R e n a i s s a n c e T h o u g h t h a v e b o t h p o i n t e d o u t 

r i g h t l y t h a t P l a t o n i s m h a s b e e n an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f C h r i s t i a n -
35 

i t y as a h i s t o r i c a l r e l i g i o n f r o m i t s b e g i n n i n g s . W a t k i n s 

d i d n o t h a v e t o f o r g e a s y n t h e s i s i n a h i s t o r i c a l vacuum, b u t 

s t e p p e d e a s i l y i n t o a n a l r e a d y e x i s t i n g t r a d i t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n -

P l a t o n i c i d e a s t h a t c a n be t r a c e d f r o m t h e e a r l y C h u r c h f a t h e r s , 

C l e m e n t and O r i g e n , on t o t h e o l o g i a n s and p h i l o s o p h e r s l i k e 

B o e t h i u s and A u g u s t i n e , up t o t h e R e n a i s s a n c e P l a t o n i s t s o f t h e 

F l o r e n t i n e s c h o o l , M a r s i l i o F i c i n o and P i c o d e l l a M i r a n d o l a , 

a n d b e y o n d t o t h e C a m b r i d g e P l a t o n i s t s i n s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

E n g l a n d . The C h r i s t i a n - P l a t o n i c s t r e a m o f i d e a s a f f e c t e d a r t ­

i s t s as d i v e r s e as D a n t e , B o t t i c e l l i , M i c h e l a n g e l o , R a p h a e l and 

M i l t o n . I t i s n o t a b l e t h a t t h e f i v e a r t i s t s j u s t m e n t i o n e d a r e 

p r e s e n t i n v a r i o u s c o n t e x t s t h r o u g h o u t W a t k i n s ' w o r k . As I 

h a v e a r g u e d e a r l i e r , h i s j u x t a p o s i t i o n s o f C h r i s t i a n and p a g a n 

i m a g e r y f i n d t h e i r a n a l o g u e s i n M e d i e v a l and R e n a i s s a n c e p o e t r y 

and p a i n t i n g . I n "The T u r n i n g o f t h e S t a r s , " W a t k i n s t u r n s t o 

t h e w o r l d o f R e n a i s s a n c e p a i n t i n g f o r h i s i m a g e r y : 
So l o v e d e s c e n d s : t h e s t a r w h i c h b l o t s o u t h e a v e n 
Moves i n t h e m o r n i n g o f o u r m a k i n g h a n d s . 
Where R a p h a e l ' s h e a v e n s p r o j e c t 
On M a r y ' s d r e a d 

The i n f a n t C h r i s t , a h a l o r o u n d H i s h e a d . . . . (DB, pp. 24-5) 

I n e v a l u a t i n g W a t k i n s ' u s e o f P l o t i n u s , i t i s w o r t h remem­

b e r i n g t h a t t h e i d e a s o f t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n and n o n - C h r i s t i a n 

N e o p l a t o n i s t s w e re l a t e r i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e m a i n s t r e a m o f 

C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g y . T h e r e f o r e we a r e d e a l i n g w i t h a 

t r a d i t i o n i n w h i c h s y n t h e s i s and a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t h e norm. 
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I n W a t k i n s ' w o r k , h o w e v e r , i t i s v a i n t o l o o k f o r a c o n s i s t e n t 

and c o h e r e n t l y a r t i c u l a t e d s y s t e m o f i d e a s . One f i n d s i n s t e a d , 

a p o e t ' s s e n s i t i v e s e l e c t i o n o f u s a b l e i m a g e s and i d e a s o u t o f 

w h i c h he c o n s t r u c t s h i s own r i c h t a p e s t r y . I n " W h i t e B l o s s o m " 

W a t k i n s s e t s up a d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n t i m e a nd e t e r n i t y , n a t u r e 

and t h e i d e a l f o r m s o f n a t u r e w h i c h he r e s o l v e s t o a c e r t a i n 

e x t e n t i n "The B l o s s o m S c a t t e r e d " and " D r a g o n f o i l . " I n t h e s e 

poems and t h r o u g h o u t h i s w o r k , he seems t o e q u i v o c a t e b e t w e e n 

two p e r s p e c t i v e s — o n e w h i c h s e e s n a t u r e as a mere r e p l i c a v e i l ­

i n g a more a u t h e n t i c o r d e r b e y o n d , and a n o t h e r w h i c h v i e w s i t 

on a c o n t i n u u m w i t h u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y a n d as a r e v e l a t i o n o f 

e t e r n i t y . To s a y t h a t t h e two p e r s p e c t i v e s a r e c o n t r a d i c t o r y 

i s t o m i s s t h e p o i n t , h o w e v e r . F o r W a t k i n s i s n o t a i m i n g a t 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l c o n s i s t e n c y , b u t i s p r e s e n t i n g w i t h a p o e t ' s e y e 

v a r i o u s ways i n w h i c h t h e m i n d c a n v i e w a c o m p l e x and m u l t i ­

d i m e n s i o n a l r e a l i t y . A t t i m e s he s t r e s s e s t h e s e v e r a n c e b e ­

t w e e n t h e two w o r l d s , a nd a t t i m e s t h e i r u l t i m a t e u n i t y . 

L i k e B l a k e , W a t k i n s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e d e f e a t o f t i m e 

t h r o u g h t h e r a i s i n g o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s (by means o f t h e I m a g i n a ­

t i o n ) t o a w a r e n e s s o f t h e e t e r n a l i n and t h r o u g h t i m e . N a t u r e , 

as we h a v e s e e n i n t h e poems, i s n o t a f i n a l t e r m , b u t s e r v e s 

as a n a g e n t b y w h i c h man c a n s e e b e y o n d i t ( o r f r o m a n o t h e r 

p e r s p e c t i v e , w i t h i n i t ) t o t h a t " o t h e r o r d e r o f c o l o u r s . " H i s 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f t i m e ' s v a l u e a p p r o x i m a t e s t h a t o f t h e l a t e r 

E l i o t i n t h e F o u r Q u a r t e t s when he w r i t e s i n " B u r n t N o r t o n , " 
3 6 

" O n l y t h r o u g h t i m e t i m e i s c o n q u e r e d . " I n W a t k i n s ' u s e o f 

t h e e c s t a t i c moment, b o t h i n t h e s e poems and e l s e w h e r e , he i m ­

p l i e s t h a t man i s c a p a b l e o f s e e i n g " o r i g i n a l w h i t e , " s p e a k i n g 
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o f i t e f f e c t i v e l y and g r a s p i n g t h e h i d d e n g l o r y b e h i n d t h e 

a p p e a r a n c e s o f n a t u r e . 

The " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems h e l p t o answer t h e q u e s t i o n 

r a i s e d i n t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n — " W h a t k i n d o f r e l i g i o u s p o e t i s 

W a t k i n s ? " P h i l o s o p h i c a l l y a t l e a s t , t h e poems f i g u r e f o r t h an 

e t e r n a l o r d e r and s u g g e s t t h a t t h e b u s i n e s s o f t h e p o e t o r a r t ­

i s t who r e c e i v e s g l i m p s e s o f i t i n e p i p h a n i c moments i s t o r e ­

v e a l i t i n h i s a r t and so h e l p t o b u i l d t h e C i t y o f God on 

e a r t h . By so d o i n g , he i s i m i t a t i n g t h e u l t i m a t e A r t i f i c e r , 

God. F o r W a t k i n s , t h e C h r i s t i a n p a t t e r n o f d e a t h and r e s u r r e c ­

t i o n i s t h e u l t i m a t e and u n i v e r s a l p a r a d i g m by w h i c h man c a n 

r e l a t e h i m s e l f t o e t e r n i t y w h i l e i n t i m e ; and t h e m e d i a t i o n o f 

C h r i s t ( t h e N a z a r e n e o f t h e poems) i s t h e means by w h i c h i t i s 

p o s s i b l e f o r man t o r e c e i v e and s u s t a i n c o n t a c t w i t h t h a t w h i c h 

i s p r i m a l o r o r i g i n a l l y p u r e i n h i m s e l f and i n n a t u r e . I n t h e 

w o r l d o f W a t k i n s ' poems, however, t h e l a t t e r i s a m a t t e r o f 

d i r e c t e x p e r i e n c e r a t h e r t h a n d o c t r i n a i r e a s s e r t i o n . I n t h e 

C h r i s t i a n - P l a t o n i c poem, "The R e p l i c a , " C h r i s t (and by i m p l i c a ­

t i o n e v e r y i n f a n t ) becomes t h e t e m p o r a l embodiment o f t h e P l a ­

t o n i c a r c h e t y p e o f h e a v e n l y L o v e : 

Y e t t o man a l o n e , 
Moving i n t i m e , b i r t h g i v e s a t i m e l e s s movement.... 

T h e r e s h i n e s t h e one s c e n e w o r t h y o f h i s t e a r s , 
F o r i n t h a t d a r k t h e g r e a t e s t l i g h t was b o r n 
Which, i f man s e e s , t h e n t i m e i s o v e r t h r o w n . 
And a f t e r w a r d s a l l a c t s a r e q u a l i f i e d 
By knowledge o f t h a t i n t e r v a l o f g l o r y . 
M u s i c f r o m h e a v e n , t h e i n c o m p a r a b l e g i f t 
Of God t o man, i n e v e r y i n f a n t ' s eyes 
T h a t v i s i o n w h i c h i s i c h o r t o t h e s o u l 
T r a n s m i t t e d t h e r e by l i g h t n i n g m a j e s t y , 
The r e p l i c a , r e b o r n o f C h r i s t i a n l o v e . 
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The q u e s t i o n o f how man's r e l a t i o n t o God o r C h r i s t i s worked 

ou t i n a l i f e o f what E l i o t i n "The Dry S a l v a g e s " c a l l s " p r a y e r , 
37 

o b s e r v a n c e , d i s c i p l i n e , t h o u g h t and a c t i o n , " w i l l be t a k e n up 

l a t e r i n C h a p t e r IV where I s h a l l be e x a m i n i n g some o f t h e poems 

i n w h i c h W a t k i n s most r e s e m b l e s h i s s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p r e d e ­

c e s s o r s , t h e M e t a p h y s i c a l s , Donne, H e r b e r t , Vaughan and T r a -

h e r n e . 
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CHAPTER I I I 

THE STRICTER MUSE: 

POETIC FORM AND THE METAPHYSICAL VISION 
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C h a p t e r I I I 

The S t r i c t e r Muse: 

P o e t i c Form and t h e M e t a p h y s i c a l V i s i o n 

P a r t I : P o e t i c T h e o r y 

" F o r i t i s t h e ' f o r m ' and n o t ' c o n t e n t ' t h a t 
i s t h e c h i e f a n x i e t y & r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f t h e 
a r t i s t on t h e j o b . " ( D a v i d J o n e s , F r o m L e t t e r s  
t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 62) 

W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y h a s b e e n p r a i s e d f o r i t s t e c h n i c a l c o n t r o l 

and m a s t e r y o f a w i d e v a r i e t y o f v e r s e f o r m s . J o h n H e a t h -

S t u b b s i n a 1950 i s s u e o f t h e P o e t r y Q u a r t e r l y n o t e s t h a t Wat­

k i n s p r e s e r v e s "a t r a d i t i o n a l l y p o e t i c manner, w h i c h i s , a t t h e 

same t i m e , n e v e r s t i l t e d , n o r , i n t h e b a d s e n s e a r t i f i c i a l o r 

c o n v e n t i o n a l . H i s v e r s e i s a l w a y s f o r m a l , and i n g e n e r a l , c a r e ­

f u l l y rhymed."''" James D i c k e y h a s w r i t t e n o f W a t k i n s ' " s t r i c t 

a n d c o m p r e s s e d " m u s i c w i t h i t s " s e n s e o f v a s t f o r c e s b e i n g h e l d 
2 

j u s t as p o w e r f u l l y i n o r d e r . " T. S. E l i o t ' s e a r l y r e c o g n i t i o n 

p r o b a b l y h a d t o do w i t h h i s a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e f o r m a l , h i e r ­

a t i c and t r a d i t i o n a l n a t u r e o f W a t k i n s ' v e r s e . And e v e n one o f 

W a t k i n s ' more s e v e r e c r i t i c s i n W a l e s , R o l a n d M a t h i a s , who h a s 

a r g u e d t h a t W a t k i n s ' c o n s i d e r a b l e f a c i l i t y w i t h l a n g u a g e o f t e n 

a l l o w s t h e m u s i c o f t h e l i n e t o o v e r r i d e t h e m e a n i n g , has 

s t a t e d t h a t , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s i s , w i t h t h e p r o b a b l e e x c e p t i o n o f 
3 

T. S. E l i o t , t h e g r e a t e s t m a s t e r o f f o r m i n modern p o e t r y . " 

B e f o r e t u r n i n g t o a d d r e s s t h e q u e s t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r l i t e r a r y 

i n f l u e n c e s on W a t k i n s ' w o r k , I w i s h t o p a u s e i n t h i s c h a p t e r t o 

c o n s i d e r what g r o u n d e x i s t s i n t h e t e c h n i c a l r a n g e o f t h e poems 

f o r s u c h h i g h c r i t i c a l a s s e s s m e n t , and t o a r g u e t h a t W a t k i n s ' 
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i d e a s o f p o e t r y as a r e l i g i o u s a c t and o f t h e p o e t as a d i v i n e ­

l y i n s p i r e d c r a f t s m a n t i e c l o s e l y t o h i s p r e f e r e n c e f o r a f o r ­

m a l , h i e r a t i c and t i g h t l y - c r a f t e d v e r s e . The i n t e n s e l y meta­

p h y s i c a l b a s i s o f h i s v i s i o n ( w h i c h we have s e e n e x p r e s s e d i n 

t h e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems) n o t o n l y g i v e s u n i t y and c o h e r ­

ence t o h i s s e e m i n g l y d i f f u s e p r o s e comments, b u t e x p l a i n s why 

he c h o s e an i n t r i c a t e , a l m o s t l i t u r g i c a l s t y l e c l o s e r t o t h a t 

o f t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y M e t a p h y s i c a l s t h a n t o t h a t o f most 

o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s and immediate p r e d e c e s s o r s . I w i s h t o 

d e m o n s t r a t e h e r e t h a t t h e f o r m a l q u a l i t i e s o f h i s v e r s e so a d ­

m i r e d by E l i o t and o t h e r s a r e n o t m e r e l y a m a t t e r o f p e r s o n a l 

t a s t e , b u t e v o l v e d e d u c t i v e l y o u t o f h i s r e l i g i o u s and meta­

p h y s i c a l p r i n c i p l e s and c o n c e r n s . 

In i n v e s t i g a t i n g t h e r e l a t i o n between f o r m and c o n t e n t i n 

W a t k i n s ' work, i t i s my i n t e n t i o n i n t h e f i r s t p a r t o f t h e 

c h a p t e r t o s u r v e y some o f h i s s t a t e m e n t s a b o u t t h e n a t u r e and 

f u n c t i o n o f p o e t r y as d e v e l o p e d i n h i s s c a t t e r e d p r o s e w r i t i n g s , 

and t o r e l a t e them t o h i s p o e t i c p r a c t i c e . B r i e f l y , t h e s e c o n ­

s i s t o f h i s s e n s e o f a c r e a t i v e t e n s i o n between p a t t e r n and 

s p i r i t and t h e way i n w h i c h t h e p o e t w r i t e s t o a "Muse," t h e 

i m p o r t a n c e o f c a r e f u l l y c r a f t e d and r e v i s e d v e r s e , t h e n e c e s ­

s i t y o f m u s i c a l i t y and l o f t y , sometimes a r t i f i c i a l d i c t i o n , and 

h i s d e f e n s e o f t r a d i t i o n and t h e p o e t s o f t h e p a s t . I n t h e 

s e c o n d p a r t , I s h a l l be e x a m i n i n g W a t k i n s ' u s e o f t r a d i t i o n a l 

f o rms i n t h e poems t h e m s e l v e s i n l i g h t o f h i s own s t a t e m e n t i n 

"The J o y o f C r e a t i o n " t h a t "The m i r a c u l o u s moment o f c o m p o s i -
4 

t i o n o c c u r s where t r a d i t i o n and i n n o v a t i o n meet." 
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A b r i e f s u r v e y o f W a t k i n s ' work r e v e a l s h i m t o be a 

s k i l l e d v e r s i f i e r i n t h e f o r m s o f t h e s o n n e t ( m a i n l y P e t r a r c h a n 

and S h a k e s p e a r e a n ) , t h e o d e , and t h e t r a d i t i o n a l b a l l a d . " ' He 

has w r i t t e n a number o f e l e g i e s t o D y l a n Thomas and o t h e r s , as 

w e l l as poems i n a g e n e r a l l y e l e g i a c mode l a m e n t i n g t h e l o s s o f 

c h i l d h o o d o r t h e p a s t . He a l s o t r i e d h i s h a n d a t c l a s s i c a l 

q u a n t i t a t i v e m e a s u r e s i n c l u d i n g H o r a t i a n A l c a i c s ( p r o b a b l y d e ­

r i v e d f r o m h i s s t u d y o f H o l d e r l i n ) , S a p p h i c s , and G r e e k h e x a ­

m e t e r s , and l i k e h i s f r i e n d D y l a n Thomas, has w r i t t e n i n F r e n c h 

f o r m s l i k e t h e v i l l a n e l l e ( s e e " V i l l a n e l l e " i n BW, p. 2 7 ) . He 

h a s n o t o n l y t r a n s l a t e d l o n g s e c t i o n s o f D a n t e ' s D i v i n e Comedy 

i n t e r z a r i m a , b u t a t t e m p t e d t o r e c r e a t e t h e f o r m i n E n g l i s h i n 

a t l e a s t s i x o f h i s own poems. And l i k e h i s p r e d e c e s s o r , 

G e r a r d M a n l e y H o p k i n s , he h a s a l s o t u r n e d t o t h e W e l s h t r a d i ­

t i o n t o e x p l o r e t h e " e n g l y n i o n " ( s e e " E n g l y n " i n F, p. 5 1 ) , and 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a r e f l e c t i o n i n E n g l i s h o f t h e c o m p l i c a t e d 

a s s o n a n c e s and i n t e r n a l rhymes o f " c y n g h a n e d d , " a W e l s h t e r m 

m e a n i n g "harmony" u s e d t o d e s c r i b e t h e c o m p l e x e c h o i n g o f c o n ­

s o n a n t a l and v o w e l s ounds i n t r a d i t i o n a l W e l s h p o e t r y . I s h a l l 

be c o n s i d e r i n g h i s u s e o f W e l s h f o r m s b r i e f l y i n P a r t I I . 

B e f o r e p r o c e e d i n g , i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o l o o k b r i e f l y a t 

W a t k i n s ' r e l a t i o n t o h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s and t o some o f t h e 

p o e t i c movements o f h i s t i m e . From t h e d a t e o f h i s e a r l y 

a p p e a r a n c e i n t h e a n t h o l o g y , The W h i t e Horseman ( 1 9 4 1 ) , e d i t e d 

b y J . F. H e n d r y and H e n r y T r e e c e , w h i c h a s s o c i a t e d h i m f l e e t -

i n g l y w i t h t h e movement known as " t h e New A p o c a l y p s e , " W a t k i n s 

s t o o d a p a r t f r o m t h e s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l w r i t i n g o f t h e p o e t s o f 
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t h e t h i r t i e s l i k e Auden, Sp e n d e r and C. Day L e w i s . The t e n d e n c y 

o f t h a t e r a was t o r e j e c t a s e n s e o f m y s t e r y i n p o e t r y , t o t u r n 

t o F r e u d i n p s y c h o l o g y , and t o a d v o c a t e a more p o l i t i c a l l y r e ­

s p o n s i v e v e r s e . I n c o n t r a s t , W a t k i n s ' p o e t i c d e v e l o p m e n t was 

t o move him c l o s e r t o p o e t s l i k e W. B. Y e a t s , D y l a n Thomas, 

K a t h l e e n R a i n e , Edwin M u i r , Norman M a c C a i g , George B a r k e r , 

D a v i d G a s c o y n e and D a v i d J o n e s who, i n t h e f a c e o f what t h e y 

p e r c e i v e d as t h e i n c r e a s i n g l y m a t e r i a l i s t i c b i a s o f t h e age, 

r e t u r n e d t o myth as a s o u r c e o f p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n , t e n d i n g t o 

r e j e c t an o v e r t l y p o l i t i c a l v e r s e i n f a v o r o f a p o e t r y o f r e ­

l i g i o u s o r h e i g h t e n e d s y m b o l i c v i s i o n . I n C h a p t e r V, I s h a l l 

be e x a m i n i n g more c l o s e l y t h e i m p a c t o f Thomas and Y e a t s on 

W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y , two p o s s i b l e e x c e p t i o n s t o W a t k i n s ' maxim 

t h a t , "A t r u e s t y l e c a n n o t be l e a r n t f r o m c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . " 7 

Y e t W a t k i n s ' i n s i s t e n t r e j e c t i o n o f c o n t e m p o r a r y i n f l u e n c e i n 

h i s p r o s e , c o u p l e d w i t h t h e k i n d o f p o e t r y he w r i t e s , a g a i n 

f o r c e s us t o l o o k beyond t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y s c e n e f o r h i s d e e p e s t 

r o o t s . I n s p i t e o f t h e g r o u n d t h e y s h a r e w i t h W a t k i n s , some o f 

t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d a n t i - m a t e r i a l i s t i c and m y t h i c p o e t s c a n be 

c a l l e d " r e l i g i o u s " o n l y i n t h e b r o a d e s t s e n s e o f t h e te r m , t h a t 

i s , i n h a v i n g a g e n e r a l i z e d s e n s e o f p o e t r y as a s a c r e d and 

s a c r a l i z i n g a c t . W a t k i n s , I would a r g u e , i s a r e l i g i o u s p o e t 

b o t h i n t h e l a r g e r s e n s e and i n t h e more t r a d i t i o n a l , r e s t r i c ­

t i v e s e n s e o f one who i s d e a l i n g o v e r t l y w i t h t h e p r e s e n c e o f a 

superhuman r e a l i t y (God) and man's m o r a l , p s y c h o l o g i c a l , p r a c ­

t i c a l and s p i r i t u a l r e l a t i o n t o him. 

W a t k i n s ' r e l i g i o u s - m y t h o l o g i c a l v i s i o n s t a n d s i n c l e a r 

c o n t r a s t t o t h e t o u g h e r , more i r o n i c p o e t r y t h a t d e v e l o p e d i n 
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t h e f i f t i e s , h e r a l d e d by a n t h o l o g i e s l i k e t h e New L i n e s , e d i t e d 

by R o b e r t C o n q u e s t i n 1956, and i n d e b t e d t o t h e c r i t i c i s m o f 

F. R. L e a v i s . The p o e t s who emerged f r o m t h i s movement, l i k e 

P h i l i p L a r k i n a nd W i l l i a m Empson, b r o u g h t n o t o n l y a d r y e r , 

more i r o n i c s t y l e a n d s i n e w y t e x t u r e t o t h e i r v e r s e , b u t a 

s t r i c t e r s e n s e o f f o r m , c h a l l e n g i n g what J o h n P r e s s c a l l s i n 

" E n g l i s h V e r s e S i n c e 1 9 4 5 " " i n f l a t e d r h e t o r i c " and " l o o s e emo-
g 

t i o n a l g e s t u r e s . " They r e j e c t e d a l o f t y p o e t i c d i c t i o n a n d 

e x a l t e d t o n e as p a r t o f a n a t t e n u a t e d R o m a n t i c i s m , and w i t h 

t h e s e q u a l i t i e s , t h e s e n s e o f t h e p o e t as a n i n s t r u m e n t o f 

h i g h e r ( s u p r a r a t i o n a l ) p o w e r s . 

O n l y i n a d v e r t e n t l y i s W a t k i n s i n l i n e w i t h what P r e s s h a s 
9 

c a l l e d a new " r a t i o n a l c o n s e r v a t i s m " i n v e r s e t e c h n i q u e , a 

f o c u s g e n e r a t e d i n t h e f i f t i e s and c a r r i e d on i n t o t h e s i x t i e s 

by c r i t i c s l i k e D o n a l d D a v i e i n h i s P u r i t y o f D i c t i o n i n E n ­

g l i s h V e r s e (New Y o r k : S c h o c k e n B o o k s , 1967) and A r t i c u l a t e  

E n e r g y , ( R o u t l e d g e & K egan P a u l , 1976) and H a r v e y G r o s s i n h i s 

Sound and Form i n Modern P o e t r y (Ann A r b o r : U n i v e r s i t y o f 

M i c h i g a n P r e s s , 1 9 6 5 ) . I n t h e l a t t e r w o r k , G r o s s ' s comment on 

t h e f i f t i e s p o e t s a t f i r s t seems a p p l i c a b l e t o W a t k i n s : 
. . . . t h e p o e t s o f t h e l a t e f i f t i e s h a v e shown a n a l m o s t 
r e l i g i o u s d e v o t i o n t o i a m b i c p e n t a m e t e r , i n t r i c a t e 
s t a n z a s , and c l o s e f o r m a l a r r a n g e m e n t s . 

Y e t I w o u l d a r g u e a g a i n t h a t t h e s t r i c t s t y l i s t i c f o r m a l i s m 

W a t k i n s s h a r e s w i t h t h e f i f t i e s p o e t s i s no more t h a n c o i n c i ­

d e n t a l . Not o n l y d i d he c o n s c i o u s l y s e p a r a t e h i m s e l f f r o m t h e 

l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y o f h i s t i m e by l i v i n g i n r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n 

on t h e Gower, and by s p e a k i n g o u t a g a i n s t what he saw as t h e 

m a t e r i a l i s t i c t r e n d s o f much modern c r i t i c i s m ( e . g . , t h e "New 
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C r i t i c s " ) , b u t t h e c o n t e n t o f h i s v e r s e i s d i s t i n c t i n i t s s p e ­

c i f i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o u s o r i e n t a t i o n . W i l l i a m Empson, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , a s t u d e n t o f I . A. R i c h a r d s and W a t k i n s ' c o n t e m p o r a r y 

a t C a m b r i d g e , a l s o w r o u g h t i n t r i c a t e , f o r m a l v e r s e , b u t j o i n e d 

h i s t i g h t e r m e a s u r e s t o a n i n t e l l e c t u a l s c e p t i c i s m a n d r a t i o n a l 

o b s e r v a t i o n a l i e n t o W a t k i n s ' s e n s i b i l i t y as a C h r i s t i a n p o e t . 

We r e c a l l t h a t W a t k i n s l e f t M a g d a l e n e C o l l e g e a t C a m b r i d g e i n 

1925 o u t o f a s e n s e o f i t s h o s t i l i t y ( a t t h a t t i m e ) t o t h e po­

e t i c m i n d , i t s t e n d e n c y t o w a r d a c r i t i c a l r a t i o n a l i s m a n d a n 

e m p i r i c a l p h i l o s o p h i c a l b i a s . W a t k i n s ' v e r s e , as we h a v e s e e n 

i n t h e " T a l i e s i n " and " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " s e q u e n c e s , moves t o ­

war d t h e v e r y s o r t o f r e l i g i o u s e x a l t a t i o n Empson w o u l d r e j e c t . 

He r e t a i n s s t r o n g l i n k s t o t h e R o m a n t i c and p o s t - s y m b o l i s t 

t r a d i t i o n s , u n e m b a r r a s s e d l y a c k n o w l e d g i n g h i s d e b t t o B l a k e , 

W o r d s w o r t h , and among t h e m o d e r n s , Y e a t s . 

W a t k i n s s t a n d s as a n h e i r o f t h e R o m a n t i c s n o t o n l y i n t h e 

s e n s e o f b e i n g i n f l u e n c e d c o n s c i o u s l y by t h e i d e a s , i m a g e s and 

s t y l e o f p a r t i c u l a r R o m a n t i c p o e t s ( K e a t s , S h e l l e y , B l a k e , a n d 

so on a r e f r e q u e n t l y m e n t i o n e d o r e c h o e d i n h i s w o r k ) , b u t b e ­

c a u s e he u p h o l d s t h e R o m a n t i c s e n s e o f t h e c r e a t i v e I m a g i n a t i o n 

as t h e p r i m e f a c u l t y by w h i c h man p e r c e i v e s and e m b o d i e s e t e r ­

n a l t r u t h , and o f t h e p o e t as a m e d i a t o r o r l e g i s l a t o r o f a 

h i d d e n Power o r powers b o t h w i t h i n and b e y o n d n a t u r e . He 

s h a r e s n o t h i n g , h o w e v e r , w i t h t h e d a r k e r s i d e o f R o m a n t i c i s m 

w h i c h p r e s e n t s t h e p o e t as r e b e l , o u t l a w o r a l i e n a t e d b e i n g . 

As I h a v e s u g g e s t e d a l r e a d y , t h e t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n b a s i s 

o f h i s v i s i o n w i t h i t s r o o t s i n t h e m y s t i c a l s i d e o f P l a t o n i c 

and N e o p l a t o n i c i d e a s makes h i m more a t home i n t h e company o f 
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t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y M e t a p h y s i c a l s t h a n w i t h many o f h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . H i s r o o t s r e a c h t h r o u g h R o m a n t i c i s m , b o t h 

E n g l i s h and c o n t i n e n t a l , b a c k t o an e a r l i e r r e l i g i o u s p o e t r y . 

W a t k i n s , t h e n , d e f i e s l a b e l s . He i s a c o m p l e x m i x t u r e o f 

t h e p r o p h e t i c a n d i n c a n t a t o r y a n d t h e r a t i o n a l i s t , c o n s e r v a t i v e 

p o e t i c s t r a i n s . He i s t h a t r a r e and d i f f i c u l t - t o - c a t e g o r i z e 

c o m b i n a t i o n o f a modern p o e t who u n i t e s t h e p r o p h e t i c v o i c e 

w i t h a s t r i c t , a l m o s t n e o c l a s s i c a l s e n s e o f r e s t r a i n t a n d d e ­

corum i n t h e u s e o f t r a d i t i o n a l v e r s e f o r m s . I n t h e o c c a s i o n a l 

poems and poems o f r e l i g i o u s r e c o g n i t i o n and s t a t e m e n t he i s 

n o t a b o v e b e i n g d i d a c t i c i n t h e b e s t s e n s e o f t h e w o r d . I n h i s 

b e s t poems he i s a h a p p y m i x t u r e o f p r o p h e t ( " v a t e s " ) a n d 

c r a f t s m a n ( " p o i e t e s " o r m a k e r ) . As W a t k i n s p u t s i t h i m s e l f i n 

one o f h i s B l a k e a n a p h o r i s m s , " C o l d c r a f t s m a n s h i p i s t h e b e s t 

c o n t a i n e r o f f i r e . " " ' " " ' " 

I n d r a w i n g f r o m W a t k i n s ' p r o s e , i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o be 

aware t h a t he n e v e r c o l l e c t e d h i s random and o c c a s i o n a l c r i t i ­

c a l r e m a r k s i n t o a c o h e r e n t b o d y o f p o e t i c t h e o r y . Y e t a u n i t y 

and c o h e r e n c e do e x i s t i n t h e m a t e r i a l s a t h a n d w h i c h r e v e a l a 

c o n s i s t e n c y i n h i s i d e a s on t h e n a t u r e o f p o e t r y and t h e p o e t . 

I f we s e t h i s p o e t r y and p r o s e s i d e by s i d e , i t becomes 

o b v i o u s t h a t W a t k i n s i s n o t o n l y d e v e l o p i n g s i m i l a r i d e a s and 

images i n b o t h , b u t t h a t he e c h o e s h i m s e l f i n t h e v e r y l a n g u a g e . 

F o r i n s t a n c e , he l a t e r r e p e a t s a r e m a r k f r o m t h e 1947 r a d i o 

b r o a d c a s t , " W r i t t e n t o An I n s t r u m e n t , " "a poem i s s h a p e d by 

b e l i e f , " i n t h e i n t r i c a t e l y rhymed "Woodpecker and L y r e - B i r d " 

f r o m The D e a t h B e l l (1954) where he w r i t e s : 
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T h i s l y r e - b i r d h o l d s t o man 
The c o v e n a n t c a u g h t i n a l e a f , 

A l l s p a c e , a l l d i s t a n c e t r e a s u r e d 
By t h e a r c h i t e c t u r a l w i n g . 

L o s t a r t ' s u n s e a r c h a b l e s p a n , 
The poem i s s h a p e d by b e l i e f : 

I f t h e s o n g i s j u s t l y m e a s u r e d 
The d e a d may be h e a r d t o s i n g . (DB, p. 49) 

The i n s t a n c e s o f v e r b a l i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n p o e t r y a nd p r o s e 

c o u l d be m u l t i p l i e d , a n d M c C o r m i c k h a s n o t e d t h e s i g n i f i c a n t 
12 

ones i n h e r u n p u b l i s h e d e d i t i o n o f W a t k i n s ' p r o s e . 

A r e c u r r e n t theme i n b o t h p o e t r y a nd p r o s e i s t h a t o f t h e 

n e c e s s i t y i n t h e c r e a t i v e p r o c e s s o f a t e n s i o n b e t w e e n what i s 

g i v e n , t h e " l u c k " as he c a l l s i t , o r t h o s e " g i f t s o f i n s t a n t 

a n d u n a l t e r a b l e t r u t h w h i c h a p o e t c a n n o t p r e d i c t , a n d f o r 
13 

whose c o m i n g he must w a i t , " a n d t h a t w h i c h i s c r a f t e d o r 

s h a p e d by t h e p o e t . I n u s i n g t h e t e r m " l u c k , " W a t k i n s i s b o r ­

r o w i n g a p h r a s e he a c q u i r e d i n h i s 1938 i n t e r v i e w w i t h Y e a t s 

w h i c h t h a t p o e t u s e d t o s i g n i f y ( i n W a t k i n s ' t e r m s ) " t h e u n ­

p r e d i c t a b l e w o r d , t h e u n p r e d i c t a b l e c o r r e c t i o n . " ^ I n "The 

J o y o f C r e a t i o n " ( 1 9 6 4 ) , W a t k i n s w r i t e s t h a t b o t h f o r m a nd 

l u c k a r e e s s e n t i a l : 
I t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o pay t o o much a t t e n t i o n t o f o r m , 
w h i c h i s t h e v e h i c l e o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n ; b u t f o r m must 
w a i t u p o n l u c k t o make i t l i v e . - ^ 

When he was y o u n g , W a t k i n s h a d b e l i e v e d f o r a t i m e ( d u r i n g 

h i s e a r l y e n t h u s i a s m f o r S h e l l e y ) t h a t c r e a t i v i t y was a s p o n ­

t a n e o u s and u n c h e c k e d f l o w . " I n my t e e n s , " he w r i t e s , " I d i s ­

t r u s t e d i n c o m p o s i t i o n what d i d n o t come r a p i d l y , a n d I l o o k e d 
16 

on r e v i s i o n as a n i m p e d i m e n t t o t h e s t r e a m . " B u t i n m a t u r i t y 

he came more and more t o i n s i s t on what he c a l l e d " t h e s e c o n d 

p r e s s u r e i n p o e t r y . " I n a n a r t i c l e by t h a t t i t l e , w h i l e 
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i n s i s t i n g upon t h e u n p r e d i c t a b l e e l e m e n t o f i n s p i r a t i o n , he 

w r i t e s o f h i s c o n t i n u e d b e l i e f i n t h e n e c e s s i t y o f c a r e f u l r e ­

v i s i o n . W a t k i n s h i m s e l f was a p e r f e c t i o n i s t i n t e c h n i c a l mat­

t e r s , and i s commonly s a i d t o have d e s t r o y e d o r d i s c a r d e d b e ­

tween f i f t y t o one h u n d r e d d r a f t s i n t h e p r o c e s s o f r e v i s i n g a 

s i n g l e poem. K a t h l e e n R a i n e p o i n t s o u t t h a t "he l e f t unpub­

l i s h e d as many poems as he e v e r p a s s e d f o r p u b l i c a t i o n . L i k e 

D a v i d J o n e s i t was h i s h a b i t t o keep poems and t o work them 

o v e r a t l o n g i n t e r v a l s u n t i l he was s a t i s f i e d t h a t t h e y were 

r i g h t . I n "The Second P r e s s u r e i n P o e t r y " he w r i t e s : 

I no l o n g e r a s s o c i a t e a r t w i t h t h e n a t u r a l man. M eta­
p h y s i c a l l y I have t a k e n s i d e s . I am i n t e r e s t e d o n l y i n 
p o e t r y o f t h e s e c o n d p r e s s u r e . T r u e s p o n t a n e i t y , t r u e 
a r t , seems t o me t o come, more o f t e n t h a n n o t , l o n g 
a f t e r t h e poem's f i r s t c o n c e p t i o n ; i t i s more power­
f u l f o r b e i n g d e l a y e d and t h e p u r e r f o r h a v i n g b een 
t r i e d i n t h e f u r n a c e o f c o n t r a r i e s . The poem c a n n o t 
l i v e u n t i l i t has been w i l l i n g t o d i e ; i t c a n n o t f l y 
l i k e t h e p h o e n i x u n t i l i t has been consumed by i t s own 
f l a m e s . E v e r y t h i n g seems t o me s h a l l o w t h a t i s n o t r e ­
l a t e d t o an i n n e r e x p e r i e n c e w h i c h changed t h e man. 
T h e r e i s a l w a y s , i n any s e r i o u s p o e t , a moment o f 
change, a p i v o t a l c r i s i s i n t i m e t h a t renews him.-^g 

I q u o t e t h i s p a s s a g e a t l e n g t h b e c a u s e h e r e W a t k i n s c o n n e c t s 

t h e p r o c e s s o f r e f i n e m e n t t h r o u g h w h i c h a poem p a s s e s i n t h e 

s h a p i n g hands o f t h e p o e t w i t h t h e s p i r i t u a l r e n e w a l o f t h e 

man. The a e s t h e t i c and t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l o r r e l i g i o u s p r i n c i ­

p l e s a r e p r e s e n t e d as i n s e p a r a b l e . 

I n t h e l e t t e r t o M i c h a e l Hamburger c i t e d below, W a t k i n s 

c l a r i f i e s h i s s e n s e o f t h e r e l a t i o n between t h e a e s t h e t i c and 

t h e r e l i g i o u s o r m e t a p h y s i c a l i d e a l s , a r g u i n g t h a t t h e m etaphys­

i c a l s e n s e i s p r i m a r y and . i n c l u s i v e . H i s c r i t i q u e o f t h e 

t i m e s i s t h a t i t f a i l s t o make t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n : 
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I have s e e n e x c e l l e n t numbers o f t h e New S t a t e s m a n ; i t 
i s j u s t t h a t t h e i r a t t i t u d e t o p o e t r y o f t e n seems f a l s e 
t o me....The weakness o f t h a t a t t i t u d e i s t h a t a e s t h e t i c  
i d e a s a r e a p p l i e d t o m e t a p h y s i c a l t r u t h whereas i n t r u e  
p o e t r y m e t a p h y s i c a l t r u t h t r a n s f i g u r e s t h e a e s t h e t i c "  
i d e a s . ( i t a l i c s m i n e ) ^ g 

The s p i r i t u a l p r i n c i p l e o f d e a t h l e a d i n g t o r e b i r t h i n t h e 

e a r l i e r p a s s a g e f r o m "The Second P r e s s u r e " a p p l i e s t o t h e poem, 

w h i c h must d i e o f i t s f i r s t s p o n t a n e o u s l y g e n e r a t e d l i f e t o be 

r e b o r n " l i k e t h e p h o e n i x " a f t e r p a s s i n g t h r o u g h a B l a k e a n 

" f u r n a c e o f c o n t r a r i e s . " We have s e e n how W a t k i n s e x p l o r e d t h e 

" p i v o t a l c r i s i s i n t i m e " i n " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n " 

( 1 9 5 9 ) , b u t h e r e i t becomes c l e a r t h a t t h e moment o f r e n e w a l o f 

t h e i n n e r man i s a l s o a r e n e w a l o f h i s a r t . 

I n " W r i t t e n t o An I n s t r u m e n t " W a t k i n s e x p l a i n s why h i s own 

s e n s e o f a e s t h e t i c d i s c i p l i n e l e a d s him t o p r e f e r s t r i c t e r 

f o r m s . A g a i n he c o u c h e s t h e argument i n terms o f a s p i r i t u a l 

d i a l o g u e between f r e e d o m and o b e d i e n c e . Though he does u t i l i z e 

t h e l o o s e r rhythms o f " f r e e v e r s e " i n h i s r h a p s o d i c , l o n g e r 

l y r i c f r o m The Lamp and t h e V e i l , - " S e a - M u s i c f o r My S i s t e r 

T r a v e l l i n g , " and e l s e w h e r e i n h i s work, i t i s t r u e t h a t even 

i n t h e s e poems one c a n d i s c e r n t h e p r e s e n c e o f a m e t r i c a l o r 

s t r e s s - g o v e r n e d b a s e t h a t p r o v i d e s a norm f o r t h e p o e t ' s d e ­

v i a t i o n s f r o m i t . I n t h e main, h i s poems a r e c a r e f u l l y rhymed 

and s t r u c t u r e d b o t h i n t h e u n i t o f t h e l i n e and i n t h e s t a n z a . 

I n t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d t a l k he w r i t e s : 

T h e r e a r e c e r t a i n k i n d s o f p o e t r y i n w h i c h t h e s p o n t a n ­
eous method o f c o m p o s i t i o n . . . i s b e t t e r t h a n any o t h e r . 
I t i s a q u e s t i o n o f i n t e n s i t y , and o f f r e e d o m . You c a n , 
i f y ou a r e a p o e t , w r i t e i n f r e e forms and l e a v e t h e 
i m a g i n a t i o n i n c h a i n s ; o r y o u may, by a p u r e a c c i d e n t , 
p r o d u c e t h e e x h i l a r a t i o n p e c u l i a r t o g r e a t p o e t r y . 
Where t h i s happens i t w i l l be f o u n d , on c l o s e r e x amina­
t i o n , t h a t t h e p a s s a g e has a s t r i c t f orm: i t was a 
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s t r i c t a c c i d e n t i n t h e f l o w o f fr e e d o m . T h i s p e r s u a d e s 
me t h a t t h e f r e e d o m o f f e r e d t o a p o e t i s n o t o f f e r e d on 
e a s y t e r m s ; a l y r i c p o e t must r e f u s e r h e t o r i c , and be 
a t t e n t i v e t o t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f f r e e d o m w i t h i n t h e r e ­
s t r a i n t o f t h e poem, a f r e e d o m much g r e a t e r and more 
r e w a r d i n g t o t h e i m a g i n a t i o n t h a n any o t h e r . The l y r i c 
p o e t who n e g l e c t s t h e i n s t r u m e n t has c h o s e n an e a s i e r 
f r e e d o m b e c a u s e he c o u l d n o t w a i t f o r a f r e e d o m more i n ­
t e n s e , more d i f f i c u l t t o o b t a i n . ( i t a l i c s m i n e ^ Q 

In r e f u s i n g " r h e t o r i c " h e r e , W a t k i n s i s n o t r e j e c t i n g l o f t y o r 

d r a m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n , b u t p o i n t i n g t o t h e d a n g e r o f i t s abuse 

where t h e theme does n o t demand i t . I n " F o r t h e R e a d i n g o f 

Poems a t G r e g - y - n o g " he d e f e n d s t h e r i g h t u s e o f r h e t o r i c i n 

M i l t o n : 

M i l t o n i s more r h e t o r i c a l , b u t t h a t i s b e c a u s e h i s theme 
u s u a l l y demands r h e t o r i c . Even he, p e r h a p s t h e most i n ­
v e r t e d and L a t i n i z e d o f t h e g r e a t E n g l i s h p o e t s , c a n 
p r o d u c e , a t any moment, t h e u n f o r g e t t a b l e d i r e c t l i n e 
o f l i v i n g s p e e c h , b u t he i s ' a f r a i d o f n o t h i n g , b e i n g 
s u c h a c o m p l e t e m a s t e r o f form. 2 ^ 

The t r a d i t i o n a l s e n s e o f t h e p o s i t i v e t e n s i o n g e n e r a t e d 

when t h e p o e t a c c e p t s t h e r e s t r a i n t o f f e r e d by a f o r m does n o t 

i m p l y f o r W a t k i n s t h a t t h e p o e t impose an a r b i t r a r y f o r m on t h e 

shape o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e , b u t t h a t he f o r g e t h e a p p r o p r i a t e f o r m 

t h r o u g h w h i c h t h e " g i v e n " c o n t e n t and t h e f o r m c a n be e x p r e s s e d 

as an i n d i s s o l u b l e u n i t y . F o r he goes on i n " W r i t t e n t o an 

I n s t r u m e n t " t o p o i n t o u t t h a t , 

P o e t r y i s a s t r u g g l e between s p i r i t and p a t t e r n . T h a t 
i s why a poem d o m i n a t e d by a p a t t e r n i s bound t o be un­
s a t i s f a c t o r y . To my e a r , a t l e a s t , t h e demands o f t h e 
i n s t r u m e n t a r e s h a l l o w i n r e l a t i o n t o p a t t e r n , b u t p r o ­
f o u n d i n r e l a t i o n t o c a d e n c e . 2 2 

The d i s t i n c t i o n between " p a t t e r n " and " c a d e n c e " needs t o be 

e x p l o r e d t h r o u g h an i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e poems, b u t I would 

s u g g e s t h e r e t h a t c a d e n c e f o r W a t k i n s i s t h e n a t u r a l r h y thm 

o f t h e p r o s o d y ( i t s m u s i c a l r i s e and f a l l ) , and t h e p a t t e r n 
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i s t h e m e t r i c a l b a s e a g a i n s t w h i c h t h e rhythm o f t h e l i n e p l a y s , 

c r e a t i n g t e n s i o n s , r e s o l u t i o n s and c o u n t e r p o i n t i n g s . W a t k i n s ' 

p r a c t i c e a l s o c o n f i r m s t h a t he i s i n some poems l e s s c o n c e r n e d 

w i t h a c o n s i s t e n t p a t t e r n o f s y l l a b i c f e e t p e r l i n e o r s y l l a ­

b l e s p e r f o o t , t h a n w i t h a more s t r e s s - b a s e d rhythm. We s h a l l 

see how h i s rhythms o p e r a t e i n some o f t h e poems t o be i n v e s t i ­

g a t e d i n t h e s e c o n d s e c t i o n o f t h i s c h a p t e r . 

T h r o u g h o u t h i s c r i t i c i s m , W a t k i n s b a l a n c e s a g a i n s t e a c h 

o t h e r t h e v a l u e s o f i n s p i r a t i o n and l a b o u r , s p i r i t and p a t t e r n , 

i n s i s t i n g upon t h e i r a c t i v e i n t e r p l a y . I n t h e s e p a s s a g e s he 

e m p h a s i z e s f i r s t one and t h e n t h e o t h e r f a c t o r : 

However l a b o r i o u s t h e e v i d e n c e o f a poem's making, com­
p o s i t i o n i s a l w a y s a s w i f t , a l i g h t n i n g t h i n g . The v i ­
t a l l e a p t h a t c o n n e c t s one p a r t o f a poem t o a n o t h e r i s 
o n l y p a r t l y shadowed i n t h e d r a f t s . R e s e a r c h b e l o n g s 
t o t i m e , b u t r e p e r c e p t i o n b e l o n g s t o t h e s o u r c e o f t h e 
poem, w h i c h may be d e f i n e d as t i m e ' s t i m e l e s s moment, 
t h e i m a g i n a t i o n l o o k i n g f o r w a r d f r o m t h a t a r r e s t e d mo­
ment . 22 

C o m p o s i t i o n i s s p o n t a n e o u s , b u t t r u e s p o n t a n e i t y i n po­
e t r y i s n e a r l y a l w a y s a d e l a y e d t h i n g . I t i s t h e c h e c k , 
t h e c o r r e c t i o n , t h e t r a n s f i g u r e d s t a t e m e n t , t h a t makes 
t h e poem u n f o r g e t t a b l e . 2 ^ 

I t i s W a t k i n s ' m e t a p h y s i c a l a s s u m p t i o n t h a t t h e p o e t r e c e i v e s 

f r o m a s o u r c e beyond h i m s e l f . Y e t p o e t r y i s an a c t i n t i m e and 

i n v o l v e s t h e c l o t h i n g o r embodiment i n t h e s e q u e n t i a l n e s s o f 

l a n g u a g e o f t h a t w h i c h i s t i m e l e s s . Thought (and wisdom i t ­

s e l f ) i s s p i r i t u a l , b u t words and sounds a r e p s y c h o p h y s i c a l . 

So i f t h e p o e t i s t o b r i n g " t i m e ' s t i m e l e s s moment" i n t o ex­

p r e s s i o n , he must have one f o o t i n e a c h w o r l d . W a t k i n s ' a e s ­

t h e t i c t h e o r y h i n g e s on t h e a n c i e n t p a r a d o x t h a t t h e p o e t must 

be b o t h a v e s s e l o f s p o n t a n e o u s f l o w , and an a r t i f i c e r . He 

must be b o t h a c t i v e l y c r e a t i v e and p a s s i v e l y r e c e p t i v e i f h i s 
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words a r e t o s t a n d i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e Word (L o g o s ) o f God. 

In a s h o r t poem d e d i c a t e d t o K a t h l e e n R a i n e from U n c o l ­

l e c t e d Poems, W a t k i n s c a p t u r e s i n gnomic s t a t e m e n t ( u s i n g 

rhymed t e t r a m e t e r c o u p l e t s ) t h e above se n s e o f p a r a d o x . The 

B l a k e a n c o n c e p t s and p h r a s i n g pay t r i b u t e n o t o n l y t o R a i n e ' s 

work on B l a k e , b u t t o B l a k e as a p o e t o f t h e I m a g i n a t i o n . The 

a r t i s t o r c r a f t s m a n hammering a t h i s f o r g e i s an a l l u s i o n t o 

B l a k e ' s f i g u r e o f L o s , t h e d i v i n e b l a c k s m i t h : 

The a r t i s t ' s p a t i e n t hammering 
L a b o u r s f o r a sudden t h i n g . 

Out o f a l l t h e m a s s i n g s t o r m s ' 
C l a s h o f i n t e l l e c t u a l f o r m s , 

I n t u i t i o n ' s l i g h t n i n g r e a d s 
T h a t c o n f u s i o n i n t h e c l o u d s . 

U n i t y i s alw a y s more 
Than a l l t h e d i f f e r e n t p a r t s i t wore: 

None so i n t e l l e c t u a l 
As t h e s i m p l e s t t r u t h o f a l l . 

L a b o u r measures o u t t h e gap 
From l i g h t n i n g t o t h e t h u n d e r c l a p . 

L e s s t h a n t i m e , t o o q u i c k f o r t e a r s , 

E q u a l s B l a k e ' s s i x t h o u s a n d y e a r s . (UP, p. 9 ) 

The B l a k e a n c y c l e o f an age ( s i x t h o u s a n d y e a r s ) i s c a u g h t and 

subsumed i n t h e l i g h t n i n g f l a s h o f p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n ; f o r t h e 

i n s t a n t o f p o e t i c c r e a t i o n i s t i m e l e s s . Y e t w i t h o u t t h e l a ­

b o u r t h a t p r e c e d e s and f o l l o w s i t , t h e p o e t i m p l i e s , t h a t i n ­

s t a n t would be w a s t e d . 

In a n o t h e r s e l e c t i o n f r o m t h a t same volume, " E x c e s s L u g ­

g a g e , " W a t k i n s t a k e s up t h e i d e a o f t h e u n i o n o f " l u c k and l a ­

b o u r " d i s c u s s e d i n h i s p r o s e . I q u o t e o n l y a p o r t i o n o f t h e 

poem, n o t i n g how t h e s t r i c t i a m b i c p e n t a m e t e r l i n e s a r r a n g e d 
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i n rhymed q u a t r a i n s h e l p t o r e i n f o r c e t h e s e n s e o f e n e r g y u n d e r 

c o n t r o l . I n t h e o p e n i n g l i n e , t h e a l l i t e r a t i o n and t h e r e g u ­

l a r i t y o f t h e m e ter r e i n f o r c e t h e c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f t i m e ' s 

" t i c k i n g " m o t i o n . But i n t h e s e c o n d l i n e , t h r o u g h a b r e a k i n g 

o f t h e r h ythm w i t h t h e c a e s u r a a f t e r " h i n d r a n c e , " and i t s r e ­

s u m p t i o n i n t h e n e x t l i n e , t h e s e n s e o f i n s p i r a t i o n b r e a k i n g 

t h r o u g h t h e a r t i f i c e o f t i m e i s c o n v e y e d i n t h e management o f 

t h e p r o s o d y . I n t h i s poem t h e r e a r e a l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n o f end-

s t o p p e d l i n e s , u n u s u a l f o r W a t k i n s who i s f o n d o f t h e f l u i d i t y 

o f enjambement e l s e w h e r e i n h i s v e r s e . T h i s e n d - s t o p p i n g t e c h ­

n i q u e a g a i n c r e a t e s t h e e f f e c t o f t h e poem r e g u l a t i n g t h e i n ­

s p i r e d f l o w : 

L u c k a f t e r l a b o u r made t h e poem t i c k . 
Time was a t l a s t no h i n d r a n c e : i t came t h r o u g h . 
No o t h e r c o u l d expound why i t was t r u e 
And he h i m s e l f c o u l d n o t e x p l a i n t h e t r i c k . 

A c e r t a i n e a s e beyond t h e r e a c h o f s k i l l , 
T a u g h t by t h e w i l l , y e t t e a c h i n g i t , r e m a i n e d . 
W i t h l e s s c o n t r i v a n c e s o m e t h i n g more was g a i n e d : 

The p l a n e t c i r c l e d when t h e t o p s t o o d s t i l l . (UP, p. 16) 

As i n t h e p r o s e s t a t e m e n t s on l u c k and l a b o u r , t h e argument 

t u r n s on a s e r i e s o f p a r a d o x e s — h e r e c o n v e y e d i n images l i k e 

t h a t o f t h e c i r c l i n g p l a n e t w h i c h i s m o t i o n l e s s a t i t s t o p . 

Y e t t h e e s s e n t i a l p a r a d o x l i e s i n t h e f a c t t h a t W a t k i n s i s 

w r i t i n g a poem ab o u t s h e d d i n g t h e " e x c e s s l u g g a g e " o f r h e t o r i ­

c a l c o n t r i v a n c e i n o r d e r t o r e a c h what Pope i n t h e " E s s a y on 

C r i t i c i s m " c a l l e d "a g r a c e beyond t h e r e a c h o f a r t , " w h i l e u s ­

i n g a l l t h e r e s o u r c e s o f h i s t e c h n i c a l s k i l l t o do s o . ' The 

s p a r e n e s s and s i m p l i c i t y o f t h e f o r m , and t h e p r e f e r e n c e f o r 

m o n o s y l l a b i c words and a p l a i n e r d i c t i o n t h a n W a t k i n s n o r m a l l y 
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e m p l o y s , r e v e a l t h e p o e t managing a s t y l e q u i t e d i s t i n c t f r o m 

t h e c o m p l i c a t e d measures and d a z z l i n g v e r b a l p l a y o f many o f 

h i s e a r l y poems. The p l a i n n e s s and d i r e c t n e s s i n t o n e n i c e l y 

r e i n f o r c e t h e theme o f p o e t r y s h e d d i n g i t s " e x c e s s l u g g a g e . " 

Y e t e v e n i n t h e poems where W a t k i n s aims a t d i r e c t n e s s 

and s i m p l i c i t y t h e r e i s o f t e n a s t r o n g s e n s e o f t h e poem as 

a r t i f i c e t h r o u g h t h e c o n t r o l l i n g m e t r i c a l s t r u c t u r e . Though 

he w r i t e s i n t h e i d i o m o f h i s t i m e , t h e r e i s no embarrassment 

i n u s i n g l o f t y p o e t i c d i c t i o n o r w r i t i n g i n a l a n g u a g e t h a t i s 

c o n s c i o u s l y p o e t i c i f t h e s u b j e c t m a t t e r c a l l s f o r i t . U n l i k e 

many o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s who t r i e d t o i n c o r p o r a t e a more 

c o l l o q u i a l d i c t i o n , W a t k i n s i s r a r e l y c o l l o q u i a l e x c e p t i n t h e 

b a l l a d s and i n some o f t h e l a t e r poems. He has no d e s i r e t o 

b r i n g t h e l a n g u a g e o f p o e t r y n e a r e r t h e m a r k e t p l a c e . He makes 

t h i s p o i n t c l e a r i n h i s p r o s e where he w r i t e s , 

N a t u r a l s p e e c h i s a c o r r e c t i v e o f a r t i f i c i a l p o e t i c 
d i c t i o n , b u t f o r m i s i t s e l f a r t i f i c i a l , and u n l e s s 
t h e a r t i f i c i a l demands o f f o r m a r e s a t i s f i e d i n a 
poem, i t s i m p u l s i v e l i f e w i l l n o t be h e l d i n a l a s t ­
i n g f o r m . 2 5 

L i k e C o l e r i d g e , he c a r r i e s on t h e R o m a n t i c s ' i n t e r e s t i n t h e 
2 f. 

d i a l o g u e between t h e " f r e e l i f e and t h e c o n f i n i n g f o r m . " 

I n " F o r t h e R e a d i n g o f Poems a t G r e g - y - n o g , " he c o n t i n u e s t o 

u s e t h e word " a r t i f i c i a l " i n a p o s i t i v e s e n s e : 
P o e t r y t h a t i s d i v o r c e d f r o m s p e e c h , and by s p e e c h I 
mean t h e s p e e c h - i d i o m o f t o - d a y , r u n s a g r e a t r i s k o f 
b e i n g a r t i f i c i a l , and t h e r e f o r e l o s i n g i t s power t o 
move. Ev e n s o , i f h i s theme demands i t , a p o e t must 
t a k e t h i s r i s k . P o e t r y i s , a f t e r a l l , a r t i f i c i a l i n 
s t r u c t u r e ; i t i s a r t i f i c e , and t h e p o e t who b e l i e v e s 
o n l y i n t h e o r d e r o f n a t u r a l s p e e c h w i l l n e g l e c t t h a t 
o t h e r c o m p e l l i n g o r d e r , t h e o r d e r o f i m a g i n a t i v e empha­
s i s . 2 7 
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Or as he p u t s i t i n a n a p h o r i s m , 

N a t u r a l s p e e c h may be e x c e l l e n t , b u t who w i l l remember 
i t u n l e s s i t i s a l l i e d t o s o m e t h i n g a r t i f i c i a l , t o a 
p a r t i c u l a r o r d e r o f m u s i c ? 2 g 

H i s a r g u m e n t h e r e i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f E l i o t i n h i s e s s a y , 

"The M u s i c o f P o e t r y , " where t h a t p o e t e x p l o r e s t h e a n a l o g i e s 

b e t w e e n m u s i c and p o e t r y . E l i o t w r i t e s : 

My p u r p o s e h e r e i s t o i n s i s t t h a t a ' m u s i c a l poem' i s 
a poem w h i c h has a m u s i c a l p a t t e r n o f s o u n d and a mu­
s i c a l p a t t e r n o f t h e s e c o n d a r y m e a n i n g s o f t h e words 
w h i c h compose i t , and t h a t t h e s e two p a t t e r n s a r e i n ­
d i s s o l u b l e and one. 

W a t k i n s t o o h a d a s t r o n g s e n s e o f t h e m u s i c a l i t y o f p o e t ­

r y , one w h i c h e n a b l e d h i m t o e x p l o r e i n h i s v e r s e a m u s i c o f 

s o u n d as w e l l as a m u s i c o f i m a g e r y and m e a n i n g , t h e r e p e t i t i o n 

and c o u n t e r p o i n t i n g o f themes i n t h e l a r g e r s t r u c t u r e o f t h e 

poem. H i s s t r e n g t h , h o w e v e r , seems t o l i e i n t h e p e r f e c t i o n o f 

t h e s h o r t l y r i c , f o r he made o n l y a few e f f o r t s , most o f them 

r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y i n h i s c a r e e r , t o e x p e r i m e n t w i t h l a r g e r 

s t r u c t u r e s — n a m e l y , "The B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd" and i t s s e ­

q u e l , ( w r i t t e n l a t e r i n h i s c a r e e r ) "The B a l l a d o f t h e O u t e r 

D a r k , " t h e t h r e e l o n g poems f r o m The Lamp and t h e V e i l (1945) 

and t h e e a r l y Y e a t s i a n v e r s e p l a y , The I n f l u e n c e s , c o m p l e t e d i n 

1947 and p u b l i s h e d p o s t h u m o u s l y i n 1976. He w r i t e s o f l y r i c 

p o e t r y as f o l l o w s : 

I b e l i e v e t h a t l y r i c p o e t r y i s c l o s e r t o m u s i c t h a n t o 
p r o s e , a n d t h a t i t s h o u l d be r e a d as e x a c t l y as a m u s i ­
c a l s c o r e . I a l s o b e l i e v e t h a t i t i s a l w a y s a g i f t , 
t h e r e w a r d o f t e n a c i t y a nd o f t h e m i n u t e s t a t t e n t i o n , 
a n d t h a t u n l e s s i t comes o u t o f e x a l t a t i o n o r moves 
t o w a r d i t , i t i s n o t w o r t h w r i t i n g , op. 
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I am a l y r i c p o e t . I a l s o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e sound p a t ­
t e r n o f l y r i c p o e t r y i s more c l e a r l y r e l a t e d t o m u s i c 
t h a n t o p r o s e . Do n o t m i s u n d e r s t a n d me. Some o f t h e 
p u r e s t l i n e s i n p o e t r y a r e c o l l o q u i a l s p e e c h , t h a t i s 
t o s a y , t h e y would n o t be a t a l l o u t o f p l a c e i n 
p r o s e ; b u t t h e dominant p a t t e r n o f any f o r m t h a t i s 
l y r i c a l i s t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t , and t h i s i s , e v e n mathe­
m a t i c a l l y , c l o s e r t o m u s i c t h a n t o p r o s e . ^ 

I n s p e a k i n g h e r e o f sound p a t t e r n s and m a t h e m a t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s , 

we c a n be s u r e t h a t W a t k i n s has i n mind an a n a l o g y between 

m u s i c and t h e m i n u t i a e o f m e t r i c a l p a t t e r n s , s y l l a b l e c o u n t and 

so on; and t h a t t o r e a d h i s p o e t r y as he would have i t h e a r d 

r e q u i r e s a s e n s i t i v i t y t o i t s a u r a l p r o p e r t i e s , as w e l l as c o n ­

s i d e r a b l e a w areness o f t h e r u l e s o f t r a d i t i o n a l E n g l i s h p r o s ­

ody. I n h i s e d i t i o n o f D y l a n Thomas' L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n Wat­

k i n s , he d i s t i n g u i s h e s h i s own a u r a l method o f c o m p o s i t i o n f r o m 

t h e method o f Thomas, w h i c h t e n d s t o w a r d t h e t a c t i l e and 

v i s u a l : 

D y l a n worked upon a s y m m e t r i c a l a b s t r a c t w i t h t a c t i l e 
d e l i c a c y ; o u t o f a lump o f t e x t u r e o r n e s t o f p h r a s e s 
he c r e a t e d m u s i c ; t e s t i n g e v e r y t h i n g by p h y s i c a l f e e l ­
i n g , w o r k i n g f r o m t h e c o n c r e t e image o u t w a r d s . I . 
worked f r o m m u s i c and c a d e n c e t o w a r d t h e d e n s i t y ~ o f  
p h y s i c a l shap"eT ( i t a l i c s m i n e ) . ^ 

L i k e Y e a t s , w i t h whom he i d e n t i f i e d i n t h i s r e g a r d , W a t k i n s 

composed w i t h emphasis on t h e sounds o f words and c l u s t e r s o f 

words. I n h i s c o n c e r n w i t h t h e rhythms and b a l a n c e o f t h e 

m u s i c a l p h r a s e he sometimes a d m i t t e d l y l e t h i s " e a r " d e t e r m i n e 

t h e r i g h t n e s s o f t h e i d e a o r image. Some c r i t i c s have c h a l ­

l e n g e d him f o r a t e n d e n c y ( a t l e a s t i n t h e e a r l y work) to w a r d 

o b s c u r i t y i n s y n t a x and a g e n e r a l d i f f u s e n e s s c a u s e d by h i s 
33 

w i l l i n g n e s s t o s a c r i f i c e s y n t a x and meaning t o sound. Y e t 

i n t h e b e s t o f h i s poems he r i s e s above t h i s l i m i t a t i o n and 

a c h i e v e s t h a t c l e a r u n i o n o f sound and s e n s e w h i c h i s h i s 
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p o e t i c i d e a l . I n e x c e r p t s f r o m h i s l e c t u r e n o t e s u s e d a t 

Swansea C o l l e g e , he h a s w r i t t e n f r o m t h e s t a n d p o i n t o f t h a t 

u n i o n i n w h i c h "An e r r o r o f s o u n d i n v e r s e w i l l a l w a y s be an 

e r r o r o f m e a n i n g , a b l u r r i n g o f v i s i o n , o r a c o n f u s i o n o f 

t h o u g h t . " 3 4 

W a t k i n s a v e r r e d f r e q u e n t l y t h a t p r i o r t o o r i n t h e a c t o f 

c o m p o s i t i o n a m u s i c a l p h r a s e , w o r d , r h y t h m , o r , i n d e e d , t h e e n 

t i r e c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e poem w o u l d be " g i v e n " as i f d i c t a t e d 

f r o m a n " o t h e r m i n d . " I n a f i l m made by t h e BBC on W a t k i n s , 

U n d e r a B r i g h t H e aven ( 1 9 6 7 ) , t h e p o e t e x p l a i n e d t o t h e i n t e r ­

v i e w e r t h a t he p r e s u p p o s e d i n s p i r a t i o n t o be G o d - g i v e n , as 

M i l t o n d i d , and p r e f e r r e d , a l s o l i k e M i l t o n , t o c a l l t h e e x p e r 
35 

i e n c e o f " t h e w h o l e i m a g i n a t i o n l i s t e n i n g , " t h e Muse. On 

t h a t o c c a s i o n , he s p o k e somewhat p l a y f u l l y o f t h e Muse as a 

f e m a l e h a v i n g "no t a c t , " s e n d i n g h e r v i s i o n a t " t h e w r ong t i m e 

when " t h e p o e t i s e x h a u s t e d . " Y e t W a t k i n s ' p l a y f u l n e s s c o n ­

c e a l s a s e r i o u s s e n s e o f t h e Muse as t h e most a p p r o p r i a t e sym­

b o l f o r t h e p o e t ' s e x p e r i e n c e o f o t h e r n e s s , one he d e v e l o p s 

b o t h i n h i s p r o s e and i n a s e r i e s o f poems a b o u t t h e d i a l o g u e 

b e t w e e n p o e t and Muse f r o m A f f i n i t i e s . T h ese poems i n c l u d e 

"Rewards o f t h e F o u n t a i n , " "Demands o f t h e P o e t , " "Demands o f 

t h e Muse," and "Muse, P o e t and F o u n t a i n . " I n " P o e t s on P o e t r y 

( 1 9 6 0 ) , he s p e a k s o f t h e Muse's s e e m i n g i n d i f f e r e n c e t o t h e 

p o e t ' s c o n d i t i o n i n t i m e : 
A p o e t , o v e r h e a r i n g a c o n v e r s a t i o n o u t o f t i m e , must be 
h i s t i m e ' s i n t e r p r e t e r ; b u t how c a n t h e Muse know t h i s , 
whose e y e s a r e f i x e d on what i s e t e r n a l l y f r e s h a nd c o n ­
t i n u a l l y b e g i n n i n g ? 
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I n A f f i n i t i e s (1962), he e x p l o r e s h i s r e l a t i o n t o t h e Muse as a 

c o n d i t i o n o f s e r v i c e , one w h i c h a l l o w s him no compromise w i t h 

" t h e w o r l d . " I r e p r o d u c e t h e poem, "Rewards o f t h e F o u n t a i n " 

h e r e i n i t s e n t i r e t y : 

L e t t h e w o r l d o f f e r what i t w i l l , 
I t s b a r g a i n s I r e f u s e . 
T hose i t r e w a r d s a r e g r e e d y s t i l l , 
I s e r v e a s t r i c t e r Muse. 

She b e a r s no t r e a s u r e b u t t h e sands, 
No b o u n t y b u t t h e s e a ' s . 
The f o u n t a i n f a l l s on empty h a n d s . 
She o n l y g i v e s t o t h e s e . 

The l i v i n g w a t e r s i n g s t h r o u g h h e r 
Whose eyes a r e f i x e d on s t o n e . 
My s t r e n g t h i s f r o m t h e s e p u l c h r e 
Where t i m e i s o v e r t h r o w n . 

I f once I l a b o u r t o p o s s e s s 
A g i f t t h a t i s n o t h e r s , 
The more I g a i n i n t i m e , t h e l e s s 

I t r i u m p h i n t h e v e r s e . 

T h i s s m a l l , h y m n - l i k e poem t o a C h r i s t i a n muse t e l e s c o p e s many 

o f W a t k i n s ' c e n t r a l p r e o c c u p a t i o n s — h i s s e n s e o f t h e o v e r t h r o w 

o f t i m e , t h e d e d i c a t i o n t o h i s c r a f t and t h e o t h e r n e s s o f po­

e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n . I t t h e n u n i t e s them w i t h h i s f a v o r i t e 

images o f t h e f o u n t a i n , t h e l i v i n g w a t e r s , t h e s t o n e and t h e 

s a n d s . I t i s a d e e p l y C h r i s t i a n poem i n i t s r e n u n c i a t i o n o f 

t h e w o r l d and e m p t y i n g o f t h e s e l f f o r an i d e a l o f s e r v i c e , 

and i n t h e a l l u s i o n t o C h r i s t ' s b u r s t i n g t h r o u g h t h e " s e p u l ­

c h r e " o f d e a t h i n t h e t h i r d s t a n z a . Y e t t h e p r i m a r y i s s u e 

o f t h e poem i s t h a t o f t h e a r t i s t ' s d e d i c a t i o n t o h i s c r a f t ; 

f o r i t i s o n l y t h r o u g h h i s s e r v i c e t o a demanding Muse- t h a t 

he may " t r i u m p h i n t h e v e r s e . " As i n t h e p r o s e p a s s a g e d i s ­

c u s s e d e a r l i e r , a e s t h e t i c d e d i c a t i o n i s a r e l i g i o u s a c t , and 



1 3 5 

p o e t r y a f o r m o f s p i r i t u a l d i s c o v e r y . I n a b a l l a d s t a n z a o f 

a l t e r n a t i n g , rhymed, t e t r a m e t e r l i n e s ( i . e . " f o u r t e e n e r s " ) , 

a s t r u c t u r e o f t e n u s e d i n hymns, W a t k i n s i s a b l e t o speak d i ­

r e c t l y and c o n f i d e n t l y t o t h e r e a d e r o f t h e s a c r e d n a t u r e o f 

h i s d e t e r m i n e d c h o i c e . I n i t s u n c o m p r o m i s i n g t o n e , i t b e a r s 

p a r a l l e l s t o some o f H e r b e r t ' s poems o f c h o i c e between God 

and t h e w o r l d , p o e t r y as mere a r t i f i c e and p o e t r y as r e l i g i o u s 

a c t , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e " J o r d a n " poems (I and I I ) from The Temple 

where H e r b e r t a d d r e s s e s t h e i s s u e o f " c r o s s i n g o v e r " between 

one way o f w r i t i n g and a n o t h e r . 

"Demands o f t h e P o e t " and "Demands o f t h e Muse" a r e com­

p a n i o n poems e s t a b l i s h i n g a d i a l o g u e between p o e t and Muse. 

I n t h e f o r m e r , t h e p o e t speaks t o t h e Muse, and i n t h e l a t t e r 

she r e s p o n d s t o him. I s h a l l f o c u s on "Demands o f t h e Muse" 

as t h e more i n t e r e s t i n g o f t h e two b e c a u s e o f t h e i n t r i c a c y o f 

i t s f o r m . F o r h e r e t h e p o e t r e j e c t s end-rhyme i n f a v o r o f a 

r e p e t i t i o n o f k e y words a t t h e end o f e a c h l i n e w h i c h o f f e r s 

t h e , e f f e c t , r a t h e r t h a n t h e e s s e n c e o f rhyme. I n s t a n z a one, 

w h i c h s t a n d s as a k i n d o f proem o r i n t r o d u c t o r y s t a n z a , Wat­

k i n s e s t a b l i s h e s t h e theme o f t h e r e c i p r o c a l r e l a t i o n o f man 

and Muse, t h e human and t h e d i v i n e . The Muse speaks h e r e and 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e poem: 

I c a l l up words t h a t he may w r i t e them down. 
My f a l l i n g i n t o l a b o u r g i v e s him b i r t h . 
My s o r r o w s a r e n o t s o r r o w s t i l l he weeps. 
I l e a r n f r o m him as much as he f r o m me 
Who i s my c h o s e n and my t o o l i n t i m e . 

I n t h e s u b s e q u e n t s t a n z a s (2-7) t h e k e y end w o r d s — " a n o t h e r , " 

"me," "words," "him," and "he" a r e i n t e r w o v e n t h r o u g h o u t t o 

c r e a t e a s e s t i n a - l i k e p a t t e r n . I q u o t e s t a n z a s two, t h r e e and 
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f o u r t o make my p o i n t : 

I am dumb: my b u r d e n i s n o t l i k e a n o t h e r . a 
My l i n e a m e n t s a r e h i d f r o m him who knows me. b 
G r e a t i s my E a r t h w i t h u n d e l i v e r e d words. c 
I t i s my d ead, my dead, t h a t s i n g t o him d 
The a n c i e n t moment; and t h e i r v o i c e i s he. e 

B o r n i n t o t i m e o f l o v e ' s p e r c e p t i o n s , he e 
Is n o t o f t i m e . The a c t s o f t i m e t o him d 
A r e m a r g i n a l . From t h e f i r s t h o u r he knows me b 
U n t i l t h e l a s t , he s h a l l d i v i n e my words• c 
I n h i s own s o l i t u d e he h e a r s a n o t h e r . a 

I make demands o f him more t h a n a n o t h e r . a 
He s e t s h i m s e l f a l a b o u r b u i l t o f words c 
Which, t h r o u g h my l i p s , b r i n g s sudden j o y t o him. d 
He has t h e i l l u s i o n t h a t a t l a s t he knows me. b 
When t h e t o i l e n d s , my c o n f i d a n t i s he. e 

( i t a l i c s mine) 

The t r a d i t i o n a l s e s t i n a as u s e d by D a n t e , S i d n e y ("Ye G o a t h e r d 

G o d s " ) , S w i n b u r n e and o t h e r s i s a c o m p l i c a t e d t r o u b a d o u r v e r s e 

f o r m composed o f s i x unrhymed s t a n z a s o f s i x l i n e s e a c h , f o l ­

l owed by an envoy o f t h r e e l i n e s w i t h end words r e p e a t i n g 

t h r o u g h o u t i n a r e g u l a r p a t t e r n . T. S. E l i o t u s e s a v a r i a t i o n 

o f i t i n The F o u r Q u a r t e t s ("The D r y S a l v a g e s , " I I ) . I f we 

c o n s i d e r t h e o p e n i n g s t a n z a as a proem o r i n t r o d u c t o r y s t a t e ­

ment o f theme, Watkins' poem c o n t a i n s t h e r e q u i s i t e s i x s t a n z a s , 

b u t employs o n l y f i v e l i n e s i n e a c h and o m i t s t h e envoy. As 

i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s e s t i n a , a r e c u r r e n t p a t t e r n o f end words 

assumes t h e f u n c t i o n o f rhyme. A g a i n , W a t k i n s d e v i a t e s f r o m 

t h e p a r a d i g m by d e v e l o p i n g an i r r e g u l a r r a t h e r t h a n a r e g u l a r 

p a t t e r n i n t h e u s e o f end words. He a c h i e v e s t h e e f f e c t o f 

u n i t y , however, by c o n s t r u c t i n g a c i r c u l a r s t r u c t u r e i n w h i c h 

t h e l a s t word o f e a c h s t a n z a i s r e p e a t e d as t h e l a s t word i n 

t h e f i r s t l i n e o f t h e n e x t , and by h a v i n g t h e f i n a l word o f 

t h e l a s t s t a n z a ( " a n o t h e r " ) r e t u r n t h e r e a d e r t o t h e l a s t word 
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o f t h e f i r s t l i n e o f t h e s e c o n d s t a n z a ( a l s o " a n o t h e r " ) . T h i s 

k i n d o f e x p e r i m e n t a l i r r e g u l a r i t y w i t h i n t h e f o r m c r e a t e s t h e 

e f f e c t o f u n i t y w i t h i n v a r i e t y , o r d e r w i t h i n seeming d i s o r d e r , 

w h i c h i s t h e s u b j e c t o f t h e poem. The j u x t a p o s i n g o f " a n o t h e r " 

and "me," "him" and "me" r e i n f o r c e s t h e s e n s e o f t h e poem as an 

i n t e r p l a y o f s e l f and o t h e r — p o e t and Muse. The b a t t l e between 

them i s p r e s e n t e d as a c r e a t i v e t e n s i o n between s p i r i t and 

p a t t e r n . I t i s t h e Muse who b r i n g s t h e a p p a r e n t d i s o r d e r o f 

t h e p o e t i n t o o r d e r , and he who p r o v i d e s h e r w i t h t h a t w h i c h i s 

t o be shaped. L i k e t h e r e c i p r o c a l r e l a t i o n o f p o e t and Muse, 

t h e o r d e r o f t h e poem a p p e a r s random and j u m b l e d , b u t i s n o t . 

T h i s r e i n f o r c e s t h e s e n s e i n w h i c h t h e Muse h e r s e l f seems c a ­

p r i c i o u s , b u t i s w o r k i n g f o r t h e p o e t ' s good. I n h i s u s e o f 

end words, W a t k i n s r e e n a c t s b r i l l i a n t l y t h e c o n f l i c t between 

s p o n t a n e i t y and f o r m w h i c h i s t h e theme o f t h e poem, and a 

c e n t r a l i s s u e i n much o f h i s p r o s e . I n t h e words o f t h e Muse 

t h a t end t h e poem, 

. . . . I t i s by c o n f l i c t t h a t he knows me 

And s e r v e s me i n my way and n o t a n o t h e r . (A, p. 22) 

The f i n a l i s s u e t o be t a k e n up f r o m W a t k i n s ' p r o s e i s 

t h a t o f t h e p o e t as a d e f e n d e r and c o n v e y e r o f " t r a d i t i o n , " 

h e r e d e f i n e d i n W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f i t as t h e c o n t i n u o u s w e l l -

s p r i n g o r r e p o s i t o r y o f t i m e l e s s p o e t i c t r u t h p r e s e r v e d and 

t r a n s m i t t e d f r o m age t o age and m e d i a t e d t h r o u g h a g e - o l d and 

u n i v e r s a l s y m b o l s . We may r e c a l l t h a t i n H e s i o d ' s Theogony 

t h e f u n c t i o n o f t h e n i n e Muses was l e s s t o c r e a t e s o m e t h i n g 

o r i g i n a l , t h a n t o p r e s e r v e what went b e f o r e , and W a t k i n s ' 

a t t i t u d e i s c o n s e r v a t i v e i n t h a t s e n s e . R e l a t e d t o h i s 
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c o n c e p t o f t h e p o e t as p r e s e r v e r , and h i s u p h o l d i n g o f t h e 

s u p r e m a c y o f t h e p o e t i c m a s t e r s as a s t a n d a r d o f e x c e l l e n c e , 

i s h i s s e n s e o f t h e p o e t ' s a c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e p o e t s 

o f t h e p a s t . I n " P o e t s on P o e t r y " he s t a t e s , " W r i t e f o r t h e 

d e a d , i f y o u w i l l n o t d i s a p p o i n t t h e l i v i n g , " a n d f u r t h e r on 

i n t h a t same p i e c e , "A t r u e s t y l e c a n n o t be l e a r n t f r o m c o n t e m -
37 

p o r a r i e s . " F o r W a t k i n s , t h e w o r k s o f t h e g r e a t d e a d p o e t s 

h a v e e n t e r e d a r e a l m o f t i m e l e s s n e s s . I n "The J o y o f C r e a t i o n " 

he w r i t e s t h a t , 
W h e r e v e r i n t u i t i v e t r u t h i s m a n i f e s t e d , t h o u g h t h e 
work be h u n d r e d s o r t h o u s a n d s o f y e a r s o l d , e t e r n i t y 
i s p r e s e n t , and t h e d e a d a r t i s t who made i t i s r e ­
v e a l e d a s o u r c o n t e m p o r a r y . 

The i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e c o n t e m p o r a n e i t y o r " e t e r n a l p r e s e n c e " 

o f t h e p a s t i s t h a t t h e p o e t must w r i t e b o t h t o t h e " l i v i n g 

a n d t h e d e a d . " As W a t k i n s e x p l a i n s o f t h i s t w o f o l d p e r s p e c ­

t i v e : 
Those who r e a d o r h e a r a poem s h o u l d remember t h a t a 
good poem has two a u d i e n c e s ; i t i s a d d r e s s e d t o t h e 
l i v i n g a n d t h e d e a d a t t h e same t i m e . I f a p o e t d i s ­
m i s s e s t h e l i v i n g he becomes m o r b i d ; i f he d i s m i s s e s 
t h e d e a d he c e a s e s t o be a p r o p h e t . 

T h i s theme i s e c h o e d i n two s m a l l , c o m p l e m e n t a r y poems 

f r o m The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n , " F i d e l i t y t o t h e Dead" and 

" F i d e l i t y t o t h e L i v i n g . " I n t h e s e r h ymed, h e x a m e t e r s t a n z a s , 

W a t k i n s t a k e s up i n t u r n e a c h s i d e o f t h e q u e s t i o n , a r g u i n g 

t h a t t h e p o e t must w r o n g n e i t h e r t h e " t e n u o u s l i f e " o f t h e 

l i v i n g , n o r t h e i m m o r t a l l i f e o f t h e " u n f o r t u n a t e d e a d " ( L U , 

p. 4 0 ) . I n t h e poem, " A f f i n i t i e s " (A, p. 1 9 ) , t h e theme o f t h e 

d e f e n s e o f t r a d i t i o n i s c o n j o i n e d w i t h W a t k i n s ' i d e a o f t h e 

p o e t ' s r e l a t i o n t o t h e d e a d . The poem s t a n d s as a c h a l l e n g e t o 
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t h e c r i t i c s . As i n " T r a d i t i o n , " w h i c h we examined e a r l i e r , i t 

employs t i g h t l y rhymed c o u p l e t s t o r e i n f o r c e a s l i g h t l y s a t i r i c 

t o n e : 

I n e v e r y s m i t h whose work I come a c r o s s 
T r a d i t i o n i s t h e o r e , f a s h i o n t h e d r o s s . . . . 

'His work i s new. Why, t h e n , h i s name encumber 
W i t h a n c i e n t p o e t s ? ' He i s o f t h e i r number. 

C o m p l a i n a g a i n s t t h e dead, b u t do n o t sue. 
They n e v e r r e a d you, much l e s s i n j u r e d y o u . . . . 

I n a more e x a l t e d l y r i c , " A r t and t h e R a v e n s , " W a t k i n s 

s e t s up t h e p o e t as a d e f e n d e r o f t r a d i t i o n . As i n t h e o t h e r 

b i r d poems i n The D e a t h B e l l ("The Dead Shag," "The H e r o n , " 

"Woodpecker and L y r e - b i r d " ) , b i r d s e n a c t s y m b o l i c a l l y t h e r o l e 

o f t h e a r t i s t . Here t h e p o e t ' s a d m i r a t i o n f o r a p a i r o f r a v e n s 

p r o t e c t i n g t h e i r n e s t ("Love's b r o o d " ) l e a d s him t o e x p l o r e t h e 

a n a l o g y between n a t u r e and a r t , t h e r a v e n s and t h e t r u e a r t i s t 

who d e f e n d s a v i t a l t r a d i t i o n : 

0 d a r k , i n t e r i o r f l a m e , 
0 s p r i n g E l i j a h s t r u c k : 
O b s c u r i t y i s fame; 
G l o r y and p r a i s e a r e l u c k . 

N o t h i n g c a n l i v e so w i l d 
As t h o s e a m b i t i o u s wings 
M a j e s t i c , f o r l o v e ' s c h i l d 
D e f e n d i n g a n c i e n t s p r i n g s . 
D r i f t i n g i n l i g h t , t h e y s t a l l . 
Wind's c o n f l i c t keeps them t r u e . 
Sunbeam and b r e a k e r ' s f a l l 

C o n f o u n d them. They c u t t h r o u g h . (DB, p. 59) 

In many ways, W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e p o e t ' s r e l a t i o n t o t h e 

p a s t t i e s him c l o s e l y t o T. S. E l i o t , who w r i t e s i n " T r a d i t i o n 

and t h e I n d i v i d u a l T a l e n t , " 
No p o e t , no a r t i s t o f any a r t , has h i s c o m p l e t e meaning 
a l o n e . H i s s i g n i f i c a n c e , h i s a p p r e c i a t i o n i s t h e a p p r e ­
c i a t i o n o f h i s r e l a t i o n t o t h e d ead p o e t s and a r t i s t s . 
You c a n n o t v a l u e him a l o n e ; you must s e t him, f o r 
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c o n t r a s t a n d c o m p a r i s o n , among t h e dead.^Q 

And we n o t e t h a t W a t k i n s d e d i c a t e s a poem t o E l i o t , "Ode t o 

T. S. E l i o t , " i n A f f i n i t i e s ( 1 9 6 2 ) . T h a t v o l u m e , w h i c h p a y s 

t r i b u t e t o some o f t h e de a d p o e t s i n W a t k i n s ' p e r s o n a l p a n t h e o n 

( C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s , T. S. E l i o t , H o l d e r l i n , H e i n e , K e a t s , Brown­

i n g a n d o t h e r s ) , was c r i t i c i z e d a t t h e t i m e o f i t s p u b l i c a t i o n 

f o r what h a s b e e n c a l l e d W a t k i n s ' " r o m a n t i c c u l t o f p o e t s , " a nd 

f o r what was s e e n as a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s i n d e b t e d n e s s t o t h e 
41 

p a s t . H a r o l d Bloom has w r i t t e n i n h i s The A n x i e t y o f I n f l u ­

e n c e (New Y o r k : O x f o r d U n i v . P r e s s , 1973) o f t h e v a r i o u s d e ­

f e n s i v e p o s t u r e s t h e a s p i r i n g p o e t i n e a c h new g e n e r a t i o n may 

t a k e t o w a r d h i s g r e a t p o e t i c p r e c u r s o r s . W i t h a n a p p a r e n t a b ­

s e n c e o f s u c h a n x i e t y , W a t k i n s b o l d l y opens h i m s e l f t o " t h e 

d e a d , " r u n n i n g t h e r i s k o f b e i n g o v e r w h e l m e d o u t o f a s t r o n g 

s e n s e t h a t r e l a t i o n t o t h e p a s t i s i n t e g r a l t o a w h o l e n e s s o f 

v i s i o n . H e r e a nd t h r o u g h o u t h i s v e r s e he e s t a b l i s h e s h i s 

" a f f i n i t i e s " w i t h a p o e t i c l i n e i n w h i c h he s e e s h i m s e l f a n d 

h i s p o e t r y h a v i n g a p l a c e , b e l i e v i n g t h a t one does n o t w r i t e i n 

a h i s t o r i c a l vacuum. T h e r e f o r e , t h i s s e n s e o f t h e p a s t t h a t 

some i n t e r p r e t as p o e t i c w e a k n e s s may be s e e n f r o m a n o t h e r p e r ­

s p e c t i v e as p o e t i c s t r e n g t h . The q u e s t i o n a g a i n i s w h e t h e r he 

i s a b l e t o i n t e g r a t e t h e p a s t e f f e c t i v e l y i n t o h i s own p o e t i c 

o u t l o o k . "The C h i l d h o o d o f H o l d e r l i n " (A, p. 5 7 ) , "Sweden-

b o r g ' s S k u l l " (CA, p. 60) and " B l a k e " ( L U , p. 88) a r e o n l y a 

few e x a m p l e s o f poems w h i c h ( i n t h e o p i n i o n o f t h i s w r i t e r a t 

l e a s t ) b e g i n as c o n s c i o u s payments o f p o e t i c d e b t , b u t , t h r o u g h 

t h e t r a n s f o r m i n g power o f t h e p o e t ' s i m a g i n a t i o n , end as s u c ­

c e s s f u l a c h i e v e m e n t s i n t h e i r own r i g h t . 
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P a r t I I : P o e t i c P r a c t i c e 

"The m i r a c u l o u s moment o f c o m p o s i t i o n o c c u r s 
where t r a d i t i o n and i n n o v a t i o n meet." ( V e r n o n 
W a t k i n s , f r o m "The J o y o f C r e a t i o n " ) 

Any d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e f o r m a l q u a l i t i e s o f W a t k i n s ' c r a f t 

needs t o t a k e a c c o u n t o f h i s s k i l l w i t h t h e s o n n e t . Not o n l y 

a r e t h e r e o v e r s i x t y s o n n e t s s c a t t e r e d among t h e p u b l i s h e d 

poems, b u t i n them he d e v e l o p s many o f h i s c e n t r a l themes. The 

two s o n n e t s w h i c h I w i s h t o c o n s i d e r h e r e , " A f f i r m a t i o n " i n 

The B r e a k i n g o f t h e Wave and "Sonnet (The p r o s e p u r v e y o r s o f 

d o u b t ) " i n F i d e l i t i e s , e x p l o r e what Gwen W a t k i n s has c a l l e d 

W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e "need f o r l y r i c p o e t r y t o be e x a l t e d 

a g a i n s t t h e s c e p t i c i s m o f t h e c r i t i c s . " " ' " They n o t o n l y demon­

s t r a t e W a t k i n s ' t e c h n i c a l m a s t e r y o f t h e f o r m , b u t show him 

c a r r y i n g on i n h i s p o e t r y some o f t h e i d e a s e x p r e s s e d i n h i s 

c r i t i c i s m . 

" A f f i r m a t i o n , " t h e f i r s t o f t h e s o n n e t s i n t h e posthumous 

e d i t i o n , The B r e a k i n g o f t h e Wave (1 9 7 9 ) , i s a t r a d i t i o n a l 

P e t r a r c h a n s o n n e t , r h y m i n g abbaabba c d c d d c , w i t h a d e f i n i t e 

s t a n z a b r e a k between t h e o c t a v e and t h e s e s t e t . W a t k i n s seems 

t o p r e f e r t h e P e t r a r c h a n form by h i s f r e q u e n t u s e o f i t , b u t 

employs t h e S h a k e s p e a r e a n model i n a number o f poems. O f t e n , 

however, he c r e a t e s h i s own v a r i a t i o n s on t h e s t a n d a r d f o r m . 

"May y o u l o v e l e a v e s , " i n t h e volume u n d e r d i s c u s s i o n , f o r i n ­

s t a n c e , u s e s t o a d v a n t a g e t h e snap o f t h e f i n a l E l i z a b e t h a n 

c o u p l e t , b u t employs an a t y p i c a l rhyme scheme i n t h e q u a t r a i n s 

(aabb, c c d d , e e f f ) . I n t h a t p a r t i c u l a r poem, W a t k i n s adds a n a -

p e s t i c f e e t t o t h e s t a n d a r d i a m b i c l i n e ("Dancing i n t h e l i g h t , 



142 

i n t h e shade where l i g h t i s s t i l l e d " ) , and ends t h e poem w i t h 

a l i n e i n w h i c h t h e i a m b i c r h y t h m a l m o s t b r e a k s down e n t i r e l y 

t o enhance t h e s e n s e o f j o y a r r i v i n g i n a moment o f r e p o s e — i n 

t h e r e t a r d i n g o f t e m p o r a l movement: 

J o y w i l l s u r r o u n d you, w h i c h you t h o u g h t had f l e d , 
I n s a f e t y , i n s i l e n c e , i n t h e s t e p s o f t h e d e a d . 

The a b i l i t y t o work f r e e l y i n v a r i a t i o n s on t h e i a m b i c 

l i n e i s a l s o e v i d e n t i n " A f f i r m a t i o n , " where t h e p o e t employs 

i n v e r t e d f e e t , s p o n d e e s , and a f r e e s u b s t i t u t i o n o f t r i s y l l a b i c 

f e e t . The r h y t h m i s a p p r o p r i a t e l y r o u g h e r i n t h e o c t a v e , where 

he i s a d d r e s s i n g t h e s c e p t i c a l c r i t i c and u p b r a i d i n g him f o r 

h i s l o s s o f f a i t h ( v i s i o n ) and f o r a c o n s e q u e n t l o s s o f s t y l e 

and t e c h n i c a l c o n t r o l : 

Out s c e p t i c , b e t r a y e d by y o u r own s t y l e : 
No f a i t h and l o o s e measures go hand i n hand. 
C a l l g r a n d e u r u n t r u e , b u t t r u t h i s g r a n d , 
And t r u t h no man c a n a l t e r , no, n o r d e f i l e . 
S prung f r o m i n f i n i t e s o r r o w b r e a k s t h e s m i l e 
Of g r a c e , a l t e r i n g t h e p a t h a m b i t i o n p l a n n e d , 
Whose j o y , g i v e n , must u n f o r g e t t a b l y s t a n d , 
R e l a x e d o r d e r , charm, f o r none t o r e v i l e . 

The t e n s i o n s between rhythm and m e t r i c a l p a r a d i g m a r e p a r t i c u ­

l a r l y e v i d e n t i n t h e f i r s t two l i n e s where W a t k i n s c o n n e c t s t h e 

" l o s s o f f a i t h " t o " l o o s e m e a s u r e s . " The s e c o n d l i n e i s r e l a ­

t i v e l y p r o s a i c , as i f t o i m i t a t e t h e p r o s a i c s t y l e o f t h e s c e p ­

t i c . But i n t h e p a r t s o f t h e o c t a v e where he i s a f f i r m i n g t h e 

s a c r e d n a t u r e o f t r u t h , t h e t o n e becomes e x a l t e d and t h e r h y t h ­

mic norm i s p a r t i a l l y r e s t o r e d ("And t r u t h , no man c a n a l t e r , 

no, n o r d e f i l e . " ) . 

I n t h e s e s t e t , when t h e v o i c e t u r n s f r o m c h a l l e n g i n g t h e 

s c e p t i c t o a more p o s i t i v e and p e r s o n a l a f f i r m a t i o n o f t h e 

o r d e r o f " l o v e , " t h e i a m b i c r h y t h m r e a s s e r t s i t s e l f c l e a r l y 
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("Learn t h e n o f l o v e s h i n e f r o m t h e t r u t h men s h u n . " ) . The 

i n v e r t e d f i r s t and t h i r d f e e t ( t r o c h e e s ) p l a c e t h e s t r e s s on 

t h e v e r b s " l e a r n " and " s t r i v e , " g i v i n g a s u r g i n g e n e r g y t o t h e 

l i n e . I t becomes c l e a r by t h e s e c o n d l i n e t h a t t h e p o e t i s no 

l o n g e r a d d r e s s i n g t h e s c e p t i c , b u t t h e " s o u l , " w h i c h i s e n c o u r ­

aged t o b u i l d i t s " c i t y " and h o n o u r i t s f i r s t e s t a t e i n w h i c h 

wisdom and i n n o c e n c e a r e one. The poem has moved m a i n l y up t o 

t h i s p o i n t by means o f a b s t r a c t s t a t e m e n t , s p e a k i n g o f " f a i t h , " 

" t r u t h , " and " g r a c e " w i t h o u t t h e r e i n f o r c e m e n t o f c o n c r e t e 

images. But i n t h e l a s t t h r e e l i n e s t h e p o e t p r e s e n t s t h e 

e s s e n t i a l j o y o f t h e c r e a t i v e a c t (an i d e a w h i c h he d i s c u s s e s 
2 

i n "The J o y o f C r e a t i o n " ) t h r o u g h t h e image o f " w e i r w a t e r s " 

f a l l i n g , t u r n i n g as t h e e a r t h r o t a t e s t o make a k i n d o f e t e r ­

n a l l y b e g i n n i n g m u s i c : 

L e a r n t h e n o f l o v e , s h i n e f r o m t h e t r u t h men shun. 
B u i l d , s o u l , y o u r c i t y , h o n o u r t h e s t a t e 
I n n o c e n c e gave t o wisdom, t h e r e made one. 
J o y s i n g i n g g o v e r n s a l l we c r e a t e 
As w e i r w a t e r s , f e e l i n g t h e e a r t h r o t a t e , 

Amass, f a l l i n g , a m u s i c a l w a y s begun. 

The f a l l i n g o f t h e w a t e r s i s e c h o e d i n t h e f a l l i n g r h y t h m (on 

t h e words " f a l l i n g " and " m u s i c " ) o f t h e l a s t l i n e s where t h e 

p o e t r e c r e a t e s t h e m u s i c o f c r e a t i o n i n t h e c h a l l e n g i n g and 

r e s o l u t i o n o f t h e poem's i n t r i c a t e r h y t h m s . The s t r o n g u n d e r ­

p i n n i n g o f v o w e l s i n "Amass, f a l l i n g , a m u s i c " a l s o h e l p s t o 

r e i n f o r c e t h e s e n s e o f m u s i c a l i t y i n t h e f i n a l l i n e s . 

In " S o nnet (The p r o s e p u r v e y o r s o f d o u b t ) , " W a t k i n s 

a t t a c k s what he s e e s t o be t h e f a l s e p o e t s ("the d i s m a n t l e r s 

o f / E c s t a s y " ) o f h i s day who have r e j e c t e d " s t r i c t numbers" 

and r e t u r n e d a r t t o " d i s c o r d " and " c h a o s " i n a " r e v o l u t i o n o f 
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a n t i - l o v e . " L i k e t h e s c e p t i c i n " A f f i r m a t i o n , " t h e " p r o s e 

p u r v e y o r s o f d o u b t " r e p r e s e n t t h o s e who i n r e j e c t i n g a t r a n s ­

m u t a t i o n o f meaning t h r o u g h r h y t h m i c and m u s i c a l s t r u c t u r e s , 

b e t r a y p o e t r y a t i t s s o u r c e . He e s t a b l i s h e s t h e g r o u n d o f h i s 

a t t a c k i n t h e o c t a v e : 

The p r o s e p u r v e y o r s o f d o u b t , t h e d i s m a n t l e r s o f 
E c s t a s y , who t r a f f i c w i t h o u t a god 
In b r o k e n m e t r e , would have t h e i r Pegasus shod 
W i t h d i s c o r d , n o t s t r i c t numbers. A t l o v e t h e y s c o f f , 
And t h e n , i n t h e r e v o l u t i o n o f a n t i - l o v e , 
U n s h e a t h e c h a o s , t h e d e a t h o f t h e p e r i o d , 
W h i l e a new S i b y l , s h r i e k i n g above h e r t r i p o d , 

P r o c l a i m s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , t r e a c h e r y , t r o u g h . ( F , p. 55) 

As i n " A f f i r m a t i o n , " t h e v i g o r o u s d e v i a t i o n o f t h e l i n e s f r o m 

t h e i a m b i c norm, t h e d o u b l e c a e s u r a s and r u n o v e r l i n e s , c r e a t e 

t h e s e n s e o f a b r e a k i n g down o f f o r m . The c o m p l a i n t a g a i n s t 

" b r o k e n m e t r e " r e g i s t e r s i n t h e i r r e g u l a r i t y o f t h e l i n e s . 

The i n t e r e s t i n g a s p e c t o f W a t k i n s ' t h o u g h t i n t h i s poem 

i s t h a t i n t h e s e s t e t he t i e s t h e o b e d i e n c e t o s t r i c t e r mea­

s u r e s t o h i s own s e n s e o f o n t o l o g y . T h a t i s , t h e poem r e s t s 

on t h e n o t i o n t h a t p o e t r y i s meant t o r e p e a t t h e o r d e r l y mo­

t i o n s o f n a t u r e and t h e cosmos. To b r e a k w i t h t r a d i t i o n i n 

t h i s s e n s e i s t o f a i l t o be i n harmony w i t h t h e v e r y n a t u r e o f 

t h i n g s , t h e o r d e r l y p r o g r e s s i o n s and rhythms o f c r e a t i o n — t h e 

b r e a k i n g o f t h e waves and t h e d i v i n e p r o p o r t i o n s o f t h e f i x e d 

s t a r s . B o t h l i f e and a r t a r e d e f i n e d i n terms o f m a t h e m a t i c a l 

and f i x e d p r o p o r t i o n s : 

Y e t e v e n t h e d i s e n c h a n t e d , d i s o r d e r e d f r e t 
F o r l o s t o r d e r . B r e a k e r s r e c a l l rhyme, 
A n c h o r s w e i g h e d , and d i v i n e p r o p o r t i o n s s e t . 
As hawk h o v e r s , as compass n e e d l e i n t i m e 
F l i e s u n s w e r v i n g , s t e a d i e d , where t h e s t a r s c l i m b , 
F i x e d laws h a l l o w what none c a n f o r g e t . 
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W a t k i n s a r g u e s t h a t e v e n t h o s e who d o u b t y e a r n u n c o n s c i o u s l y 

f o r " l o s t o r d e r . " " F i x e d laws h a l l o w what none c a n f o r g e t " 

b e c a u s e t h e memorable rhythms o f e a r t h c o n s t a n t l y echo t h o s e 

o f an e t e r n a l , m e t a p h y s i c a l o r d e r . W a t k i n s l a m e n t s t h e l o s s 

o f o r d e r b o t h i n man's r e l a t i o n t o t h e cosmos and i n h i s a r t , 

w h i c h i s o u t o f harmony w i t h c o s m i c law. H e r e , t h e i n t e g r a l 

r e l a t i o n between W a t k i n s ' m e t a p h y s i c a l i d e a l s and t h e k i n d o f 

p o e t r y he has c h o s e n i s e x p l i c i t . 

I n some n o t e s made f r o m h i s l e c t u r e s by a s t u d e n t i n h i s 

c l a s s a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n and l a t e r p u b l i s h e d i n 

t h e A n g l o - W e l s h Review, W a t k i n s makes a s i m i l a r c o n n e c t i o n b e ­

tween r e g u l a r m e t e r and t h e r e g u l a r i t y o f t h e s t e l l a r p a t t e r n : 

We a r e l i v i n g i n a t i m e when t h e r e i s a b r e a k i n g away 
from r e g u l a r m e t r e . We have a l w a y s l i v e d i n a t i m e 
when t h e r e was a b r e a k i n g away f r o m r e g u l a r m e t r e . I'm 
a g r e a t b e l i e v e r i n r e g u l a r i t y . H a l l e y ' s comet i s r e g ­
u l a r . E v e r y s e v e n t y - t w o y e a r s i t comes a r o u n d , I 
t h i n k . Some p o e t s a r e d e s t i n e d t o w r i t e i n s t r i c t 
f o r m . When a t h i n g i s i r r e g u l a r , i t must be made up 
f o r by g e n i u s . I d o n ' t thi-nk anyone does good f r e e 
v e r s e who has n o t m a s t e r e d t h e s t r i c t . M a r i a n n e Moore 
throws o v e r c o n v e n t i o n a l metre and p u t s i n s y l l a b i c 
s t r e s s and i s a b s o l u t e l y w o n d e r f u l , but no one e l s e c a n 
do i t l i k e t h a t . ^ 

One c a n see f r o m t h i s i n f o r m a l s t a t e m e n t t h a t W a t k i n s i s n o t 

d o g m a t i c a b o u t t h e u s e o f t r a d i t i o n a l forms f o r o t h e r s , b u t 

t h a t h i s s e n s e o f t h e r e g u l a r i t y o f t h e rhythms o f t h e cosmos 

l e a d s him t o a r g u e t h e need o f a d e c i d e d r h y t h m i c a l b a s e and 

a knowledge o f m e t r i c a l p r i n c i p l e s . I n " A f f i r m a t i o n , " W a t k i n s 

i s b u i l d i n g a r a t i o n a l e f o r h i s own p o e t i c p r a c t i c e . L i k e 

H a r d y , B r i d g e s , Y e a t s , M u i r and Ransom, he e s t a b l i s h e s h i m s e l f 

as a modern p o e t w r i t i n g p r e d o m i n a n t l y i n t r a d i t i o n a l m e t e r s . 

W a t k i n s by no means l i m i t s t h e s u b j e c t o f h i s s o n n e t s t o 
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q u e s t i o n s o f p o e t i c t h e o r y and p r a c t i c e . F o r h i s s o n n e t s e n ­

compass a w i d e r a n g e o f themes f r o m t h a t o f l o v e ( s e e "The 

Dove" and "The S i l e n c e o f L o v e " i n BW) t o t r e a t m e n t s o f h i s 

c e n t r a l m e t a p h y s i c a l and r e l i g i o u s p r e o c c u p a t i o n s ( s e e "The 

Yew T r e e " i n L U ) . " C w m r h y d y c e i r w Q u a r r y " ( F , p. 79) i s a 

d o u b l e s o n n e t f o r D y l a n Thomas i n t h e e l e g i a c mode, w h i l e 

" C w m r h y d y c e i r w E l e g i a c s " ( p r o n o u n c e d C o o m - r h e e - d e r - k y r o o ) i s a n 

u nrhymed s o n n e t . " T h r e e S o n n e t s f o r C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s " a r e 

f o u r t e e n - l i n e poems, b u t t h e f i r s t a n d t h i r d o f t h e s e q u e n c e 

a r e w r i t t e n i n s e v e n - b e a t l i n e s a nd h e x a m e t e r s r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

"The P u l s e and t h e S h a d e " (BOD, p. 38) i s a s e q u e n c e o f s e v e n 

s o n n e t s a d d r e s s e d t o t h e S a v i o r ( " M a s t e r o f a l l o u r s t y l e s " ) 

m e d i t a t i n g on t h e n a t u r e o f l i f e a n d d e a t h , t i m e and e t e r n i t y . 

And " S o n n e t ( M u s c u l a r man)" i s a f o u r t e e n - l i n e poem i n i a m b i c 

t r i m e t e r on t h e i n t e g r i t y and d e d i c a t i o n o f t h e a r t i s t (BOD, 

p. 2 0 ) . 

B e f o r e m o v i n g on t o a d i s c u s s i o n o f W a t k i n s and t r a d i t i o n ­

a l W e l s h p o e t r y , a few words n e e d t o be s a i d a b o u t h i s b a l l a d s , 

o des and e l e g i e s . W a t k i n s ' own d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s b a l l a d s i s 

q u i t e a c c u r a t e : 

The b a l l a d f o r m i s , o f c o u r s e , as o l d as p o e t r y i t s e l f , 
a nd one o f t h e l a w s a t t a c h i n g t o i t seems t o be t h a t i t 
must be hammered and b e a t e n and k n o c k e d i n t o s hape u n t i l 
i t i s as h a r d and anonymous as a p e b b l e on t h e s h o r e . 

My own b a l l a d s h a v e a g r e a t d e a l i n common w i t h 
t h o s e o f t h e t r a d i t i o n . They a r e a l l r h y t h m i c a l a n d 
i n t e n d e d t o be r e a d a l o u d ; and i n some I u s e a r e f r a i n . 
T hey a r e n o t i n any s e n s e p r i v a t e poems. Y e t h e r e t h e 
l i k e n e s s e n d s . T h e s e b a l l a d s a r e e l e m e n t a l and t h e y 
b e l o n g t o m y t h , b u t t h e y do n o t b e l o n g t o h i s t o r y . I n 
t h e s e i t i s n o t t h e n a r r a t i v e b u t t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l s i t ­
u a t i o n t h a t c o u n t s , and t h e s y m b o l s s u r r o u n d i n g t h e s i t ­
u a t i o n . , 
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W a t k i n s ' l o n g - s t a n d i n g i n t e r e s t i n t h e b a l l a d r e p r e s e n t s a n 

e f f o r t t o c a r r y on t h e R o m a n t i c t r a d i t i o n o f r a i s i n g t h e p r i m ­

i t i v e , p u b l i c a n d o r a l a s p e c t s o f t h e f o r m i n t o t h e r e a l m o f 

l i t e r a r y a nd m y t h i c r e t e l l i n g , a n e f f o r t b e g u n by W o r d s w o r t h 

and C o l e r i d g e i n t h e L y r i c a l B a l l a d s . W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

aware n o t o n l y o f t h e o l d e r , "anonymous" b a l l a d t r a d i t i o n , b u t 

o f t h e l a t e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y and p r e - R o m a n t i c t r a d i t i o n o f 

t h e b a l l a d as p o p u l a r i z e d by t h e work o f James M a c P h e r s o n t h e 

" O s s i a n " p o e t , whose p a r t l y - f a b r i c a t e d e d i t i o n o f G a e l i c poems, 

F r a g m e n t s o f A n c i e n t P o e t r y ( 1 7 6 0 ) , a l o n g w i t h t h e p u b l i c a t i o n 

i n 1765 o f Thomas P e r c y ' s R e l i q u e s o f E n g l i s h P o e t r y , i n i t i ­

a t e d a new i n t e r e s t i n t h e l i t e r a r y p o t e n t i a l o f t h e p o e t r y o f 

t h e n a t i v e s t r a i n . T h e r e i s a l s o a s t r o n g p o p u l a r b a l l a d t r a ­

d i t i o n w i t h i n W e l s h p o e t r y t h a t f l o u r i s h e d f r o m t h e f i f t e e n t h 

t o t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y w i t h w h i c h W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

f a m i l i a r . From t h e e a r l i e r d i s c u s s i o n o f W a t k i n s ' s o u r c e s f o r 

t h e T a l i e s i n poems i n C h a p t e r I , we r e c a l l t h a t a l t h o u g h I o l o 

Morganwg's e d i t i o n s o f e a r l y W e l s h p o e t r y ( l i k e "The T r i a d s o f 

B r i t a i n " ) were l a t e r f o u n d t o be s p u r i o u s , t h e y n o n e t h e l e s s 

e x e r t e d a n i m p o r t a n t i n f l u e n c e on men's c o n c e p t o f t h e e a r l y 

p o e t r y and o f t h e f i g u r e o f t h e b a r d . A l l o f t h e s e e l e m e n t s 

w o u l d h a v e n o u r i s h e d W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e b a l l a d as b o t h 

" e l e m e n t a l " a n d " m y t h i c . " 

The a b o v e r e m a r k on h i s c o n c e r n w i t h t h e " m e t a p h y s i c a l 

s i t u a t i o n " as o p p o s e d t o t h e n a r r a t i v e i s c e r t a i n l y t r u e o f 

W a t k i n s ' e a r l i e s t a n d most w e l l - k n o w n b a l l a d , "The B a l l a d o f 

t h e M a r i Lwyd." T h e r e t h e M a r i ("grey o r p a l e mare") i s 

a s s o c i a t e d b o t h w i t h t h e t e r r o r o f t h e p a g a n m y s t e r i e s and w i t h 
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t h e s a n c t i t y o f t h e C h r i s t i a n s a c r a m e n t . S y m b o l i c a l l y , she 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e " p r o f a n e t h i n g made h o l y " whose s u p e r n a t u r a l 

p r e s e n c e i s c a p a b l e o f u n i t i n g t h e l i v i n g and t h e dead i n t h e 

t i m e l e s s moment between t h e o l d y e a r and t h e new. Here W a t k i n s 

r a i s e s i n t o t h e r e a l m o f myth t h e l o c a l Welsh custom o f p e a s ­

a n t s b e a r i n g a mare's head ( o r s u r r o g a t e t h e r e o f ) f r o m house 

t o h o u s e a t m i d n i g h t o f t h e New Y e a r . I n The D e a t h B e l l , Wat­

k i n s i n c l u d e s e i g h t b a l l a d s , many o f w h i c h d e m o n s t r a t e t h e f o r ­

mal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l b a l l a d . F o r example, he 

employs i n s i s t e n t r e p e t i t i o n i n t h e " B a l l a d o f t h e Rough S e a " 

and t h e t r a d i t i o n a l f o u r - l i n e a l t e r n a t i n g t e t r a m e t e r and t r i ­

m e t e r s t a n z a s i n "The B a l l a d o f C u l v e r ' s H o l e " t o a c h i e v e h i s 

h a u n t i n g e f f e c t s . I t i s w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t many o f h i s b a l l a d s 

t a k e p l a c e n e a r o r on t h e s e a , and move from a c o n c r e t e s i t u ­

a t i o n o r i n c i d e n t t o a p h i l o s o p h i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e on t h e i n t e r ­

woven powers o f l i f e and d e a t h and man's r e l a t i o n t o t h e s u p e r ­

n a t u r a l . I n most o f them, t h e p o e t a t t a i n s t h r o u g h c o n s c i o u s 

a r t t h a t q u a l i t y o f i m p e r s o n a l i t y and o b j e c t i v i t y t h a t t h e 

b a l l a d t r a d i t i o n demands by s p e a k i n g t h r o u g h t h e mask o f a 

d r a m a t i c " p e r s o n a . " I n t h e " B a l l a d o f t h e T r i a l o f Sodom," 

W a t k i n s shows h i m s e l f c a p a b l e o f i n t e g r a t i n g b i b l i c a l p a r a d i g m s 

w i t h i n t h e B r i t i s h b a l l a d t r a d i t i o n . The i n c l u s i o n o f b i b l i c a l 

themes i s a l s o a n o t a b l e f e a t u r e o f some o f t h e e i g h t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y Welsh b a l l a d s . " ' 

W a t k i n s ' few b u t memorable odes a r e n o t a l w a y s c l e a r l y 

c a t e g o r i z a b l e as P i n d a r i c o r H o r a t i a n , b u t s t a n d as f o r m a l , 

c e r e m o n i o u s poems on a v a r i e t y o f s u b j e c t s . "Ode" (CA, p. 11) 

p r o c e e d s i n f o u r - l i n e , c o n t r o l l e d s t a n z a s o f a l o o s e l y i a m b i c 
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p e n t a m e t e r m e a s u r e ( a l t e r n a t i n g w i t h t e t r a m e t e r and t r i m e t e r 

l i n e s ) t o d e a l r e f l e c t i v e l y w i t h t h e s u b j e c t o f war t h r o u g h 

t h e o c c a s i o n o f a r o y a l c o r o n a t i o n . The p u b l i c n a t u r e o f t h e 

e v e n t a l l o w s W a t k i n s t o s p e a k i n a n o b j e c t i v e and s e l f -

c o n f i d e n t t o n e . I n "Ode t o J u s t i c e " (BOD, p. 4 7 ) , he u s e s t h e 

same t i g h t q u a t r a i n s t o r e f l e c t on t h e n a t u r e o f d i v i n e j u s ­

t i c e . The poem i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f W o r d s w o r t h ' s H o r a t i a n "Ode 

t o D u t y " i n t h a t i t c a r r i e s on i n t o t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y t h e 

c l a s s i c a l c e l e b r a t i o n o f a p e r s o n i f i e d a b s t r a c t i o n , d e f i n i n g 

h e r h e r e as a l i b e r a t i n g and f o r g i v i n g , r a t h e r t h a n a r e s t r i c ­

t i v e power: 

She i s more p a t i e n t , s u f f e r s h e r n e g l e c t 
E a s i l y , g l a d t o be a s s i g n e d t h e l o w e s t 
P l a c e i n a n y s u r r o u n d i n g s , 
L i f t i n g h e r p r a y e r , t h e f o u n t a i n none c a n r e j e c t . 

"Ode a t t h e S p r i n g E q u i n o x , " i n c o n t r a s t , i s a more P i n d a r i c 

poem o f l o n g e r s i x t e e n - l i n e s t a n z a s , b u t w i t h o u t t h e t r i a d i c 

s t r u c t u r e o f t h e P i n d a r i c ode. I t c e l e b r a t e s t h e s e a s o n a l 

c h a n g e s i n a h e i g h t e n e d , W o r d s w o r t h i a n manner t h a t r e c a l l s t h e 

" I m m o r t a l i t y Ode." 

I w a t c h and f e e l t h e p u l s e o f t u r n i n g E a r t h 
Now, i n t h e f o r e s p r i n g t i m e , 
And mark t h a t power s u b l i m e 
W h i c h makes t h e p a s s i n g moment w o r t h 

A l l u n f o r m e d y e a r s l a c k i n g t h i s p r e s e n t f o r m . (CA, p. 98) 

Y e t l i k e t h e more H o r a t i a n o d e s , i t i s a f o r m a l and r e f l e c t i v e 

m e d i t a t i o n , i n t h i s c a s e d w e l l i n g on man's p o t e n t i a l l y d e s t r u c ­

t i v e - c r e a t i v e r e l a t i o n t o n a t u r e . "Ode t o T. S. E l i o t " and 

"Ode t o N i j i n s k i " f r o m A f f i n i t i e s a r e f o r m a l t r i b u t e s t o a r t ­

i s t s ( a p o e t a n d a d a n c e r ) w i t h whom t h e p o e t i d e n t i f i e s ; and 

"Ode t o S w a n s e a " (A, p. 27) i s a n a p o s t r o p h e h o n o u r i n g t h e 
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W e l s h town n e a r W a t k i n s ' home t h a t n o u r i s h e d i t s a r t i s t s 

("Here i s t h e l o i t e r i n g m a r v e l / F e e d i n g a r t i s t s w i t h a l l t h e y 

k n o w . " ) . I n most o f h i s o d e s , W a t k i n s p r e s e r v e s e i t h e r t h e 

s e r i o u s a nd p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u a l i t y o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l H o r a t i a n 

o d e , o r t h e o c c a s i o n a l and c e l e b r a t o r y n a t u r e o f t h e P i n d a r i c . 

More o f t e n , he c o m b i n e s t h e H o r a t i a n s e n s e o f q u i e t r e s t r a i n t 

and r e f l e c t i v e n e s s w i t h t h e P i n d a r i c s e n s e o f e x a l t e d c e l e b r a ­

t i o n . I n g e n e r a l , i n h i s odes W a t k i n s a c h i e v e s a more p u b l i c 

a n d o b j e c t i v e v o i c e t h a n i n h i s more p e r s o n a l l y r i c s . A f i n a l 

l i n e o f i n q u i r y t h a t m i g h t p r o v e f r u i t f u l w o u l d be t h a t o f t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f H o l d e r l i n ' s odes on W a t k i n s . F o r h i s t r a n s l a t i o n s 

o f H o l d e r l i n , a nd t h e poems d e d i c a t e d t o h i m p r o v e W a t k i n s r e ­

s p o n s i v e t o t h e m y s t e r i o u s , unrhymed odes o f t h e German, Roman-

t i c p o e t . 

The s u b j e c t o f W a t k i n s ' e l e g i e s h a s b e e n t r e a t e d b y Gwen 

W a t k i n s i n h e r p u b l i s h e d m o nograph, V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f t h e  

E l e g i a c Muse, and i n h e r more r e c e n t P o r t r a i t o f a F r i e n d 

( L l a n d y s u l , D y f e d : Gomer P r e s s , 1 9 8 3 ) , a s t u d y o f t h e c o m p l e x ­

i t y o f W a t k i n s ' p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n t o Thomas. I n t h e f o r m e r 

she p o i n t s o u t t h a t o f t h e " t h r e e h u n d r e d poems c o l l e c t e d i n 

h i s b o o k s . . . o v e r one h u n d r e d a r e e i t h e r f o r m a l e l e g i e s , o r 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s o f d e a t h as a m a i n o r s u b s i d i a r y t h e m e . S h e 

n o t e s t h a t t h e r e a r e e l e v e n e l e g i e s on t h e d e a t h o f D y l a n 

Thomas i n w h i c h W a t k i n s a t t e m p t s t o g i v e m e a n i n g t o t h e p a s t 

and t o e x p l o r e h i s own s e n s e o f l o s s a t t h a t p o e t ' s d e a t h . I 

s h a l l be e x p l o r i n g some o f t h e e l e g i e s f o r Thomas i n C h a p t e r V 

where I i n t e n d t o e x a m i n e t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p i n g r e a t e r d e p t h . 

W a t k i n s h i m s e l f saw h i s r e l a t i o n t o Thomas as a s o r t o f 
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C o l e r i d g i a n - W o r d s w o r t h i a n c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f m i n d s . I n a l e c t u r e 

g i v e n a t Swansea C o l l e g e ( 1 9 6 6 ) , t h o u g h n o t r e f e r r i n g t o 

Thomas d i r e c t l y , he e x p r e s s e s h i s s e n s e o f t h e m u t u a l l y e n r i c h ­

i n g f r i e n d s h i p p o s s i b l e b e t w e e n p o e t s : 

I f we l o o k b a c k t h r o u g h t h e c e n t u r i e s o f o u r p o e t r y 
we s h a l l f i n d many e x a m p l e s o f two p o e t s i n n a t e l y and 
f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i f f e r e n t i n i d i o m and s t y l e , b u t o f t e n 
b ound by f r i e n d s h i p and a common theme, whose w o r k 
has b e e n s t r e n g t h e n e d , n o t by c o m p e t i t i o n , b u t by t h e 
a s s u r a n c e and e x p e c t a t i o n o f w o r k s f r o m a c o n t e m p o r a r y 
t a l e n t . g 

Though t h e r e a r e numerous m o d e l s f r o m t h e E n g l i s h e l e g i a c 

t r a d i t i o n u p o n w h i c h W a t k i n s c o u l d h a v e d r a w n , l i k e M i l t o n ' s 

L y c i d a s , S h e l l e y ' s A d o n a i s , and T e n n y s o n ' s I n Memoriam, i t i s 

a l s o e v i d e n t t h a t t h e r e i s a s t r o n g e l e g i a c t r a d i t i o n w i t h i n 

a n c i e n t W e l s h p o e t r y w h i c h he w o u l d h a v e known t h r o u g h h i s 

e a r l y e x p o s u r e t o t h e W e l s h s a g a s . The l a m e n t s f o r D y l a n 

Thomas, A l a n L e w i s , W. H. D a v i e s and o t h e r s c a n be s e e n t o h a v e 

a p l a c e i n t h e b a r d i c t r a d i t i o n o f t h e e u l o g y f o r t h e d e a d h e r o 

o r p o e t . Thomas P a r r y w r i t e s i n h i s H i s t o r y o f W e l s h L i t e r a ­

t u r e t h a t t h e b u r d e n o f t h e " g o g y n f e i r d d " ( e a r l y p o e t s t i e d t o 

t h e p r i n c e l y c o u r t s ) " i s p r a i s e o f t h e p r i n c e s and e l e g i e s on 
9 

them when t h e y d i e . " 

Gwen W a t k i n s has a s s e r t e d t h a t W a t k i n s ' m o u r n i n g f o r 

Thomas was deep and a b i d i n g , and t h e poems b e a r h e r o u t . She 

a r g u e s i n h e r e s s a y t h a t h i s e l e g i e s a r e s e r e n e , c o n t r o l l e d and 

u l t i m a t e l y a f f i r m a t i v e i n t h e s e n s e t h a t i n them e v e n t h e 

" b e r e a v e m e n t o f t i m e " c a n n o t " d e p r i v e l i f e o f meaning.""'"^ She 

a l s o s u g g e s t s t h a t W a t k i n s ' e l e g i e s t e n d t o d w e l l u p o n t h e p a s t 

r a t h e r t h a n t o l o o k f o r w a r d t o a f u t u r e l i f e , and t h e r e f o r e 

h a v e much i n common w i t h t h e p a g a n W e l s h e l e g i a c t r a d i t i o n w i t h 
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i t s a b s e n c e o f C h r i s t i a n c o n s o l a t i o n . My own s e n s e i s t h a t 

t h e s e poems, t h o u g h e m p h a s i z i n g b e r e a v e m e n t , r e s i d e w i t h i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f h i s poems as a w h o l e where l i f e i s v i e w e d as a 

" d i v i n e comedy" r a t h e r t h a n a t r a g e d y . As W a t k i n s p u t s i t i n 

" O d e " — " J o y i s woven t r u e on a t r a g i c b a s e . " I n t h e e l e g i e s 

t h e s e n s e o f C h r i s t i a n c o n s o l a t i o n i s i m p l i c i t , r a t h e r t h a n 

e x p l i c i t ; f o r h e r e he i s a b l e t o c o n t a i n t h e e a r l y W e l s h s e n s e 

o f l a m e n t a nd e u l o g y w i t h i n t h e f r a m e w o r k o f a C h r i s t i a n v i ­

s i o n i n w h i c h p e r s o n a l i m m o r t a l i t y i s l a t e n t l y , t h o u g h n o t a l ­

ways a c t i v e l y , p r e s e n t . I n " B i r t h a n d M o r n i n g " (CA, pp. 5 0 - 5 2 ) , 

f o r i n s t a n c e , where W a t k i n s c e l e b r a t e s t h e b i r t h o f h i s own 

c h i l d a n d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y l a m e n t s t h e d e a t h o f Thomas, whose 

name t h e c h i l d w i l l b e a r , he makes r e f e r e n c e t o t h e r i g i d buds 

" e x p e c t i n g E a s t e r , " a n d a w o o d p e c k e r ' s c r y " r e s u r r e c t i n g t h e 

d a r k , " as i f t o s u g g e s t t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e g e n e r a t i o n . And 

i n "The E x a c t i n g G h o s t " (CA, p. 4 3 ) , he e n a c t s a c o n f r o n t a t i o n 

b e t w e e n h i m s e l f and t h e g h o s t o f Thomas i n a dream t o i n d i c a t e 

t h e a c t u a l i t y o f t h e d e a d man's c o n t i n u e d l i f e b e y o n d t h e 

g r a v e . We s h a l l e x a m i n e t h i s poem more c l o s e l y i n t h e s e c t i o n 

d e a l i n g w i t h t h e i n f l u e n c e o f Thomas. I n t h e l a t e poem, 

" F i d e l i t i e s , " w r i t t e n i n t e r z a r i m a , he s p e a k s w i t h a s s u r a n c e 

o f t h e a b i l i t y o f man ( a n d t h e p o e t ) t o s u r v i v e d e a t h . T h i s 

poem s t a n d s as one o f t h e many s t a t e m e n t s o f a f f i r m a t i o n t h a t 

q u a l i f y t h e e l e g i a c s e n s e o f i r r e d e e m a b l e l o s s : * * 

A c e r t a i n c a d e n c e u n d e r l i e s t h e p l o t ; 
However f a t a l l y t h e t h r e a d i s s p u n , 

The d y i n g man c a n r i s e a b o v e h i s l o t . ( F , p. 72) 

And he i s e v e n more e x p l i c i t i n " G r e a t N i g h t ' s R e t u r n i n g " (CA, 

p. 102) where he c o n c l u d e s : 
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Now t h e s o u l knows t h e f i r e t h a t f i r s t composed i t 
S i n k s n o t w i t h t i m e b u t i s renewed h e r e a f t e r . 
D e a t h c a n n o t s t e a l t h e l i g h t w h i c h l o v e has k i n d l e d 
Nor t h e y e a r s change i t . 

Poems l i k e t h e above n o t o n l y m o d i f y h i s s e n s e o f l a m e n t i n 

t h e e l e g i e s , b u t r e m i n d t h e r e a d e r t h a t one o f W a t k i n s ' r e c u r ­

r e n t themes i s t h e f r u i t f u l i n t e r a c t i o n between t h e l i v i n g and 

t h e d e a d . H i s C h r i s t i a n - P l a t o n i c s e n s e o f man's a b i l i t y t o 

e n t e r a t i m e l e s s c o n d i t i o n ( w h i c h was e x p l o r e d i n t h e " M u s i c 

o f C o l o u r s " poems) i s s u r e l y r e l e v a n t h e r e i n a p p r o a c h i n g h i s 

complex a t t i t u d e t o w a r d d e a t h and i m m o r t a l i t y i n t h e poems as 

a whole. 

L e t us t u r n , t h e n , from t h e e l e g i e s t o W a t k i n s ' u s e o f 

t r a d i t i o n a l W e lsh p o e t r y . W a t k i n s e x p l a i n e d h i s own s e n s e o f 

h i s W e l s h n e s s i n " R e p l i e s t o t h e Wales Q u e s t i o n n a i r e , " when i n 

r e s p o n s e t o t h e q u e s t i o n , "Do y o u c o n s i d e r y o u r s e l f an A n g l o -

Welsh w r i t e r ? " , he answered, 

No. I am a Welshman, and an E n g l i s h p o e t . Wales i s my 
n a t i v e c o u n t r y , and E n g l i s h t h e n a t i v e c o u n t r y o f my 
i m a g i n a t i o n . I would be A n g l o - W e l s h o n l y i f I c o u l d 
w r i t e a l s o i n W e l s h . . . . I w i s h I c o u l d ; b u t even t h e n , 
E n g l i s h b e i n g t h e f i r s t l a n g u a g e I l e a r n t would r e m a i n 
my f i r s t l a n g u a g e as a p o e t . 

B a s i c a l l y , W a t k i n s saw h i m s e l f as a W e l s h - b o r n p o e t w o r k i n g 

w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n . Though h i s m y t h i c and 

c u l t u r a l a f f i n i t i e s and h i s s e n s e o f n a t u r e were shaped by h i s 

immediate s e t t i n g , e s p e c i a l l y t h e Gower c o a s t where he s p e n t 

most o f h i s l i f e , he s t r o v e f o r u n i v e r s a l i t y i n h i s p o e t r y , 

and r e f u s e d t o be i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e A n g l o - W e l s h movement. 

H i s r e s e a r c h i n t o t h e c o n t i n e n t a l E u r o p e a n t r a d i t i o n , and h i s 

work i n t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f F r e n c h , German and I t a l i a n p o e t s 

( H e i n e , H o l d e r l i n , R i l k e , V a l e r y , Dante and so on as m e n t i o n e d 
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e a r l i e r ) made him f e e l a t home i n a b r o a d e r c o n t e x t o f c o n t i ­

n e n t a l E u r o p e a n p o e t i c forms and i d e a s . I n o t h e r words, Wat­

k i n s i s n o t n a r r o w l y n a t i o n a l i s t i c ; y e t i s d e c i d e d l y a Welsh­

man i n h i s k e e n i n t e r e s t i n Welsh myth, l a n g u a g e and a n c i e n t 

Welsh v e r s e f o r m s . We have s e e n h i s knowledge o f Welsh myth 

e x p r e s s e d i n h i s use o f a n a t i v e f o l k custom i n "The B a l l a d o f 

th e M a r i Lwyd," and i n h i s c h o i c e o f t h e T a l i e s i n f i g u r e t o 

p r e s e n t h i s c e n t r a l p o e t i c c o n c e r n s . As Jane McCormick p o i n t s 

o u t , he r e t a i n e d enough o f h i s e a r l y i n t e r e s t i n t h e Welsh l a n ­

guage t h r o u g h h i s f a t h e r ' s i n t e r e s t i n i t as "a t r a n s l a t o r o f 

some a c c o m p l i s h m e n t , " t o " p r o v i d e a g l o s s a r y f o r Welsh words 
13 

u s e d by D a v i d J o n e s i n h i s " T u t e l a r o f t h e P l a c e . " 

As f o r W a t k i n s ' use o f t h e Welsh t r a d i t i o n , t h e r e seem t o 

be b a s i c a l l y two l i n e s o f c r i t i c a l t h o u g h t . The f i r s t i s t h a t 

o f K a t h l e e n R a i n e , Dora P o l k and o t h e r s who emphasize h i s 

W e l s h n e s s , a r g u i n g as R a i n e does t h a t h i s p e r f e c t i o n i s m o f 

v e r s e and h i s i n t r i c a t e u s e o f rhymes, a s s o n a n c e and a l l i t e r a ­

t i o n s p r i n g b o t h f r om c o n s c i o u s and u n c o n s c i o u s h e r e d i t a r y 

l i n k s to h i s b a r d i c h e r i t a g e . R a i n e w r i t e s i n " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : 

P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " t h a t " t h e i n i t i a t o r y knowledge o f t h e p o e t 
came f i r s t . . . b y way o f v i t a l memory o f t h e Welsh b a r d i c t r a -

14 

d i t i o n . " The s e c o n d p e r s p e c t i v e i s t h a t o f L e s l i e N o r r i s , 

L o u i s M a r t z and o t h e r s who t e n d t o m i n i m i z e t h e b a r d i c a s p e c t 

and see W a t k i n s w o r k i n g p r i m a r i l y w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h p o e t i c 

t r a d i t i o n . L e s l i e N o r r i s p o i n t s o u t , f o r i n s t a n c e , t h a t Wat­

k i n s r a r e l y a t t e m p t s t o i m i t a t e Welsh v e r s e f o r m s , and t h a t 

when he do e s , as i n t h e s h o r t , f o u r - l i n e poem, " E n g l y n " ( F , 

p. 5 1 ) , he i s r e l a t i v e l y u n s u c c e s s f u l , and even " i n c o r r e c t i n 
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t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e s t r i c t r u l e s o f t h e f o r m . " The e n g l y n 

i s a w i d e l y u s e d W e l s h v e r s e f o r m w h i c h e m p l o y s c y n g h a n e d d as 

d e f i n e d e a r l i e r i n t h e c h a p t e r . A n o t h e r p l a c e where W a t k i n s 

a p p r o x i m a t e s W e l s h f o r m s i s i n " T r i a d s " ( F , p. 102) where he 

i m i t a t e s t h e t h r e e - l i n e s t a n z a s o f a W e l s h f o r m p o p u l a r i n t h e 

t e n t h t o t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r i e s . T h e r e i s a l s o e v i d e n c e o f 
16 

"some r u d i m e n t a r y c y n g h a n e d d " i n "The S u r e A i m e r " ( F , p. 3 6 ) , 

a poem a d d r e s s e d t o M a r i a n n e Moore. " C y n g h a n e d d , " as we r e c a l l , 

i s a s t r i c t s y s t e m o f c o m p l i c a t e d a l l i t e r a t i o n , i n t e r n a l r h yme, 

and t h e e c h o i n g o f v o w e l s o u n d s . Though e s t a b l i s h e d i n t h e 

n i n t h c e n t u r y , i t r e a c h e d i t s p e r f e c t i o n i n t h e f o u r t e e n t h . 

I t h a s b e e n d e f i n e d a s " t h e d e v i c e w h e r e b y words o f more t h a n 

one s y l l a b l e a l l i t e r a t e when a l l t h e i r c o n s o n a n t s e x c e p t t h e 

f i n a l ones a r e t h e same, and i n t h e same o r d e r , t h e a c c e n t 

f a l l i n g on c o r r e s p o n d i n g s y l l a b l e s i n e a c h w o r d ; e . g . , b u l l o c k 

and b e l l o w c a n be u s e d , b u t n o t b u l l o c k and b e l o w . " 1 ' 7 I n Wat­

k i n s ' " E n g l y n " ( F , p. 5 1 ) , " b r o k e n " and " t a k e n , " f o r i n s t a n c e , 

s u g g e s t c y n g h a n e d d , t h o u g h t h e f i r s t c o n s o n a n t s i n e a c h w o r d 

d i f f e r . 

Though W a t k i n s ' e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n w i t h W e l s h v e r s e f o r m s 

and h i s u s e o f W e l s h m y t h i s u n d e n i a b l y i m p o r t a n t , my own v i e w 

i s c l o s e r t o t h a t o f M a r t z , N o r r i s and t h o s e who s e e h i m as 

w e l l w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n . As n o t e d e a r l i e r , 

n o t o n l y was he g i v e n a n E n g l i s h e d u c a t i o n , b e i n g s e n t t o Rep­

t o n and t o C a m b r i d g e ( t o be t r a i n e d i n modern l a n g u a g e s ) , b u t 

he grew up a t a t i m e i n h i s t o r y when t h e e d u c a t e d W e l s h were 

i n t e r e s t e d i n i n t e g r a t i n g t h e m s e l v e s w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h c u l t u r e . 

L a t e r i n l i f e , he m o s t l y i g n o r e d t h e W e l s h n a t i o n a l movement. 
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H i s b l o o d i s Welsh, and t h e r e i s p r o b a b l y a t r u e s e n s e i n w h i c h 

a W e l s h b a r d i c temperament " r u n s i n h i s v e i n s , " y e t h i s g r e a t 

l i t e r a r y m o d e l s , D a n t e , M i l t o n , t h e M e t a p h y s i c a l s and t h e Ro­

m a n t i c s , a r e m o s t l y E n g l i s h and c o n t i n e n t a l . H i s own d e f i n i ­

t i o n o f h i m s e l f as "a Welshman, and an E n g l i s h P o e t " i s p r o b a ­

b l y as c l o s e as we c a n g e t t o t h e t r u t h o f t h e m a t t e r . 

L e t us examine, however, some o f W a t k i n s ' l i n k s t o h i s 

Welsh h e r i t a g e . I t i s t r u e t h a t he made o n l y a few a t t e m p t s 

t o a p p l y t h e W elsh m e t r i c a l r u l e s t o E n g l i s h , b u t i t c a n be 

a r g u e d t h a t where he employs complex p a t t e r n s o f a l l i t e r a t i o n , 

i n t e r n a l rhyme, a s s o n a n c e , and compound words, he i s engaged 

i n an a t t e m p t t o a p p r o x i m a t e i n E n g l i s h t h e a u r a l q u a l i t y o f 

t h e W elsh " c y n g h a n e d d . " L i k e h i s a d m i r e d p r e d e c e s s o r , H o p k i n s , 

whose work he was s t u d y i n g and t e a c h i n g a t t h e t i m e o f h i s 

d e a t h , and whose p o e t r y e x e r t e d an i n f l u e n c e on him i n h i s u s e 

o f compound words, d e n s e and f l u i d v e r b a l p l a y , and l o o s e r , 

s t r e s s - b a s e d r h y t h m s , W a t k i n s c a n be s a i d t o c a p t u r e a g e n u i n e 

W e l s h n e s s i n many o f h i s poems. These l o n g , s o n o r o u s l i n e s 

f r o m " R h o s s i l i , " f o r example, u t i l i z e some o f t h e a b o v e -

m e n t i o n e d t e c h n i q u e s : 

C o i l e d s a n d , g o l d m o u n t a i n s , g r a s s - t u f t e d d unes, u n e n d i n g , 
r i s i n g , d e s c e n d i n g , 

And t h e c a t - s p o t t e d , w i n d - c r a f t y t i d e , s p i t t i n g s e r p e n t -
w h i t e t o n g u e s drawn s l a c k . . . . (LU, p. 45) 

I t i s a l s o a r g u a b l e t h a t W a t k i n s ' t e c h n i c a l p e r f e c t i o n i s m 

has much i n common w i t h t h a t o f t h e b a r d i c s c h o o l s . As R a i n e 

s t a t e s , 

P e r f e c t i o n i s m o f v e r s e has been t h e h e r i t a g e o f W e l s h -
b o r n p o e t s down t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s ' g e n e r a t i o n , p e r h a p s 
t h e l a s t i n h e r i t o r s . i o 
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The e a r l y p o e t s o f t h e l e a r n e d s c h o o l s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e 

c o u r t s , t h e G o g y n f e i r d d ("Rather E a r l y P o e t s " ) o f t h e t w e l f t h 

and t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s , were o r g a n i z e d i n t o p r o f e s s i o n a l 

g u i l d s , and were r e s p o n s i b l e f o r p a s s i n g on a body o f t r a d i ­

t i o n a l m a t e r i a l . T h e i r p o e t r y was known b o t h f o r i t s i n t r i c a c y 

and p r e c i s i o n , and f o r i t s a d h e r e n c e t o a s t r i c t s e t o f r u l e s . 

A n t h o n y C o n r a n d e s c r i b e s some o f t h e g e n e r a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f 

e a r l y Welsh p o e t r y as f o l l o w s : 

W e lsh p o e t r y i s u s u a l l y h i g h l y d e c o r a t i v e , f u l l o f images 
s t r u n g t o g e t h e r , and g l i t t e r i n g w i t h p h r a s e s w h i c h t h e s e 
r u l e s [ t h e s t r i c t m e t r i c a l c o d e s ] g a t h e r t o g e t h e r , , a s 
i t were i n t o an o r g a n i z e d w h o l e . ^ 

Much o f W a t k i n s ' v e r s e , l i k e t h e p a s s a g e from " R h o s s i l i , " i s 

c e r t a i n l y h i g h l y o r n a t e i n t h i s s e n s e , and a d h e r e s t o s t r i c t 

m e t r i c a l and o t h e r p o e t i c c o n v e n t i o n s . W a t k i n s s h a r e s w i t h t h e 

c o u r t p o e t s a s e n s e o f t h e p o e t as a h i g h l y t r a i n e d and e x p e r t 

t e c h n i c i a n . H i s l o v e o f t h e p a s t and r e l i a n c e upon t r a d i t i o n , 

as d i s c u s s e d i n t h e f i r s t s e c t i o n o f t h i s c h a p t e r , a r e a l s o 
20 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e G o g y n f e i r d d . 

Though i n t h e " c l a s s i c a l p e r i o d " ( f r o m t h e s i x t h t o t h e 

s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s ) p o e t s were o f t e n members o f a l e a r n e d o r ­

d e r , t h e r e i s a l s o t h e p a r a l l e l , more p o p u l a r t r a d i t i o n o f t h e 

w a n d e r i n g m i n s t r e l s and r h y m s t e r s ( c e r d d o r s ) , who r e p r e s e n t a 

more s p o n t a n e o u s o r d e r o f b a r d . The l a t e r " t o w n s h i p p o e t s " o f 

t h e f i f t e e n t h and s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s would a l s o have been 

a p p r e c i a t e d by W a t k i n s f o r t h e i r c e l e b r a t i o n o f t h e n a t u r a l 
21 

l a n d s c a p e . F i n a l l y , as s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r , W a t k i n s w o u l d have 

been e x p o s e d t o t h e more Ro m a n t i c n o t i o n o f t h e b a r d as a k i n d 

o f p r i e s t o r " s e e r " t h r o u g h l a t e e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y r e v i v e r s o f 
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t h e c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n l i k e I o l o Morganwg. We r e c a l l t h a t i n 

t h e T a l i e s i n poems, T a l i e s i n was c h o s e n p a r t l y b e c a u s e he s t o o d 

as one who c h a l l e n g e d t h e a r t i f i c i a l i t y o f t h e c o u r t s y s t e m 

w i t h a more d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d , s p o n t a n e o u s o r d e r o f m u s i c , and 

t h a t L a d y C h a r l o t t e G u e s t as W a t k i n s ' p r i m a r y s o u r c e f o r t h e 

s t o r y drew f r o m t h e s e l a t e r e i g h t e e n t h and n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

s o u r c e s . 

We h a v e n o t e d i n d e a l i n g w i t h t h e e l e g i e s t h a t t h e o l d e r 

p o e t s l i m i t e d t h e m s e l v e s t o a few b a s i c t h e m e s , m a i n l y t h o s e o f 

e u l o g y and p r a i s e . I t i s t r u e t h a t W a t k i n s a l s o w o r k s w i t h a 

r e s t r i c t e d number o f i d e a s , themes and p o e t i c i m a g e s , and t h a t 

a l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n o f h i s poems f a l l w i t h i n t h e t r a d i t i o n o f 

e u l o g y and p r a i s e . Y e t u n l i k e t h e e a r l y b a r d s who p r a i s e d o r 

l a m e n t e d a p a r t i c u l a r p r i n c e o r l e a d e r , W a t k i n s e x t e n d s h i s 

p r a i s e t o t h e w h o l e d o m a i n o f n a t u r e . C e r t a i n l y h i s s e n s e o f 

a r t as p a i n s t a k i n g a r t i f i c e and h i s r e c u r r e n c e t o a few t i m e ­

l e s s themes do n o t a r i s e e x c l u s i v e l y o u t o f h i s W e l s h n e s s , b u t 

t h e y c a n be s e e n t o b e a r a r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e W e l s h t r a d i t i o n 

t h a t i s more t h a n c o i n c i d e n t a l . 

I n a l o n g l e t t e r t o W a t k i n s d a t e d A p r i l 1 1 , 1962, D a v i d 

J o n e s a d d r e s s e s t h i s v i t a l i s s u e o f what he c a l l s , " t h e d i f f i ­

c u l t i e s o f one w r i t e r o f W e l s h a f f i n i t y whose l a n g u a g e i s E n -

22 

g l i s h . " Though we do n o t h a v e W a t k i n s ' r e p l y , t h e i n t e n s i t y 

o f J o n e s ' i n t e r e s t i m p l i e s t h a t t h e i s s u e was one he and W a t k i n s 

s h a r e d . I n t h e l e t t e r , J o n e s d i s c u s s e s t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e 

p r o b l e m f o r t h e W e l s h w r i t e r who may n o t s p e a k t h e W e l s h l a n ­

guage h i m s e l f , b u t i s f a c e d w i t h c o m m u n i c a t i n g t o a n E n g l i s h -

s p e a k i n g a u d i e n c e who h a s no k n o w l e d g e o f t h e f i g u r e s o f W e l s h 
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myth "an a n t e r i o r t r a d i t i o n " w h i c h i s p a r t o f h i s b l o o d and 

w i t h w h i c h he s h a r e s a c u l t u r a l a f f i n i t y . He i d e n t i f i e s what 

he s e e s as t h e " W e l s h s t r a i n s " i n t h e E n g l i s h g e n i u s ( p r e s e n t 

i n p o e t s l i k e V a u g h a n , H e r b e r t , M i l t o n , S m a r t , H o p k i n s and so 

o n ) , a n d t h e n goes on t o c o m p l i m e n t W a t k i n s f o r c a p t u r i n g i n 
23 

t h e " M a r i Lwyd" an " a u t h e n t i c W e l s h n e s s . " C o m p a r i n g and c o n ­

t r a s t i n g h i m s e l f and W a t k i n s t o H o p k i n s , who s t u d i e d W e l s h met­

r i c s a n d knew t h e l a n g u a g e , he e s t a b l i s h e s them as modern p o e t s 

f o r whom t h e l a n d , c u l t u r e and m y t h o l o g i c a l " d e p o s i t s " o f Wales 

a r e i m p o r t a n t a n d must be i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e work. I n t h e 

poem, " P l e d g e s t o D a r k n e s s , " P a r t Two, " E g y p t i a n B u r i a l — R e s u r ­

r e c t i o n i n W a l e s " (DB, p. 2 1 ) , we c a n s e e W a t k i n s c a r r y i n g on 

i n h i s own t e r m s t h e e f f o r t o f c o n s o l i d a t i n g h i s s e n s e o f p l a c e 

w i t h i n a b r o a d e r c u l t u r a l c o n t e x t . I n t h a t poem, t h e E g y p t i a n 

g o d d e s s , N e f e r t i t i , awakes t o s e c o n d b i r t h a n d a r e a l i z a t i o n o f 

t h e power o f t h e C h r i s t i a n r e s u r r e c t i o n i n h i s n a t i v e W a l e s . 

I n h i s e s s a y , "The M y t h o f A r t h u r , " f r o m E p o c h and A r t i s t , 

J o n e s p r e s e n t s a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e C e l t i c g e n i u s t h a t i s r e l e ­

v a n t t o W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y : 
The f o l k t r a d i t i o n o f t h e i n s u l a r C e l t s seems t o p r e s e n t 
t o t h e m i n d a h a l f - a q u a t i c w o r l d . . . . [ I ] t i n t r o d u c e s a 
f e e l i n g o f t r a n s p a r e n c y and i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n o f one 
e l e m e n t w i t h a n o t h e r , o f t r a n s p o s i t i o n a nd metamor­
p h o s i s . 24 

K a t h l e e n R a i n e , c i t i n g t h i s p a s s a g e , a r g u e s t h a t , 

B o t h D y l a n Thomas and V e r n o n W a t k i n s s h a r e t h i s d e l i c a t e , 
i n t r i c a t e a n d d a z z l i n g web o f i n t e r m i n g l e d e l e m e n t s . ^ 

I t i s i n t h e poems where W a t k i n s most r e s e m b l e s H o p k i n s (and 

D y l a n Thomas) t h a t t h i s d a z z l i n g s e n s e o f t h e i n t r i c a t e and 

i n t a n g i b l e c a n be i d e n t i f i e d . We h a v e s e e n e v i d e n c e o f W a t k i n s ' 
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v e r b a l f a c i l i t y i n c o n v e y i n g s u c h a f e e l i n g i n t h e " M u s i c o f 

C o l o u r s " poems where h i s theme i s t h e way t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d 

r e f l e c t s a n a n t e r i o r m e t a p h y s i c a l d i m e n s i o n . The s e n s e o f t h e 

w o r l d as a u n i o n o f i n t e r p e n e t r a t i n g s p h e r e s i s a l s o o b s e r v a b l e 

i n " S w a l l o w s O v e r t h e Weser," where W a t k i n s c r e a t e s a H o p k i n s -

e s q u e t e x t u r e i n t h e u s e o f a l l i t e r a t i o n , c o n s o n a n c e , a s s o n a n c e 

and i n t h e s u b s t i t u t i o n o f a d v e r b s f o r a d j e c t i v e s : 
// // // // 
W a t c h i n g t h e i r w i n g s i n t h e s u n l i g h t , || t h e i r w i n g s t h a t 

// // 
t r a n s f i x t h e b r i g h t a e t h e r , 

// // // // // 
Diamondl^y ^ f l y i n g , i s l i v e l y . || Low d i v i n g , t h e y s k i m where 

t h e b r a n c h e s 
// // // 

Of s y c a m o r e d a r k e n t h e r i v e r . . . . ( L U , p. 35) 

The u s e o f c o n s o n a n t s ( n o t e t h e " 1 " s o u n d i n t h e t h i r d l i n e ) 

a n d t h e c o m p l i c a t e d a s s o n a n c e a p p r o x i m a t e t h e e f f e c t o f c y n -

gh a n e d d . W a t k i n s b r e a k s up t h e l o n g h e x a m e t e r l i n e by h i s 

p l a c e m e n t o f t h e c a e s u r a , and c r e a t e s a s t r e s s - b a s e d i s o c r o n i c 

p a t t e r n i n w h i c h a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h r e e s t r o n g b e a t s f a l l on 

e i t h e r s i d e o f t h e m e d i a l p a u s e . I h a v e p l a c e d d o u b l e s t r e s s 

m arks where t h e h e a v y b e a t s w o u l d f a l l i f t h e poem were r e a d 

a l o u d . Though t h e poem c a n be s c a n n e d as h e a v i l y d a c t y l i c , i t 

c a n a l s o be r e a d as a n e x a m p l e o f a poem i n w h i c h W a t k i n s i s 

m o v i n g t o w a r d a l o o s e r , s t r e s s - b a s e d r h y t h m . 

I t h i n k i t w o u l d be v a i n t o s e a r c h t h r o u g h W a t k i n s ' work 

f o r p u r e e x a m p l e s o f c y n g h a n e d d and o t h e r W e l s h m e t r i c a l d e ­

v i c e s , b u t I b e l i e v e i t c a n be assumed t h a t h i s s e n s i t i v i t y t o 

t h e r h y t h m i c , a u r a l a n d h i g h l y f o r m a l q u a l i t i e s o f W e l s h p o e t r y 

(as r e c e i v e d i n t r a n s l a t i o n ) c o n t r i b u t e d s i g n i f i c a n t l y t o h i s 

p o e t i c d e v e l o p m e n t . I n h i s somewhat d i f f u s e , i m a g i s t i c a l l y 
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r i c h and m u s i c a l poems l i k e " S e a - M u s i c f o r My S i s t e r T r a v e l ­

l i n g " ( L V ) , he evokes t h e Welsh f e e l i n g o f t r a n s f o r m a t i o n and 

me t a m o r p h o s i s t h a t J o n e s so a p t l y d e s c r i b e s i n "The Myth o f 

A r t h u r . " And i t i s o b v i o u s t h a t i n h i s c h o i c e o f themes and 

m y t h o l o g i c a l m o t i f s he i s w o r k i n g c o n s c i o u s l y w i t h h i s Welsh 

h e r i t a g e . 

When we c o n s i d e r t h a t W a t k i n s has e x p l o r e d b o t h t h e Welsh 

" t r i a d " and " e n g l y n " as w e l l as c l a s s i c a l q u a n t i t a t i v e m e t e r s , 

we b e g i n t o g e t a s e n s e o f h i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y t e c h n i c a l r a n g e . 

In Sound and Form i n Modern P o e t r y , H a r v e y G r o s s d i s c u s s e s how 

p r o s o d i s t s l i k e G a b r i e l H a r v e y , R o b e r t B r i d g e s and o t h e r s ( e . g . 

A r t h u r Hugh C l o u g h ) have a t t e m p t e d t o " d i s c o v e r a q u a n t i t a t i v e 
2 6 

base f o r E n g l i s h m e t e r . " G r o s s has p o i n t e d o u t t h e d i f f i ­

c u l t i e s ( i f n o t t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y ) o f t r a n s l a t i n g t h e l o n g and 

s h o r t s y l l a b l e s ( i . e . t h e f i x e d q u a n t i t i e s ) o f Gr e e k and L a t i n 

i n t o t h e E n g l i s h c o n v e n t i o n b a s e d on a c c e n t e d and u n a c c e n t e d 

s y l l a b l e s . W a t k i n s a v o i d s t h e p r o b l e m by r e w o r k i n g c l a s s i c a l 

m e t e r s i n terms o f a s t r o n g - s t r e s s o r s y l l a b i c - s t r e s s s t r u c t u r e , 

I n s c a n n i n g one o f W a t k i n s ' S a p p h i c s t a n z a s f r o m " O p h e l i a , " f o r 

i n s t a n c e , G r o s s o b s e r v e s t h a t t h e p o e t s u s t a i n s t h e e l e v e n and 

f i v e - s y l l a b l e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l S a p p h i c , b u t employs 
27 

a s t r o n g - s t r e s s p a t t e r n . G r o s s s c a n s t h e s t a n z a as f o l l o w s : 
// // // // 

S t u n n e d i n t h e s t o n e l i g h t , || l a i d among t h e l i l i e s , 
// // // // 

S t i l l i n t h e g r e e n wave, || g r a v e n i n t h e r e e d - b e d , 
// // // 

L i p - r e a d by c l o u d s || i n t h e l a n g u a g e o f t h e s h a l l o w s , 

L i e t h e r e , r e f l e c t e d . 

W a t k i n s ' e p i g r a m t o U n c o l l e c t e d Poems i s a l s o a S a p p h i c s t a n z a 

w h i c h t e n d s t o f a l l i n t o a t r o c h a i c and d a c t y l i c a c c e n t u a l 
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p a t t e r n . Y e t i t t o o c o u l d be r e a d as h e a v i l y s t r e s s e d , w i t h 

two t o t h r e e b e a t s on e i t h e r s i d e o f t h e c a e s u r a : 
// / // // / // 

E v e n i n g , f a t h e r o f u s , || p r e t e r n a t u r a l s t a r l i g h t , 
// // // // 

B e g i n n i n g o f w o n d e r , || f i n g e r s o f d a r k n e s s , 
II II II II 

H o l d u s , h e a l u s , || and s e n d us p r a i s i n g 
// // 

Out on o u r j o u r n e y . 

I w o u l d a g r e e w i t h G r o s s i n h i s c o n c l u s i o n t h a t " t h e b e s t u s e 

o f t h e c l a s s i c a l m e t e r s has b e e n i n a d a p t i n g them t o t h e s t r e s s -

b a s e d p r o s o d y o f E n g l i s h , n o t i n t r y i n g , as B r i d g e s t r i e d , t o 

w r i t e a n a r t i f i c i a l l a n g u a g e w h i c h c o u l d accommodate t h e me-
2 8 

t e r s . " I t c a n be a r g u e d t h a t W a t k i n s ' s u c c e s s i n h i s S a p p h i c s 

i s t i e d t o h i s a b i l i t y t o make t h i s k i n d o f a d a p t a t i o n . 

The poem, "Thames F o r e s t " ( f i r s t v e r s i o n d a t e d f r o m 1 9 3 3 ) , 

f r o m W a t k i n s ' f i r s t p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e (BML, p.. 4 9 ) , i s a g ood 

e x a m p l e o f h i s a b i l i t y t o a d a p t t h e S a p p h i c s t a n z a t o a s t r o n g -

s t r e s s m e t e r : 
// // / // // 

Y e a r s a r e d i | v i n e r i n g s ; || moments a r e im | m o r t a l . 
// // // // 

The months a r e I s a p l i n g s , || c e n t u r i e s a r e | o a k e n s h a w s 
// // // // 

L i g h t f o o t t h e | s o u l g o e s . || I m | p r e s s i v e i s t h e | shadow 
If II I 

C a s t by t h o s e | t i m e - g r o v e s . 
D a r k n e s s o f t h e s y c a m o r e f l i e s a c r o s s t h e r i v e r . 
From a p a t t e r n o f f o l i a g e s e e t h e s p i r i t s t r u g g l i n g 
T h r o u g h meshes l i k e m e m o r i e s , woven o f t h e i r t e r r o r , 
W o n d e r i n g , e m e r g i n g . . . . 

L i g h t on t h e wet g r o u n d , l i g h t e r on t h e l e a f m o u l d 
D ances t h a t e n e r g y , r i s i n g i n t h e sunbeam. 
B l a c k f l i e s t h e shadow, a s k i n g o f t h e d e a d l e a f 
Garment f o r b u r i a l . . . . 

L i g h t i s a g r e a t p o o l . L o o k , t h e c l o u d s a r e f l y i n g . 
Of a l l f o r m s l i v i n g , man a l o n e d e l i b e r a t e 
S c r a w l s o n a l e a f t h e i m p r e s s i o n o f h i s g o i n g . 
T h e s e l e a v e s a r e numbered. 
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G r o s s p o i n t s o u t t h a t a f a l l i n g m e t e r ( d a c t y l i c - s p o n d a i c ) g o v ­

e r n s t h e r h y t h m , y e t t h a t t h e m e t e r i s " c o u n t e r p o i n t e d a g a i n s t 
29 

a f o u r - s t r e s s a l l i t e r a t i v e p a t t e r n . " As i n h i s h e x a m e t e r s 

f r o m " S w a l l o w s O v e r t h e Weser," t h e h e a v y b e a t s f a l l on e i t h e r 

s i d e o f t h e c a e s u r a , c r e a t i n g t h e r h y t h m i c s e n s e o f t h e o l d 

a l l i t e r a t i v e m e a s u r e s . I n t e r n a l rhyme and s l a n t rhyme ( i . e . , 

r i n g s , s a p l i n g s , l i n e s 1 and 2 ) , a l l i t e r a t i o n a n d t h e compound­

i n g a n d c o i n i n g o f words ( l i g h t f o o t , t i m e - g r o v e s , l e a f m o u l d ) 

a r e u s e d e f f e c t i v e l y t h r o u g h o u t . R o l a n d M a t h i a s h a s n o t i c e d i n 

t h i s poem t h a t c o m p a r e d t o t h o s e o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l S a p p h i c 

s t a n z a ( n o r m a l l y a r r a n g e d , t r o c h e e , s p o n d e e , d a c t y l , t r o c h e e , 

t r o c h e e ) , W a t k i n s ' p r e d o m i n a n t l y d a c t y l i c l i n e s a c q u i r e a 
30 

g r e a t e r "movement and u r g e n c y . " B o t h M a t h i a s a n d H e a t h - S t u b b s 

h a v e r e c o g n i z e d t h a t W a t k i n s i s " e x p e r i m e n t i n g " w i t h t h e S a p p h i c 

s t a n z a i n t h i s poem. I n a poem where t h e c e n t r a l image i s t h a t 

o f t h e s h u t t l e o f e t e r n i t y w e a v i n g t h e t h r e a d s o f t i m e , s u c h a 

smooth and d e l i b e r a t e r h y t h m seems p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p r o p r i a t e t o 

t h e c o n t e n t . The theme o f l i g h t p l a y i n g a g a i n s t d a r k n e s s , 

s p i r i t w i t h p a t t e r n , i s a g a i n c o m p l e m e n t e d by t h e c h o i c e o f 

f o r m . The poem c o n c l u d e s w i t h t h e image o f t h e lo o m : 

E a s i l y t i m e , and q u i c k l y , c a n f o r s a k e h i m , 
L e a v e , i n a moment, i n t r i c a t e t h e s h u t t l e s 
I d l e , t h e s t i l l t h r e a d , w h i l e t h e m i g h t y l o o m w o r k s 

Suns e v e r t u r n i n g . 

W a t k i n s ' i n t e r e s t i n t h e S a p p h i c a n d A l c a i c s t a n z a s 

emerged o u t o f a l o v e o f G r e e k p o e t r y a n d t h r o u g h h i s t r a n s l a ­

t i o n s a n d s t u d y o f H o l d e r l i n . Though he r e a d G r e e k p o e t r y 
31 

m o s t l y i n t r a n s l a t i o n , he d i d know some G r e e k f i r s t h a n d . 

J o h n H e a t h - S t u b b s and I a n H i l t o n h a v e b o t h p o i n t e d o u t t h a t 
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W a t k i n s ' t r a n s l a t i o n s o f H o l d e r l i n ' s S a p p h i c s and A l c a i c s l e a d 
32 

h i m i n t o a l i k i n g f o r t h e f o r m . I n M i c h a e l H a m b u r ger's P r e ­

f a c e t o h i s own t r a n s l a t i o n o f H o l d e r l i n , w h i c h W a t k i n s had 

r e a d , he w r i t e s o f t h e German p o e t ' s u s e o f H o r a t i a n A l c a i c s i n 

h i s o d e s : 
I t i s t h e A l c a i c f o r m t h a t i n v i t e s n a t u r a l i z a t i o n i n 
E n g l i s h — b y w h i c h I do n o t mean s e l f - c o n s c i o u s e x e r c i s e s 
i n t h e g r a n d manner l i k e T e n n y s o n ' s M i l t o n — a n d more 
t h a n one c o n t e m p o r a r y E n g l i s h p o e t h a s a l r e a d y shown 
t h a t i t i s q u i t e as a m e n a b l e t o E n g l i s h s p e e c h r h y t h m s 
as t h e l o n g - e s t a b l i s h e d o n l y t o o f a m i l i a r i a m b i c . 
L i k e t h e S a p p h i c , t h e H o r a t i a n A l c a i c i s a f o u r - l i n e 

s t a n z a , b u t i t g e n e r a l l y c o n s i s t s o f two e l e v e n - s y l l a b l e , one 
3 ̂\ 

n i n e - s y l l a b l e , and a f i n a l d e c a s y l l a b i c l i n e . I n one o f Wat­

k i n s ' A l c a i c - l i k e poems, "The R e t u r n o f S p r i n g " ( L U , p. 4 1 ) , 

t h e e x a c t s y l l a b i c c o u n t o f t h e i d e a l m o d e l i s o n l y a p p r o x i ­

m a t e d . I n t h e f i r s t s t a n z a , f o r i n s t a n c e , t h e r e a r e t w e l v e and 

t h i r t e e n s y l l a b l e s r e s p e c t i v e l y i n l i n e s one and two, t w e l v e i n 

l i n e t h r e e , and e i g h t i n t h e f i n a l l i n e : 
The S p r i n g r e t u r n s . G r e e n v a l l e y s , t h e s p a r k l i n g meadows 
Crowd g o l d , u n d e r l a r k s , w r y - r o o t e d , t h e g o r s e , d e e p -

s c e n t e d . 
L o v e l y i t i s t o l i v e , t o t u r n t h e e y e s s e a w a r d , 
To l a u g h w i t h waves t h a t o u t l i v e u s . 

I n e f f e c t , W a t k i n s i s t r a n s l a t i n g t h e A l c a i c i n t o an a c c e n t u a l 

p a t t e r n o f t h r e e l i n e s o f f i v e s t r e s s e s , f o l l o w e d by a f i n a l 

l i n e o f t h r e e c o n s i s t i n g o f a n iamb and two a m p h i b r a c h s (To 
f — ^ — o 

l a u g h / w i t h waves t h a t / o u t l i v e u s ) . The t r o c h a i c - d a c t y l i c 

r h y t h m o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l A l c a i c i s v i r t u a l l y e l i m i n a t e d . In. 

t h e f i n a l s t a n z a , t h e d o u b l e p a u s e s i n t h e s e c o n d and t h i r d 

l i n e s r e i n f o r c e t h e s e n s e o f t h e b r o o k f a l t e r i n g . The poem 

t h e n r e s u m e s i t s f l o w i n t h e f o u r t h l i n e where t h e s t r o n g , 
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r e g u l a r r h y t h m i s r e s t o r e d : 

What f i r s t I f e a r e d as a r i t e I l o v e as a s a c r a m e n t . 
The S p r i n g r e t u r n s . I l o o k . T h e r e i s no d i s s e m b l i n g . 
The b r o o k f a l t e r s , r u n s o n . I d i v i n e t h o s e m e a n i n g s , 
L i s t e n i n g t o t o n g u e s t h a t a r e s i l e n t . ( L U , p. 42) 

T h i s i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y b e a u t i f u l poem i n i t s s u b t l y - c h a n g i n g 

r h y t h m s and c o m p l e x p a t t e r n s o f i m a g e r y , t y p i c a l o f W a t k i n s ' 

u s e o f t h e f o r m . 

H a r v e y G r o s s h a s a n a l y z e d W a t k i n s ' m a s t e r y o f c l a s s i c a l 

h e x a m e t e r s i n " C a n t a t a f o r t h e Wa k i n g o f L a z a r u s " (DB, p. 6 3 ) , 

s h o w i n g how he u s e s t h e c a e s u r a t o b r e a k up t h e monotony o f t h e 

l i n e i n t h e e a r l y s t a n z a s . L i n e t h r e e , f o r i n s t a n c e , c o n t a i n s 

t h r e e d e f i n i t e p a u s e s : 

L a z a r u s , || f o u r d a y s d e a d , || a l o n e i n t h e shadow || 
s l e e p i n g . . . . 

B u t i n t h e f i n a l s e c t i o n , where t h e poem b u r s t s i n t o a p r a y e r 

t o " t h e Redeemer," W a t k i n s c r e a t e s a n e c s t a t i c , " t r a n c e - l i k e 

a n d c e r e m o n i o u s " r h y t h m by p l a c i n g t h e c a e s u r a o n l y a f t e r t h e 
35 

s i x t h s y l l a b l e , as i n t h e c l a s s i c a l p a r a d i g m : 
Come, 0 Redeemer, come; come down, and make E a r t h new. 

L o v e , n e w l y b o r n , come down: f o r y o u t h e f o u n t a i n p l a y i n g 
L e a p s i n t o l i g h t , t h e n s p i l l s , a n d f i l l s t h e b a s i n ' s b r i m . 

(DB, p. 64) 

I n " F o a l , " h o w e v e r , W a t k i n s u s e s t h e h e x a m e t e r l i n e more l o o s e l y , 

v a r y i n g t h e poem w i t h s h o r t e r l i n e s , a n d a v o i d i n g t h e d a c t y l i c 

r h y t h m o f t h e p a r a d i g m : 

See h i m [ t h e f o a l ] b r e a k t h a t c i r c l e , s t o o p i n g t o d r i n k , 
t o s u c k 

H i s m o t h e r , v a u l t e d w i t h a b e a u t i f u l h e r o ' s b a c k 
A r c h e d u n d e r t h e s i n g i n g mane.... ( L U , p. 43) 

I n t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n e s f r o m t h e same poem, W a t k i n s moves a l m o s t 

t o a f r e e v e r s e m e a s u r e ; y e t we r e m a i n c o n s c i o u s o f t h e r e c u r -
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r e n c e o f t h e s i x - b e a t l i n e . He a c h i e v e s t h e e f f e c t o f p a r a l l e l ­

i s m i n t h e r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e p h r a s e , " I n t h e d a r k n e s s " : 

But p e r h a p s 
I n t h e d a r k n e s s u n d e r t h e t u f t e d thyme and downtrodden 

w i n d s , 
I n t h e d a r k n e s s u n d e r t h e v i o l e t ' s r o o t s , i n t h e d a r k ­

n e s s o f t h e p i t c h e r ' s m u s i c , 
I n t h e u t t e r m o s t d a r k n e s s o f a v a s e 
T h e r e i s s t i l l t h e p r i n t o f f i n g e r s , t h e shadow o f w a t e r s . 
And u n d e r t h e d r y , c u r l e d parchment o f t h e s o i l t h e r e 

i s a l w a y s a l i t t l e f o a l 
A s l e e p . 

A c l o s e s u r v e y o f W a t k i n s ' v e r s e forms has shown him t o be 

a more v a r i e d p o e t t h a n i s u s u a l l y assumed. He i s c a p a b l e o f 

r a n g i n g f r o m t h e f l u i d , r h a p s o d i c s t y l e o f t h e e a r l y poems, t o 

a s i m p l e r , s p a r e r , more e p i g r a m m a t i c s t y l e i n many o f t h e poems 

i n F i d e l i t i e s , h i s l a s t volume. I t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o d a t e h i s 

poems by t h e o r d e r o f t h e i r a p p e a r a n c e i n t h e p u b l i s h e d volumes 

b e c a u s e W a t k i n s sometimes w i t h h e l d e a r l y work and p u b l i s h e d i t 

y e a r s l a t e r . Y e t i t has been n o t e d by t h o s e who have had a c c e s s 

t o t h e d a t e d d r a f t s t h a t he moves t o w a r d what McCormick has 

c a l l e d a " s i m p l e r , more d i r e c t , and more a s s e r t i v e " s t y l e i n 
3 6 

t h e l a t e r poems. L e s l i e N o r r i s , who has c o n d u c t e d a t h o r o u g h 

s t u d y o f t h e p r o g r e s s i o n o f W a t k i n s ' work t h r o u g h t h e p u b l i s h e d 

v o l u m e s , c o n c l u d e s s i m i l a r l y t h a t i n F i d e l i t i e s he a c h i e v e s a 

" s u b s t a n t i a l d e v e l o p m e n t i n d i r e c t n e s s o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n , i n 

c a r e f u l o b s e r v a t i o n , i n t h e r e l a t i n g o f s i n g l e images t o t h e 
3 7 

whole o f t h e poem and t o e a c h o t h e r . " I t i s c e r t a i n t h a t 

W a t k i n s c a n be s e e n e x t e n d i n g h i s s t y l e and r a n g e up t o t h e 

t i m e o f h i s d e a t h . 

Too o f t e n , however, p a r t i c u l a r poems o r volumes o f poems 

have b e e n a t t a c k e d by c r i t i c s who have no s e n s e o f t h e shape 
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and d e v e l o p m e n t o f h i s work as a whole. And W a t k i n s ' canon, 

more t h a n t h a t o f many modern p o e t s , needs t o be r e a d whole 

b e c a u s e o f t h e i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p o f i t s themes and images, an 

a s p e c t o f h i s work n o t e d i n t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e T a l i e s i n and 

" M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems. W a t k i n s ' work has been c r i t i c i z e d 

f o r what has been s e e n as a "monotony o f r h y t h m , " s t y l e and 

v o c a b u l a r y , f o r t h e p r e s e n c e o f s t r o n g e c h o e s o f o t h e r p o e t s , 
3 8 

and f o r a t e n d e n c y t o u s e weak and commonplace p h r a s e s . 

W h i l e s u c h c r i t i q u e s may be e n t i r e l y v a l i d i n s p e c i f i c i n s t a n ­

c e s , t h e y m i s s t h e p o i n t i n t h e i r main t h r u s t by f a i l i n g t o 

r e c o g n i z e W a t k i n s ' p o e t i c o r i e n t a t i o n , h i s s e l f - d e t e r m i n e d l i m ­

i t s . As s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r , what have been s e e n as h i s weak­

n e s s e s may be i n t e r p r e t e d as p o e t i c s t r e n g t h s when one r e c o g ­

n i z e s t h a t h i s u n i q u e n e s s as a p o e t l i e s i n h i s c o n s c i o u s s e l f -

r e s t r i c t i o n t o a few b a s i c themes and t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f them 

t h r o u g h a complex n e t w o r k o f c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e s and l i n k e d sym­

b o l s . H i s s e e m i n g l y "worn-out m e t a p h o r s , " l i k e t h a t o f t h e 

f o u n t a i n , t h e l i g h t , t h e Muse o r t h e s t r e a m , a r e c h o s e n d e l i b e r ­

a t e l y f o r t h e i r p e r e n n i a l and a r c h e t y p a l v a l u e . What has been 

s e e n as a monotony o f r h y t h m i s s u e s f r o m a c o n s c i o u s s e n s e o f 

p o e t r y as m u s i c a l a r t i f i c e ; a l t h o u g h a c a r e f u l l o o k a t t h e com­

p l e x i t y o f W a t k i n s ' rhythms i n many o f t h e poems s h o u l d l e a d t o 

a q u i t e d i f f e r e n t c o n c l u s i o n . The s t r o n g e c h o e s o f e a r l i e r 

p o e t s a r i s e f r o m W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e p o e t as an i n h e r i t o r o f a 

r e c e i v e d t r a d i t i o n , a c o n t e m p o r a r y o f t h e " d e a d . " H i s c h o i c e o f 

v o c a b u l a r y , w h i c h some have f o u n d commonplace o r a r c h a i c , stems 

f r o m h i s b e i n g t h e s o r t o f p o e t who i s i n t e r e s t e d i n p u r i f y i n g 

and r e f i n i n g an e x i s t i n g p o e t i c d i c t i o n , r a t h e r t h a n i n c r e a t i n g 
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a new i d i o m o r r e f o r g i n g t h e l a n g u a g e a t i t s b a s e . The ex­

a l t e d t o n e and i m p e r s o n a l q u a l i t y o f many o f t h e poems, c o u ­

p l e d w i t h a r e l a t i v e a b s e n c e o f r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l drawn from t h e 

t e m p o r a l s p h e r e , comes o u t o f a c o n s c i o u s e x c l u s i o n o f t h e mun­

dane f r o m a p o e t r y o f t i m e l e s s v i s i o n . I n o r d e r t o e x p l a i n t h e 

r e c u r r e n c e o f a few l i n k e d symbols i n h i s work he once w r o t e : 

R e p e t i t i o n may be a r e i n f o r c e m e n t o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l w i l l , 
e v e n a s t a t e m e n t o f f a i t h , and t h a t i s s a c r e d . U n l e s s 
t h e r e i s a c o n s t a n t and a r e c u r r e n c e , t h e r e i s no d e p t h 
i n t h e m a t r i x . ^ 

We have s e e n t h a t W a t k i n s ' i n d i v i d u a l i t y l i e s i n how he 

r e w o r k s t h e t r a d i t i o n s o f E n g l i s h p o e t r y , and t h a t h i s v a r i a ­

t i o n s on t h e r e c e i v e d forms a r e m a s t e r f u l and s u b t l e . We have 

se e n him c o n s c i o u s l y i n c o r p o r a t i n g W elsh m a t e r i a l w i t h i n h i s 

work as an E n g l i s h p o e t b o r n i n Wales. How s u c c e s s f u l he i s i n 

a c h i e v i n g h i s p o e t i c i d e a l s i n h i s p r a c t i c e and how v a l i d t h o s e 

i d e a l s a r e p o e t i c a l l y a r e q u e s t i o n s f o r t h e r e a d e r t o d e t e r m i n e 

f o r h i m s e l f , b u t W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y must be r e a d on i t s own t e r m s . 

M i c h a e l Hamburger, W a t k i n s ' f r i e n d and a t r a n s l a t o r o f t h e G e r ­

man p o e t H o l d e r l i n , d e f i n e s t h o s e terms w e l l when he s t a t e s : 

The v a r i e t y o f h i s work l i e s i n i t s e x t r a o r d i n a r y r a n g e 
o f forms and m e t r e s , by no means alw a y s t r a d i t i o n a l , y e t 
a l w a y s m a s t e r e d and made h i s own by an i n f a l l i b l e e a r . 
H i s r a n g e o f themes and i m a g e r y was c i r c u m s c r i b e d by t h e 
c o n s t a n c y o f h i s a l l e g i a n c e s , as h i s m u s i c a l r a n g e was 
n o t ; and t h i s has t o do w i t h a n t i - r e a l i s t i c , a n t i - r a t i o n a l 
p r e m i s s e s h a r d l y r e c o n c i l a b l e w i t h many phenomena o f t h e 
modern w o r l d . Y e t , u n t i l p o e t r y i t s e l f becomes o b s o l e t e , 
o r t h i s e a r t h u n i n h a b i t a b l e , V e r n o n ' s n a t u r a l and human 
a r c h e t y p e s w i l l be a c c e s s i b l e t o a few r e a d e r s a t l e a s t . / n 
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CHAPTER IV 

WATKINS AND THE METAPHYSICALS 



170 

C h a p t e r IV 

W a t k i n s and t h e M e t a p h y s i c a l s 

P a r t I : W a t k i n s , Donne and H e r b e r t 

" R e l i g i o u s p o e t r y i s s e a l e d up l i k e t h e eyes 
o f L a z a r u s by a r e f u s a l t o be r a i s e d e x c e p t 
by t h e t r u e God." ( W a t k i n s , f r o m " P o e t s and 
P o e t r y , " 1960) 

I t becomes a p p a r e n t from e v e n a b r i e f a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h 

W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y and p r o s e t h a t b e l i e f and a e s t h e t i c s a r e n o t i n 

h i s mind d i v o r c e d . We have s e e n t h a t o u t o f an i n s t i n c t f o r 

t h e i r i n h e r e n t u n i t y he c r e a t e s a l y r i c a l p o e t r y o f i n t e n s e 

m e t a p h y s i c a l c o n c e r n ; t h a t he i s " m e t a p h y s i c a l " n o t m e r e l y i n 

t h e r e s t r i c t e d , h i s t o r i c s e n s e o f w r i t i n g i n t h e t r a d i t i o n o f a 

d e f i n e d g r o u p o f e a r l i e r p o e t s , b u t i n t h e l a r g e r more compre­

h e n s i v e one o f r e f l e c t i n g a p h i l o s o p h i c a l o u t l o o k t h a t assumes 

t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a t r a n s c e n d e n t o r d e r o f b e i n g . To him, t h e 

w r i t e r o f J o b , S h a k e s p e a r e , M i l t o n and Y e a t s were " m e t a p h y s i c a l 

p o e t s " i n t h i s e x t e n d e d and g e n e r i c s e n s e b e c a u s e o f t h e p r e s ­

ence i n t h e i r work o f a m y t h i c o r v i s i o n a r y w o r l d v i e w — i n 

s h o r t , o f t h e t i m e l e s s p e r s p e c t i v e he so c o n s i s t e n t l y s o u g h t . 

N o n e t h e l e s s , s p e c i f i c p o e t s commonly c l a s s i f i e d as " s e v e n t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y M e t a p h y s i c a l s " seem t o have a t t r a c t e d him s t r o n g l y and 

t o have had a s i g n i f i c a n t i m p a c t on h i s work. I n t h i s c h a p t e r , 

I w i s h t o e x p l o r e i n P a r t I t h e p r e s e n c e s o f J o h n Donne and 

George H e r b e r t , and i n P a r t I I t h o s e o f Henry Vaughan and Thomas 

T r a h e r n e . I s h a l l be c o n s i d e r i n g t h e u s e W a t k i n s makes o f t h e i r 

p o e t r y t h r o u g h o u t h i s work i n a f u r t h e r e f f o r t t o a d d r e s s t h e 

q u e s t i o n : what k i n d o f a m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t i s W a t k i n s ? 
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K a t h l e e n R a i n e , L o u i s M a r t z , L e s l i e N o r r i s , R o l a n d M a t h i a s 

and a l m o s t a l l t h e n o t a b l e c r i t i c s who have w r i t t e n on W a t k i n s 

have p e r c e i v e d a t e m p e r a m e n t a l a f f i n i t y between him and t h e 

E n g l i s h M e t a p h y s i c a l s . I n The A n g l o - W e l s h Review R a i n e speaks 

o f a 

modern r e t u r n t o a p o e t r y l i k e t h a t o f t h e E n g l i s h Meta­
p h y s i c a l s , e s p e c i a l l y H e r b e r t and Vaughan, whose r o o t s 
were a l s o W elsh..., 

and l a u d s him f o r b e i n g l i k e t h e 

e a r l i e r m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t s who by c h o i c e w i t h d r e w f r o m 
t h e w o r l d t o s e e k f o r wisdom i n d e p t h r a t h e r t h a n i n 
e x t e n t . ^ 

The t e s t i m o n y o f L o u i s M a r t z (1) and R o l a n d M a t h i a s (2) i s c o n ­

s i s t e n t w i t h R a i n e 1 s : 

(1) Y e t h e r e i s one o f t h e f i r s t r e l i g i o u s p o e t s o f o u r 
c e n t u r y : r e l i g i o u s i n a f r a n k , d i s a r m i n g way.... 

A s i d e f r o m H o p k i n s and E l i o t we have n o t s e e n r e l i g i o u s 
p o e t r y l i k e t h i s s i n c e t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y ; and i n ­
deed t h e p o e t i c a l a n c e s t o r o f t h i s p o e t r y i s Henry 
Vaughan, whose m e d i t a t i v e v i s i o n a l s o f o u n d t h e s e f l a s h ­
i n g s i n t h e l a n d s c a p e o f W a l e s . ^ 

(2) V e r n o n W a t k i n s was, as he w o u l d have w i s h e d t o be, 
one o f t h e v e r y few t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 
o f t h e g r e a t m e t a p h y s i c a l t r a d i t i o n i n E n g l i s h p o e t r y . ^ 

I n s p i t e o f t h e s e p e r c e p t i v e r e m a r k s , no one has y e t c o n d u c t e d 

a t h o r o u g h s t u d y o f t h e poems t o s u p p o r t t h e argument t h a t Wat­

k i n s i s an h e i r o f t h e s e p o e t s , o r a t t e m p t e d t o e x p l o r e h i s 

e f f o r t s t o i n t e g r a t e t h e E n g l i s h m e t a p h y s i c a l t r a d i t i o n w i t h i n 

t h e o u t l o o k o f a t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y man. My a t t e m p t t o do so 

w i l l b e g i n w i t h a g e n e r a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e g r o u n d W a t k i n s and 

t h e f o r e n a m e d M e t a p h y s i c a l s seem t o s h a r e . 

As a l r e a d y s u g g e s t e d i n C h a p t e r I I , i t i s w i t h Vaughan and 

T r a h e r n e e s p e c i a l l y t h a t W a t k i n s s h a r e s a m y s t i c a l , P l a t o n i c 
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c a s t o f mind t h a t l o o k s t h r o u g h t h i s w o r l d t o a n o t h e r , and an 

extreme s e n s i t i v i t y t o a t r a n s c e n d e n t and i n w a r d l y d i s c o v e r e d 

o r d e r o f b e i n g . L i k e T. S. E l i o t , who w r o t e i n "The M e t a p h y s i ­

c a l P o e t s " o f a " d i s s o c i a t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y " t h a t he b e l i e v e d 

t o have s e t i n a f t e r t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y , ^ W a t k i n s t o o 

would have f o u n d a d m i r a b l e i n t h e s e e a r l i e r r e l i g i o u s p o e t s a 

t h e o l o g i c a l g r o u n d o f c e r t i t u d e t h a t e n a b l e d them t o r e l a t e 

mind and f e e l i n g , s e n s u a l i t y and s p i r i t i n a m e a n i n g f u l and 

c o h e r e n t manner. I hope t o d e m o n s t r a t e i n t h i s c h a p t e r t h a t 

Vaughan and T r a h e r n e , t h o u g h n o t named e x p l i c i t l y , a r e much 

s t r o n g e r p r e s e n c e s i n W a t k i n s ' work as a whole t h a n e i t h e r 

Donne o r H e r b e r t . They permeate i n d i v i d u a l poems more t h r o u g h a 

s i m i l a r i t y o f p o e t i c themes and symbols t h a n t h r o u g h v e r b a l 

e c h o e s and d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s . They r e s e m b l e W a t k i n s i n t h e 

e s s e n t i a l l y m y s t i c a l and i n d i v i d u a l q u a l i t y o f t h e i r C h r i s t i a n 

v i s i o n . The l i k e n e s s i s t o o f u n d a m e n t a l t o be a m a t t e r o f l i t ­

e r a r y i n f l u e n c e a l o n e , b u t o f s e n s i b i l i t y — a d i s t i n c t t e m p e r a ­

m e n t a l and s p i r i t u a l c l o s e n e s s . 

W a t k i n s ' C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c i s m ( w h i c h he c a n be s e e n t o 

s h a r e w i t h Vaughan and T r a h e r n e ) e x p r e s s e d i t s e l f i n a s u s p i ­

c i o n o f systems o f any k i n d , i n c l u d i n g N e o p l a t o n i s m when dog­

m a t i c a l l y o s s i f i e d . He was d i s i n c l i n e d t o c r e a t e an e l a b o r a t e 

s t r u c t u r e o f i d e a s and p o e t i c symbols l i k e Y e a t s i n A V i s i o n 

o r B l a k e i n t h e " P r o p h e t i c B o o k s . " T h e r e f o r e , he c h o s e i n s t e a d 

t o r e s t w i t h i n t h e f e c u n d i t y o f a r e c e i v e d h e r i t a g e o f J u d e o -

C h r i s t i a n ( b i b l i c a l ) and c l a s s i c a l s y m b o l i s m and myth, i l l u s ­

t r a t e d f o r him i n i t s f u l n e s s i n p o e t s l i k e Dante and M i l t o n , 

and t o f o c u s upon h i s own u n i q u e e x p r e s s i o n o f t h e i l l u m i n a t e d 
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moment as i t g i v e s m e a n i n g t o t i m e . As we h a v e s e e n i n h i s u s e 

o f T a l i e s i n , h i s f o r a y s i n t o t h e C e l t i c w o r l d o f t h e n a t i v e 

t r a d i t i o n a d d e d d e p t h t o t h i s r i c h m a t r i x o f t r a d i t i o n a l m a t e r ­

i a l . 

When s p e a k i n g o f W a t k i n s ' p o e t i c i n d i v i d u a l i s m , I do n o t 

mean t o i m p l y t h a t he r e j e c t e d i n s t i t u t i o n a l o r h i s t o r i c a l 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ; f o r l i k e s o many o f t h e E n g l i s h M e t a p h y s i c a l s , he 

was a r e g u l a r c o m m u n i c a n t i n t h e A n g l i c a n c h u r c h . H i s t r a n s ­

f e r e n c e f r o m t h e f a i t h o f h i s C o n g r e g a t i o n a l i s t p a r e n t s t o A n ­

g l i c a n i s m o c c u r r e d when he went t o p u b l i c s c h o o l a t R e p t o n a t 

t h e age o f f o u r t e e n ( 1 9 2 0 ) , and he c o n t i n u e d t o a t t e n d t h e 

s m a l l A n g l i c a n c h u r c h n e a r h i s home on t h e P e n n a r d c l i f f s on 

Gower t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e . From e a r l y c h i l d h o o d he c o n s i d e r e d 

h i m s e l f a C h r i s t i a n , a nd a f t e r t h e p r e v i o u s l y - m e n t i o n e d " r e v o ­

l u t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y " o f h i s e a r l y t w e n t i e s , a " C h r i s t i a n 

p o e t . " The p o i n t i s t h a t t h e i n s t i t u t i o n a l s i d e o f C h r i s t i a n ­

i t y — p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e l i t u r g y a n d t h e d o c t r i n e s o f A t o n e m e n t 

and R e d e m p t i o n — a r e n o t c e n t r a l t o h i s r e l i g i o u s v i s i o n as e x ­

p r e s s e d i n t h e p o e t r y , and o n l y e n t e r o c c a s i o n a l l y when f u s e d 

w i t h h i s d i r e c t a nd i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e . The l i t u r g y and 

c h u r c h r i t u a l s a r e l e s s i m p o r t a n t t o h i s p o e t r y t h a n t h e y a r e 

t o E l i o t i n "Ash-Wednesday," f o r e x a m p l e , o r D a v i d J o n e s i n 

The A n a t h e m a t a ( 1 9 5 2 ) . I n t h i s s e n s e he i s l e s s l i k e H e r b e r t , 

who o r d e r s The Temple a r o u n d t h e l i t u r g y o f t h e c h u r c h , and 

a g a i n , more l i k e V a u g h a n , who, t h o u g h e q u a l l y s t e e p e d i n c h u r c h 

t r a d i t i o n , s p e a k s a t h i s most memorable when c a p t u r i n g t h e i n ­

d i v i d u a l ' s i n w a r d r e c o g n i t i o n o f " t h e w o r l d o f l i g h t " i n a 

s y n t h e s i s o f t r a d i t i o n a l and more e s o t e r i c s y m b o l i s m . 
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I n some o f t h e o c c a s i o n a l poems on b a p t i s m and c h r i s t e n i n g 

l i k e "A C h r i s t e n i n g Remembered" ( L U , p. 87) and " F o r a F i r s t 

B i r t h d a y " (BW, p. 2 2 ) , W a t k i n s d o es b o r r o w s a c r a m e n t a l i m a g e r y 

f r o m t h e c h u r c h r i t u a l , a n d he o f t e n i n c o r p o r a t e s e u c h a r i s t i c 

themes and s y m b o l s i n d i r e c t l y as i n " B r e a d and t h e S t a r s " (CA, 

p. 7 9 ) . He h a s s e v e r a l r e f l e c t i v e - m e d i t a t i v e poems on t h e 

C r u c i f i x i o n i n c l u d i n g "Good F r i d a y " (CA, p. 100) and " D e p o s i ­

t i o n ( f o r C e r i R i c h a r d s ) " ( F , p. 7 3 ) , as w e l l as numerous poems 

on t h e theme o f r e s u r r e c t i o n . Y e t e v e n i n t h e s e poems, he i s 

n o t d o c t r i n a i r e i n t h e s e n s e t h a t t h e p o e t r y e x i s t s t o e x p o u n d 

t h e d o c t r i n e , o r t h a t t h e d o c t r i n e i n t r u d e s on t h e e x p e r i e n c e 

o u t o f w h i c h t h e poem e v o l v e d . I h a v e s u g g e s t e d t h a t i n h i s 

c o n c e r n w i t h man's r e l a t i o n t o t h e t i m e l e s s t h r o u g h t h e m e d i a ­

t i o n o f a C h r i s t who w i l l i n g l y e n t e r e d t i m e , he i s c o n c e r n e d 

w i t h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and e x p r e s s e s a n i n -

c a r n a t i o n a l v i e w o f n a t u r e as a n embodiment o f t h e s p i r i t u a l 

w o r l d i n many poems. H e r e a g a i n he i s c l o s e t o Vaughan and 

T r a h e r n e who a r e a l s o i n t e r e s t e d i n n a t u r e v i e w e d s a c r a m e n t a l l y , 

b u t a l w a y s assume t h a t t h e w h o l e o f r e a l i t y c a n n o t be l i m i t e d 

t o e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r . 

B e c a u s e W a t k i n s t e n d s t o r e a d b a c k f r o m n a t u r e t o h e r 

e t e r n a l f o r m s , he i n s i s t e d on d e f i n i n g h i m s e l f as a C h r i s t i a n 

" m e t a p h y s i c a l " p o e t as o p p o s e d t o a n a t u r e p o e t , and w r o t e a 

few months b e f o r e h i s d e a t h : 

A m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t , c a n n o t w r i t e w i t h o u t b e i n g i n v o l v e d 
i n b e l i e f , and h i s b e l i e f i s t e s t e d by e v e r y c o n t a c t w i t h 
l i f e , a n d r e n e w e d e v e r y d a y . g 

Though W a t k i n s n e v e r c l e a r l y d e f i n e s " b e l i e f " i n h i s p r o s e , h i s 

p o e t r y r e v e a l s h i s f i d e l i t y t o t h e b a s i c C h r i s t i a n theme o f 
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man's F a l l and r e g e n e r a t i o n , and an a s s u r e d n e s s r e g a r d i n g h i s 

s p i r i t u a l o r i g i n and end. As t h e above p a s s a g e i n d i c a t e s , 

f a i t h ( o r " b e l i e f " ) f o r W a t k i n s was more t h a n an i n t e l l e c t u a l 

and e m o t i o n a l a c c e p t a n c e o f h i s J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n h e r i t a g e and 

an a e s t h e t i c u t i l i z a t i o n o f i t s symbols and m y t h i c p a r a d i g m s , 

b u t i n v o l v e d f o r him t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f t h e e n t i r e b e i n g — t h e 

a c t i v a t i o n o f t h e m o r a l s e l f and w i l l , as w e l l as t h e i n t e l l e c t 

and i m a g i n a t i o n . The s e n s e o f i n t e g r i t y , o f s p i r i t u a l , m o r a l 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l w h o l e n e s s t h a t i n f o r m s h i s work as an u n s p o k e n 

i d e a l , g i v e s i t t h e t o n e o f u n c o m p r o m i s i n g f e r v o r we have n o t e d 

i n "Rewards o f t h e F o u n t a i n " ( s e e C h a p t e r I I I ) t h a t l i n k s him 

w i t h t h e s e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s o f s p i r i t u a l v o c a t i o n and 

commitment. 

The W e l s h n e s s o f t h e Vaughans (Thomas and Henry) and t h e 

p a r t - W e l s h n e s s o f H e r b e r t , as w e l l as T r a h e r n e ' s c o n n e c t i o n 

w i t h t h e b o r d e r l a n d s o f Wales i n H e r e f o r d , must have a p p e a l e d 

t o W a t k i n s w i t h h i s s t r o n g s e n s e o f p l a c e . L i k e Henry Vaughan 

t h e S i l u r i s t , who c e l e b r a t e s t h e r i v e r Usk i n h i s v e r s e , 7 Wat­

k i n s i d e n t i f i e d h i m s e l f i n t e n s e l y w i t h "one p l a c e , " and r e ­

mained l o y a l t o t h a t p l a c e t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e , making p o e t r y 

ou t o f t h e d i a l o g u e between h i s i n w a r d and s p i r i t u a l s e l f and 

t h e l o c a l e n v i r o n m e n t . I n t h e poem "The D e a t h B e l l , " i n a c o n ­

t e x t o f r e l i g i o u s e x p l o r a t i o n s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f t h e l a t e r 

Donne, and o f H e r b e r t and Vaughan, he w r i t e s f r o m t h i s s e n s e o f 

l o y a l t y : 

I t h a t was b o r n i n Wales 
C h e r i s h h e a v e n ' s d u s t i n s c a l e s 
Which may a t dusk be s e e n 
On e v e r y v i l l a g e g r e e n 
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Where Tawe, T a f f o r Wye 

T h r o u g h f i e l d s and woods goes b y . . . . (DB, p. 108) 

And i n A f f i n i t i e s he s t a t e s , " L e t e a c h whose s o u l i s i n one 

p l a c e / S t i l l t o t h a t p l a c e be t r u e " (A, p. 3 2 ) . We h a v e n o t e d 

i n C h a p t e r I I I t h a t D a v i d J o n e s , i n a l e t t e r t o W a t k i n s d a t e d 

A p r i l 1 1 , 1962, i n d i c a t e s t h e i r m u t u a l i n t e r e s t i n t h e m e t a p h y s ­

i c a l p o e t s o f " W e l s h a f f i n i t y " : 
One t h i n g t h a t I f i n d i n t e r e s t i n g , b u t h a r d l y e v e r r e ­
f e r r e d t o i s t h a t t h e ' E n g l i s h M e t a p h y s i c a l s ' o f t h e 
1 7 t h C e n t , were so v e r y l a r g e l y o f t h e W e l s h b o r d e r l a n d s . g 

T h a t W a t k i n s a l s o f o u n d t h e s e p o e t s e n g a g i n g i s e v i d e n c e d 

by t h e i r r e c u r r e n t p r e s e n c e t h r o u g h o u t h i s w o r k f r o m t h e e a r l y 

t o t h e l a t e poems. The p o e t s Donne and H e r b e r t a r e a c t u a l l y 

named, as w e l l as q u o t e d , e c h o e d and i m i t a t e d i n t h e poems. 

Donne a p p e a r s as e a r l y as BML where i n " D i s c o v e r i e s " W a t k i n s 

i n v o k e s h i m among h i s p a n t h e o n o f p o e t i c h e r o e s — B l a k e , M i l t o n , 

Y e a t s , H e r a c l i t u s , R i l k e a n d K e a t s — a s a p o e t o f a c e l e s t i a l 

and u n i f i e d v i s i o n : 

Donne s e e s t h o s e s t a r s , y e t w i l l n o t l e t them l i e : 
We're t a p e r s t o o , and a t o u r own c o s t d i e . (BML, p. 65) 

By i n c o r p o r a t i n g a l i n e f r o m Donne's "The C a n o n i z a t i o n " i n t o 

h i s poem, W a t k i n s a l l u d e s t o t h e i r s h a r e d s e n s e o f human r e g e n ­

e r a t i o n t h r o u g h l o v e and a d e a t h o f s e l f , a n d i n v o k e s a v i s i o n 

o f t h e P t o l e m a i c s y s t e m o f " s t a r s " ( s t a n z a 2) t h a t o b j e c t i f i e s 

h i s b e l i e f i n a d i v i n e l y o r d e r e d , u n i v e r s e - . A l s o , i n "The 

I m m o r t a l i n N a t u r e " (CA, p. 53) he a l l u d e s t o Donne's "The Sun 

R i s i n g " where t h e l o v e r s o f t h e poem c o n s t i t u t e a s p i r i t u a l 

w o r l d u n t o t h e m s e l v e s , a m i c r o c o s m o f t h e w h o l e : 

I t e l l my s o u l : A l t h o u g h t h e y be w i t h d r a w n 
M e d i t a t e o n t h o s e l o v e r s . T h i n k o f Donne 
Who c o u l d c o n t r a c t a l l a g e s t o one d a y , 



177 

K n o w i n g t h e y were b u t c o p i e s o f t h a t one; 
The f i r s t b e i n g t r u e , t h e n none c a n p a s s away. 

And i n "The B r e a k i n g o f t h e Wave" (BW, p. 40) he r e f e r s t o "The 

e x a l t e d v i s i o n Donne o r D a n t e d r e w " w h i c h t i m e c a n n o t d e s t r o y . 

I n "A T r u e P i c t u r e R e s t o r e d " (A, p. 2 9 ) , a n e l e g i a c poem a b o u t 

D y l a n Thomas, W a t k i n s names M i l t o n and H e r b e r t as two o f h i s 

and Thomas' s h a r e d s o u r c e s : 

N e a r e r t h e p u l s e t h a n o t h e r themes 
H i s [ Thomas's] d e a t h b o r n c l a i m s a r e p r e s s e d . 
F i r e d f i r s t by M i l t o n , t h e n t h e dreams 

Of H e r b e r t ' s h o l y b r e a s t . . . . 

Among t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s , M i l t o n and C r a s h a w 

a r e a l s o p r e s e n t i n W a t k i n s ' v e r s e , t h o u g h I do n o t p r o p o s e t o 

make more t h a n p a s s i n g r e f e r e n c e t o them h e r e . M i l t o n i s i n ­

v o k e d o f t e n b e c a u s e h e , more t h a n any o t h e r f i g u r e o f t h e 

s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y , r e p r e s e n t e d t o W a t k i n s a c o m p l e t e m a s t e r y 

o f p o e t i c f o r m , a nd b e c a u s e he s t o o d f o r h i m as a p o e t who had 

r e a l i z e d on a g r a n d s c a l e a v a l i d v i s i o n o f man's r e l a t i o n t o 

God. W a t k i n s p r a i s e d h i m i n h i s p r o s e a t a t i m e when i t was 

u n p o p u l a r t o do s o . I n a n " A d d r e s s t o t h e P o e t r y S o c i e t y o f 

G r e a t B r i t a i n , " May 7, 1966, he s t a t e s : " I t i s l u d i c r o u s f o r 

a p o e t l i k e M i l t o n t o be d i s c o u n t e n a n c e d when he i s so c o m p l e t e 
9 

a m a s t e r o f f o r m . " C r a s h a w ' s i n f l u e n c e , on t h e o t h e r h a n d , i s 

n o t a b i d i n g , t h o u g h W a t k i n s d o e s echo h i s p h r a s e , " E t e r n i t y s h u t 

i n a s p a n , " f r o m " I n t h e H o l y N a t i v i t y o f Our L o r d God" i n h i s 

own " a l l h e a v e n i n a s p a n " f r o m " R e v i s i t e d W a t e r s " : 
Y e t n o t h i n g we knew i n t h a t r o c k o f a s o u l t h a t w o u l d 

c l i m b , 
Of a C h r i s t t h a t w o u l d s a v e u s , c o n t r a c t i n g a l l h e a v e n 

i n a s p a n . (A, p. 98) 
A s i d e f r o m a n i n t e r e s t i n t h e M a g d a l e n e f i g u r e , s h a r e d b y H e r -
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b e r t a n d Vaughan as w e l l , and d e m o n s t r a t e d i n "The S i n n e r " ( L U , 

p. 5 8 ) , "Quem Q u a e r i t i s ? " and " F i v e Poems o f M a g d a l e n i a n D a r k ­

n e s s " (A, pp. 84 & 8 6 ) , W a t k i n s has l i t t l e i n common w i t h C r a -

shaw, a nd c e r t a i n l y d i s p l a y s few o f h i s b a r o q u e v e r b a l e x t r a v a ­

g a n c e s , h i s s e n s u o u s c o n t i n e n t a l i m a g e r y o f d i v i n e l o v e , and 

h i s p e n c h a n t f o r f a r - f e t c h e d m e t a p h o r s l i k e t e a r s as " P o r t a b l e 

and c o m p e n d i o u s o c e a n s " i n " S a i n t Mary M a g d a l e n e ; o r , t h e 

Weeper." 

I n "The P o e t ' s V o i c e " (1947) when W a t k i n s w r o t e , " I w o u l d 

g i v e a g r e a t many poems t h a t a r e f o u n d i n most a n t h o l o g i e s f o r 

t h e two w h i c h Donne w r o t e i n h i s deathbed,"*"^ he p r o b a b l y h a d 

i n m i n d Donne's D i v i n e Poems, "Hymn t o God, my God, i n my S i c k ­

n e s s " a n d "A Hymn t o God t h e Father."*"*' E v i d e n c e f r o m t h e 

poems w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t W a t k i n s ' e m p h a s i s on r e l i g i o u s themes 

l e d h i m t o a d m i r e t h e l a t e r "Dean Donne" o f t h e sermons and t h e 

" H o l y S o n n e t s " much more t h a n t h e e a r l y c y n i c a l l o v e r o f Songs  

and S o n n e t s . T h e r e i s l i t t l e i n W a t k i n s ' g e n e r a l l y m e l l i f l u o u s 

v o i c e a n d e v e n l y l y r i c a l t o n e t o s u g g e s t t h a t he d e r i v e d much 

f r o m Donne's b r a n d o f " w i t " — t h e s i n e w y s t y l e , t h e i n g e n i o u s 

a n d d i f f i c u l t c o n c e i t s , o r t h e t o u g h , a r g u m e n t a t i v e s t r u c t u r e s 

t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e t h i s s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p r e d e c e s s o r i n b o t h 

t h e e a r l y l o v e poems and t h e l a t e r r e l i g i o u s v e r s e . What Wat­

k i n s d r e w f r o m Donne was n o t a s t y l e , b u t t h e c o n f i r m a t i o n o f a 

v i s i o n . I t i s i n t h e themes a nd i m a g e r y o f s p e c i f i c poems t h a t 

we must l o o k t o d i s c o v e r Donne's p r e s e n c e . 

"The R e t u r n o f S p r i n g " f r o m LU i s one o f t h e f i r s t poems 

i n t h e p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s t o r e f e r t o Donne d i r e c t l y . I t names 

Donne, a l l u d e s b r i e f l y t o H e r b e r t , a n d r e c a p t u r e s i n W a t k i n s ' 
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own s t y l e a V a u g h a n e s q u e a t t i t u d e t o w a r d n a t u r e . The poem 

p r e s e n t s t h e s p e a k e r w a l k i n g i n t h e woods i n t h e t r a n s i t i o n a l 

t i m e b e t w e e n w i n t e r a n d s p r i n g . He f i n d s h i m s e l f " r e s i s t i n g 

t h a t g r e e n d o m i n i o n " o f s p r i n g i n a p a s s i o n a t e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f 

" t h e t h i n g more s a c r e d " — t h a t i s , t h e u n d e r l y i n g p r e s e n c e o f 

d e a t h i n " t h e d e a t h - t o u c h i n g s c r i p t " t h a t c o n t a i n s t h e p o s s i b i l ­

i t y o f r e g e n e r a t i o n . L i k e Donne o f t h e sermons and m e d i t a t i o n s , 

he c o n t i n u a l l y l o o k s on d e a t h a n d s a c r i f i c e as t h e p r e l u d e t o 
12 

s p i r i t u a l l i f e . W a t k i n s w r i t e s i n s t a n z a s s i x and s e v e n i n 
t e r m s o f n a t u r e as a "tome," a v o l u m e o r a book: 

Diamonds o f l i g h t , e m e r a l d s o f l e a v e s , g r e e n j e w e l s : 
F o r me t h e u n n o t i c e d , d e a t h - t o u c h i n g s c r i p t i s more 

p a s s i o n a t e . 
C o v e r t h e tome w i t h d u s t ; t h e r e d w e l l s t h e r e d e e m e r , 
D e a t h l e s s l y known by t h e v o i c e - f a l l . 

0 S p r i n g , t h e b o x o f c o l o u r s , b l u e s k y , g r e e n t r e e s ! 
Has t h e b r o o k e a r s ? Donne has d e l i v e r e d h i s s e r m o n . 
Not e a s i l y y o u b e g u i l e t h e p u l s e , t h e f o o t p r i n t 
V a u l t e d w i t h i n t i m a t e m u s i c . ( L U , pp. 41-42) 

Donne's " s e r m o n " (7.2) i s l i n k e d s i g n i f i c a n t l y h e r e w i t h t h e 

r e c e i v i n g e a r s o f n a t u r e , and i n t h i s r e g a r d t h e poem i s p e r ­

haps R o m a n t i c i n t h e W o r d s w o r t h i a n s e n s e by a t t e m p t i n g t o 

e s t a b l i s h a v i t a l communion b e t w e e n n a t u r e a n d man. Y e t i n i t s 

movement f r o m s p r i n g v i e w e d as a r e p e a t i n g " r i t e " s i g n i f y i n g 

t i m e ' s d o m i n a t i o n t o s p r i n g v i e w e d as a " s a c r a m e n t " s i g n i f y i n g 

t h e " r e d e e m e r ' s r e b i r t h " t h r o u g h a s u b m i s s i o n t o t i m e , t h e poem 

d r a m a t i z e s t h e s p e a k e r ' s c h a n g e o f p e r c e p t i o n i n a manner t h a t 

i s c l o s e r t o much s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y r e l i g i o u s v e r s e . The p o e t 

c o n t i n u e s t o a d d r e s s s p r i n g i n s t a n z a s n i n e a n d t e n : 

0 r e t u r n i n g c h i l d , n o t k n o w i n g why y o u were b o r n , 
Not u n d e r s t a n d i n g w o r l d ' s b e a u t y t h e d e a d s u s t a i n , 
The s h a r p n e s s o f c o l o u r , t h e c l e a r n e s s o f w a t e r a r e y o u r s ; 
The l o v e t h e r e shadowed y o u know n o t . 
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What f i r s t I f e a r e d as a r i t e I l o v e as a s a c r a m e n t . 
The S p r i n g r e t u r n s . I l o o k . T h e r e i s no d i s s e m b l i n g . 
The b r o o k f a l t e r s , r u n s o n. I d i v i n e t h o s e m e a n i n g s , 
L i s t e n i n g t o t o n g u e s t h a t a r e s i l e n t . ( L U , p. 42) 

I n i t s v i s i o n o f s p r i n g as a " s a c r a m e n t " t h e poem i s r e m i n i s ­

c e n t o f some o f Vaughan's poems f r o m S i l e x S c i n t i l l a n s (1650 

and 1 6 5 5 ) . One c o u l d p o i n t t o " R e g e n e r a t i o n , " " I w a l k e d t h e 

o t h e r d a y , " "The B i r d , " o r "The W a t e r - f a l l . " I n " R e g e n e r a t i o n " 

t h e l a n d s c a p e o f s p r i n g i s much more a l l e g o r i c a l l y and s y m b o l ­

i c a l l y c o m p l e x ; y e t Vaughan's poem d e a l s w i t h t h e same theme 

t h a t W a t k i n s h a n d l e s , and i n a s i m i l a r way: 

A ward, a n d s t i l l i n b o n d s , one d a y 
I s t o l e a b r o a d , 

I t was h i g h - s p r i n g , and a l l t h e way 
P r i m r o s e d and hung w i t h s h a d e ; 
Y e t , i t was f r o s t w i t h i n , 

And s u r l y w i n d s 
B l a s t e d my i n f a n t b u d s , a nd s i n 

L i k e c l o u d s e c l i p s e d my m i n d . ^ 

L i k e t h e s p e a k e r i n W a t k i n s ' poem, Vaughan " r e s i s t s " t h e o u t e r 

d o m i n i o n o f s p r i n g b e c a u s e o f t h e w i n t e r w i t h i n h i s s o u l , com­

i n g t o r e u n i t e i n n e r a n d o u t e r l a n d s c a p e s t h r o u g h t h e s h i f t i n 

s p i r i t u a l a w a r e n e s s t h a t o c c u r s a t t h e end o f t h e poem when he 

r e a l i z e s t h a t t h e " r u s h i n g w i n d " t h a t s p e a k s w i t h i n h i m i s t h e 

S p i r i t o f God t h a t " b l o w s where i t w i l l " o f J o h n ' s g o s p e l , t e l l -
14 

i n g h i m he must be " b o r n a g a i n . " L i k e w i s e , "The R e t u r n o f 

S p r i n g " c o n c l u d e s w i t h t h e s p e a k e r t u r n i n g f r o m n a t u r e ' s v i s u a l 

l a n g u a g e t o l i s t e n t o " t o n g u e s t h a t a r e s i l e n t " — t h e i n v i s i b l e 

v o i c e s t h a t s p e a k i n w a r d l y t o t h e s o u l . The movement o f b o t h 

poems i s p r o g r e s s i v e l y i n w a r d . B o t h s p e a k e r s come t o r e a l i z e 

t h e n e c e s s i t y o f a m y s t i c a l d e a t h and r e b i r t h — W a t k i n s ' by s e e k ­

i n g t h e " r e d e e m e r " i n t h e " d e a t h - t o u c h i n g s c r i p t " o f n a t u r e a n d 

Vaughan's by c r y i n g o u t t o C h r i s t i n t h e l a s t c o u p l e t , " L e t me 
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d i e b e f o r e my d e a t h ! " 

S t a n z a s e v e n w i t h i t s r e f e r e n c e t o s p r i n g as a "box o f c o l ­

o u r s " i s an o b v i o u s a l l u s i o n t o H e r b e r t ' s l i t t l e e m b l e m a t i c 

poem, " V e r t u e . " W a t k i n s ' poem i s a l s o s i m i l a r t o H e r b e r t ' s 

i n i t s d r a m a t i c u s e o f l i n e l e n g t h s . I n b o t h poems t h e f o u r t h 

l i n e o f e a c h s t a n z a i s s h o r t e r and more e m p h a t i c : 

Sweet s p r i n g , f u l l o f sweet dayes and r o s e s , 
A box where sweets compacted l i e ; 
My m u s i c k shows ye have y o u r c l o s e s , 

And a l l must d i e . 

O n e l y a sweet and v e r t u o u s s o u l , 
L i k e s e a s o n ' d t i m b e r , n e v e r g i v e s ; 
But t h o u g h t h e whole w o r l d t u r n s t o c o a l , 

Then c h i e f l y l i v e s . ^ 

L i k e s p r i n g i n H e r b e r t ' s poem, W a t k i n s ' s e a s o n i s i g n o r a n t o f 

i t s own o r i g i n o r e n c r o a c h i n g d e a t h ( s t a n z a 9 ) and o f t h e s p i r ­

i t u a l p r i n c i p l e s w h i c h s u s t a i n i t i n a l a r g e r o r d e r o f l o v e : 

" n o t knowing why .you were b o r n , / Not u n d e r s t a n d i n g w o r l d ' s 

b e a u t y t h e dead s u s t a i n . . . . " Y e t l i k e H e r b e r t i n t h e l a s t s t a n z a 

o f " V e r t u e , " W a t k i n s ' s p e a k e r may " d i v i n e t h o s e m e a n i n g s " s p o k e n 

by t h e t o n g u e s o f t h e dead, and r i s e above t h e c o n t i n u a l d e a t h s 

o f n a t u r e . H e r b e r t c o n c e n t r a t e s on t h e c o n t r a s t between m o r t a l 

n a t u r e and t h e i m m o r t a l s o u l o f man, however; w h i l e W a t k i n s c e l ­

e b r a t e s s p r i n g as a s a c r a m e n t o r symbol o f e t e r n a l r e g e n e r a t i o n . 

I n b o t h poems t h e u n d e r l y i n g message i s t h a t t h o u g h s p r i n g i t s e l f 

d i e s c y c l i c a l l y , t h e s o u l o f man t h a t p e r c e i v e s i t as p a r t o f an 

e t e r n a l o r d e r i s d e a t h l e s s . The above poem, t h e r e f o r e , t h o u g h 

making e x p l i c i t r e f e r e n c e t o Donne, c a n be s e e n t o d e m o n s t r a t e 

a c o m p o s i t e o f s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y i n f l u e n c e s and p a r a l l e l s . 

O t h e r e a r l y poems f r o m LU t h a t a r e i n d e b t e d t o Donne a r e 

" G r e e n Names, G r e e n Moss," and "The B u r i a l . " The f o r m e r poem 
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p l a y s w i t h t h e image o f t h e r i c h l y s o u n d i n g b e l l t h a t becomes 

t h e c e n t r a l s y m b o l o f "The D e a t h B e l l , " t h e t i t l e poem o f t h e 

v o l u m e by t h a t name. The e a r l i e s t r e f e r e n c e t o t h e b e l l i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f d e a t h , h o w e v e r , o c c u r s i n " S e a - M u s i c " where W a t k i n s 

w r i t e s o f " t h e d y i n g b e l l " t h a t " B r e a k s t h r o u g h s o u n d ' s i n f i n i t e 

w a v e s " (L V , p. 3 1 ) . " G r e e n Names, G r e e n M o ss" moves i n s w i n g ­

i n g , a l t e r n a t e l y r h y m i n g , t r i m e t e r l i n e s t o s i n g a p a e a n a s ­

s e r t i n g t h e i m m o r t a l i t y o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l s o u l . The t o l l i n g 

b e l l o f Donne's " M e d i t a t i o n X V I I " t h a t c a l l s e a c h man t o d e a t h 

becomes i n W a t k i n s ' poem, h o w e v e r , a c a l l t o a h i g h e r q u a l i t y 

o f l i f e . I n t h e s e c o n d h a l f o f t h e poem he a p o s t r o p h i z e s t h e 

b e l l w h i c h he d e s c r i b e d i n t h e f i r s t l o n g s t a n z a : 

S w i n g , l i f e - l e a p i n g b e l l ; 
S t r i k e , i n t h e m o u r n i n g t r e e s . 
No r a v i s h e r c a n t e l l 
T h e i r s e c r e t h i s t o r i e s ; 
Not one c a n y o u r e c l a i m , 
B u t s i d e - t r a c k t h e i r l o s s 
U n t i l t h e l a s t , l o v e d name 
I s c o v e r e d w i t h moss. 
Y e t e v e r y moment m u s t , 
E a c h t u r n o f h e a d o r h a n d , 
Though d i s f i g u r e d by d u s t , 
I n c o r r u p t i b l y s t a n d ; 
I f t h e y a r e n o t h i n g now 

Then t h e y were n o t h i n g t h e n . ( L U , PP- 68-69) 

The s y m b o l o f t h e b e l l , w h i c h he i s t o d e v e l o p f u r t h e r i n DB, 

i s d r a w n f r o m Donne's famous m e d i t a t i o n , b u t t h e t o n e o f c h a l ­

l e n g i n g a f f i r m a t i o n s u g g e s t s Donne's s o n n e t , " D e a t h Be Not 

P r o u d . " I n t h e e l e g i a c "A W r e a t h f o r A l u n L e w i s , " W a t k i n s i s 

e v e n more e x p l i c i t a b o u t t h e u l t i m a t e f r e e i n g o f t h e s o u l f r o m 

d e a t h when he w r i t e s , " D e a t h h i m s e l f must d e l i v e r t h e s o u l s he 

bound / U n c h a n g e d and t r u e , t h o u g h t h e w i n d s and t h e w a t e r s mock" 

(CA, p. 3 5 ) . 
I n CA he s p e a k s i n t h e same v o i c e o f a s s u r a n c e o f t h e o v e r -
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coming o f d e a t h i n " C a l l I t A l l Names, But Do Not C a l l I t R e s t . " 

Here i n e i g h t - l i n e , i a m b i c p e n t a m e t e r s t a n z a s r e m i n i s c e n t o f 

Donne's measure i n t h e H o l y S o n n e t s , he e x p r e s s e s h i s own mys­

t i c a l r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t d e a t h i s a k i n d o f a c t i v i t y r a t h e r t h a n 

a r e p o s e , t h e a c t i v e c o u n t e r p a r t o f what we commonly e x p e r i e n c e 

as l i f e . Though W a t k i n s ' s t r o n g s e n s e o f t h e r e a l i t y o f a r e a l m 

o f t h e dead has p r e - C h r i s t i a n u n d e r t o n e s , and may s u g g e s t t h e 

C e l t i c u n d e r w o r l d , t h e r e i s a l s o i n t h e m y s t i c a l s i d e o f C h r i s ­

t i a n i t y a b e l i e f i n t h e "communion o f s a i n t s " w h i c h i s c a p a b l e 

o f i n c o r p o r a t i n g h i s s e n s e o f t h e a c t i v e p r e s e n c e o f t h e dead. 

The f o r m a l and d r a m a t i c o p e n i n g r e m i n d s us o f Donne's g r e a t 

s o n n e t t o d e a t h : 

Go, d e a t h , g i v e g r o u n d , f o r none o f y o u r s i s h e r e . 
Weep w i t h no sound, f i g u r e s a r o u n d a w e l l . 
Here g a l e s k n o c k down t h e c h e s t n u t s y e a r on y e a r , 
And b l o c k w i t h l e a v e s t h e e n t r y t o t h e t e m p l e . 
T h e r e t h e i n s c r i p t i o n no man's eyes c a n s p e l l , 
A r c h a i c , i n t h e f o r g o t t e n c h a r a c t e r . 
S l e e p s n e a r t h e nymph t h e f o n t t h a t c h r i s t e n e d h e r , 

A s h e l l u n f a s t e n i n g t o t h e v a n i s h e d m a r v e l . (CA, p. 26) 

The a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e c l a s s i c a l and r o m a n t i c "nymph" by t h e 

C h r i s t i a n b a p t i s m a l f o n t e l a b o r a t e s W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f t h e e s s e n ­

t i a l u n i t y o f Gr e e k and C h r i s t i a n m y t h o p o e t i c i m a g e r y . The poem 

goes on t o d e s c r i b e t h e nymph's tomb as a s a c r e d p l a c e where t h e 

s e a s o n s o f f e r t h e i r homage o f " f r u i t and l e a v e s . " The f i n a l 

s t a n z a , i n l a n g u a g e t h a t owes s o m e t h i n g t o D y l a n Thomas i n 

p h r a s e s such a s , " t i m e , b e i n g s t o n y , has no tong u e t o t e l l " (rem­

i n i s c e n t o f "And I am dumb t o t e l l t h e l o v e r ' s tomb" f r o m "The 

f o r c e t h a t t h r o u g h t h e g r e e n f u s e d r i v e s t h e f l o w e r " ) , a s s e r t s 

i n a more c o n s c i o u s l y C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t t h a n any o f Thomas' poems 

the s e n s e t h a t t h e nymph's s i c k n e s s u n t o d e a t h i s b u t a " l a s t 

o r a c l e " o f h e r r e g e n e r a t i o n : 
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Here where t h r o u g h t r e e s d e a t h ' s v o i c e , a l l - s e v e r i n g 
b l o w s , 

Hung w i t h s t o n e t o n g u e s , t h e l a n g u a g e o f f a r e w e l l , 
G r e a t d o o r s a r e opened w h i c h no hand c a n c l o s e 
And w i s e h e a v e n f l i e s i n t o t h e bud's c o l d c e l l . 
So i s h e r s i c k n e s s h e r l a s t o r a c l e 
Where f r o m i t s f a l l i n g we may s e e d t h e r o s e 
And h e r new j o y f r o m h e r remembered s o r r o w s 
Which t i m e , b e i n g s t o n y , has no tongue t o t e l l . 

(CA, pp. 26-27) 

I t becomes o b v i o u s t h a t t h e poem i s an e l e g y ' f o r a g i r l whom 

Wat k i n s has t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o t h e m y t h i c f i g u r e o f a nymph. 

L i k e Donne i n "The A n n i v e r s a r i e s , " who t u r n s t h e o c c a s i o n o f t h e 

d e a t h o f E l i z a b e t h D r u r y i n t o a m e d i t a t i o n on t h e d e a t h and r e ­

g e n e r a t i o n o f t h e w o r l d , W a t k i n s ' e l e g y (on a much s m a l l e r s c a l e ) 

u s e s t h e o c c a s i o n o f a g i r l ' s d e a t h i n an e l a b o r a t e and f i g u r a ­

t i v e manner t o e x p l o r e a s i m i l a r theme. H i s i s a more p e r s o n a l 

poem i n t h e s e n s e t h a t i t i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e d e a t h o f t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l r a t h e r t h a n " t h e d e a t h o f t h e w o r l d , " b u t i n b o t h 

poems t h e c h i l d ( W a t k i n s ' nymph and Donne's "Shee") t a k e s on a 

s y m b o l i c f u n c t i o n as a f i g u r e o f r e g e n e r a t i o n . 

W a t k i n s ' s o n n e t , "The B u r i a l , " i n LU i s an example o f one 

o f a s e r i e s o f s o n n e t s t h a t s u g g e s t s Donne, H e r b e r t , and e v e n 

M i l t o n i n theme and i m a g e r y . L i k e h i s s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p r e ­

d e c e s s o r s , he o f t e n u s e s t h e s o n n e t as a v e h i c l e f o r r e l i g i o u s 

o r c o n t e m p l a t i v e v e r s e . A g a i n , t h e o p e n i n g i m p e r a t i v e e n c o u r a g e s 

th e r e a d e r t o l o o k on d e a t h as an e n t r a n c e i n t o s p i r i t u a l l i f e . 

W a t k i n s seems t o d e l i g h t i n t h i s enormous p a r a d o x . As i n so 

many s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p h i l o s o p h i c a l - m e d i t a t i v e poems, t h e 

g r a v e s i d e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f d e a t h ends i n a r e a l i z a t i o n o f t h e 

a r c h e t y p a l d e a t h o f C h r i s t , whose p r e s e n c e i s s u g g e s t e d h e r e i n 

th e i m a g e r y : 

Go t o t h a t p l a c e where men c a n l o o k no more 
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A t what on e a r t h shone b r i g h t e s t . As t h i s wave 
L e a p s t o g r e a t l i g h t , t h e n , s c a t t e r i n g , s e e k s t h e s h o r e , 
So y o u r fame r o s e , t h a t s i n k s i n t o t h i s g r a v e . 
Go where d i s s e m b l e r s c a n no more d e p r a v e 
The d a z z l i n g l o v e , n o r k n o c k t h a t h i d d e n d o o r 
C l o s e d on t h e s h r o u d e d body t h e womb g a v e , 
D a r k a s C h r i s t ' s hem, as no d a r k l o o k e d b e f o r e . 

( L U , p. 71) 

I n t h e s e s t e t t h e t o n e s h i f t s a g a i n t o a n a f f i r m a t i o n o f r e b i r t h 

t h r o u g h t h e n a t u r a l i m a g e s o f t h e " s e e d " and t h e " c h r y s a l i s . " 

Y e t must t h e b u r i e d s h i n e , i f any s h i n e s : 
So s l e e p s t h e s e e d ; so s h r i n k s i n r i g i d f o l d 
The c h r y s a l i s , a n d h i d e s i t s p a t t e r n s o l d : 
We t o u c h , b u t c a n n o t see i t s w a k i n g l i n e s . 
H o n o u r t h i s d u s t . The p r e s e n c e God r e f i n e s 
E v e n h e r e i s s u n k , whose p r o m i s e d f l e s h i s g o l d . 

( L U , p. 71) 

The hope f o r t h e i n d i v i d u a l , c a r r i e d f o r w a r d i n t h e H e r m e t i c a n d 

a l c h e m i c a l image o f g o l d r e f i n e d by God, l i e s i n t h e way e a c h 

s o u l r e p e a t s t h e p a t t e r n s e t f o r t h i n C h r i s t ' s d e a t h a n d r e s u r ­

r e c t i o n . I w o u l d a r g u e t h a t t h i s s o n n e t , a l o n g w i t h "The 

C o n c e p t i o n " a n d "The B e t r o t h a l " ( L U , pp. 7 0 - 7 2 ) , shows W a t k i n s 

e x p l o r i n g f o r h i s own t i m e and i n h i s own v o i c e one o f h i s c e n ­

t r a l t h e m e s — t h e C h r i s t i a n m y s t e r y o f r e s u r r e c t i o n o u t o f d e a t h . 

The a f f i r m a t i v e , m e d i t a t i v e and f o r m a l mode e x e m p l i f i e d i n some 

o f t h e more s e r e n e o f Donne's D i v i n e Poems and some o f H e r b e r t ' s 

s o n n e t s seems t o ha v e p r o v i d e d h i m w i t h a t r a d i t i o n a l m o d e l f o r 

t h i s k i n d o f w r i t i n g . 

A n o t h e r poem i n CA, "Good F r i d a y , " t h o u g h v e r y d i f f e r e n t 

f r o m Donne's "Good F r i d a y , 1 6 1 3 , R i d i n g W e s t w a r d , " f a l l s w i t h i n 

t h e mode o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l m e d i t a t i o n on t h e c r o s s . As i n t h e 

t h r e e f o l d I g n a t i a n m e d i t a t i v e s t r u c t u r e L o u i s M a r t z e l a b o r a t e s 

i n h i s The P o e t r y o f M e d i t a t i o n ( Y a l e U n i v . P r e s s , 1954; s e c o n d 

e d i t i o n , 1 9 6 2 ) , t h e s p e a k e r moves f r o m a v i s u a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f 

t h e s c e n e o f t h e c r u c i f i x i o n , t h r o u g h an a n a l y s i s o f t h e m e a n i n g 
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o f t h a t e v e n t , t o a p e r s o n a l c o l l o q u y i n w h i c h t h e s o u l a d d r e s s e s 

C h r i s t d i r e c t l y . U n l i k e Donne's " G o o d f r i d a y , 1 6 1 3 , " W a t k i n s ' 

poem does n o t s t r u g g l e i n t e n s e l y w i t h t h e s e n s e o f t h e s o u l ' s 

u n w o r t h i n e s s b e f o r e God. Y e t i t does f o c u s on t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s 

o f C h r i s t ' s s u f f e r i n g on t h e c r o s s b o t h f o r man and f o r n a t u r e 

i n a way s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Donne when he s p e a k s o f " L i e u t e n a n t 

N a t u r e " s h r i n k i n g a t t h e " s p e c t a c l e o f t o o much w e i g h t . . . . " 

W a t k i n s t u r n s t h i s a r o u n d , h o w e v e r , by w r i t i n g o f n a t u r e b e n e ­

f i t i n g f r o m C h r i s t ' s s a c r i f i c e : 

Now l e t t h e g e o g r a p h y o f l a n d s 
L e a r n f r o m t h e s e h a n d s , 
And f r o m t h e s e f e e t t h e u n r e s t i n g s e a s 

T a k e , f r o m u n f a t h o m e d g r i e f , t h e i r e a s e . (CA, p. 101) 

C e r t a i n l y W a t k i n s ' image o f C h r i s t ' s n a i l e d "hands w h i c h h o l d up 

h e a v e n " ( s t a n z a 7) has t h e same k i n d o f d r a m a t i c power as Donne's 

" C o u l d I b e h o l d t h o s e h a nds w h i c h s p a n t h e P o l e s . . . . " ( l i n e 2 1 ) . 

H e r b e r t ' s " G o o d f r i d a y " poem e m p l o y s a v e r s e f o r m s i m i l a r i n 

s t r u c t u r e t o t h e one W a t k i n s u s e s i n h i s poem, t h o u g h i n t o n e a nd 

e n e r g y o f s y n t a x t h e two poems a r e q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . R a t h e r t h a n 

t h e i m p a s s i o n e d , d i r e c t a d d r e s s t o C h r i s t o f H e r b e r t ' s "0 my c h i e f 

g o o d , " W a t k i n s ' poem b e g i n s w i t h a s u b d u e d d e s c r i p t i o n o f a 

w i n t e r l a n d s c a p e , o n l y l a t e r r i s i n g t o more f e r v e n t e x p r e s s i o n : 
W a t k i n s : A f t e r t h e w i n t e r s o l s t i c e came 4 

I c e a n d l o w f l a m e , 2 
The c o c k e r e l s t e p by w h i c h t h e l i g h t 4 
S h o r t e n e d t h e s l e e p o f e a r t h a n d n i g h t . 4 

H e r b e r t : 0 my c h i e f g o o d , 2 
How s h a l l I m e a s u r e o u t t h y b l o u d ? 4 
How s h a l l I c o u n t what t h e e b e f e l l , 4 

And e a c h g r i e f t e l l ? 1 f t 2 

B o t h poems r e p e a t a c o n s i s t e n t p a t t e r n o f f o u r a nd t w o - f e e t l i n e s 

t h r o u g h o u t , a n d b o t h d w e l l on how man's s i n f u l n e s s r e q u i r e s God's 

g r a c e . W a t k i n s ' poem, h o w e v e r , f o c u s e s i n a manner c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 
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o f h i m on t h e o v e r c o m i n g o f t i m e t h r o u g h i n d i v i d u a l p e r c e p t i o n . 

H e r e he f u s e s t h e s a c r a m e n t a l i m a g e r y o f " c r u s h e d w i n e " and t h e 

" s a c r e d r o o t " o r v i n e , s u g g e s t i n g t h e s a c r i f i c e o f C h r i s t , t h e 

" V i n e o f I s r a e l " and " r o o t o f J e s s e , " w i t h t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

t h e n a t u r a l l a n d s c a p e as t h e s p e a k e r a w a i t s t h e " f e a s t " o f 

E a s t e r : 

B u t now l i g h t grows where r a y s d e c l i n e . 
Now t h e c r u s h e d w i n e 
T r a n s f i g u r e s a l l , l e a f , b l o s s o m , f r u i t , 
By r e f e r e n c e t o t h e s a c r e d r o o t . 

Day must d i e h e r e t h a t d a y may b r e a k . 
Time must f o r s a k e 
T i m e , and t h i s moment be p r e f e r r e d 

To a n y c o p y , l i g h t o r w o r d . (CA, p. 100) 

He p l a y s l i k e t h e M e t a p h y s i c a l s w i t h t h e common p a r a d o x e s o f 

l i g h t c o m i n g o u t o f d a r k n e s s , s u n r i s e o u t o f s u n s e t , and goes on 

t o s u g g e s t t h a t i n t i m e ' s f o r s a k i n g o f i t s e l f ("Time must f o r s a k e / 

Time") l i e s i t s u l t i m a t e r e g e n e r a t i o n . I n t h e n e x t f o u r s t a n z a s , 

t h r o u g h t h e i m a g e s o f " n a i l s o f d a r k n e s s d r i v e n / I n t o t h e s e 

h ands w h i c h h o l d up h e a v e n " and t h e " m o u n t a i n s k u l l , " s u g g e s t i n g 

G o l g o t h a , where a c c o r d i n g t o e s o t e r i c t r a d i t i o n Adam's s k u l l was 

b u r i e d , W a t k i n s a r g u e s t h a t t h e m y s t e r y o f C h r i s t ' s d e a t h i s t h e 

e s s e n t i a l k e y t o l i f e . By s a c r i f i c i n g h i m s e l f t o t i m e ( t h e 

p r e s e n t and p a r t i c u l a r moments) as t h e n e c e s s a r y a r e n a i n w h i c h 

man p r o v e s h i m s e l f by s u c h a c t s o f l o v e as C h r i s t ' s , t h e s p e a k e r 

i s p r e p a r e d a t t h e c l o s e o f t h e poem t o i n v o k e t h e " E a s t e r s t a r " : 

Come, E a s t e r , come: I was a f r a i d 
Y o u r s t a r h a d s t r a y e d . 
I t was b e h i n d o u r d a r k e s t f e a r s 

W h i c h c o u l d n o t s e e t h e i r God f o r t e a r s . (CA, p. 101) 

" E a s t e r " c a n be s e e n h e r e as a t r a n s f i g u r e d e p i t h e t f o r C h r i s t 

h i m s e l f , whose s t a r i s V e n u s , t h e e v e n i n g and m o r n i n g l u m i n a r y . 
W a t k i n s ' f i n a l a p o s t r o p h e , t h e n , h a s some o f t h e p e r s o n a l and 
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e m o t i o n a l i m p a c t o f Donne's " R e s t o r e t h i n e i m a g e , so much, by 

t h y g r a c e , / T h a t t h o u may'st know me, and I ' l l t u r n e my f a c e 

^ Though r a t h e r a s e t p i e c e , t h e poem shows W a t k i n s w o r k ­

i n g w i t h t h e t r a d i t i o n a l i m a g e r y o f d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n t h a t 

i s c e n t r a l t o h i s v i s i o n i n b o t h The D e a t h B e l l and i n C y p r e s s  

and A c a c i a , t h e v o l u m e f r o m w h i c h t h i s poem d e r i v e s . 

The c l a s s i c a l s y m b o l s o f t h e c y p r e s s o f m o u r n i n g and t h e 

a c a c i a o f r e g e n e r a t i o n g ave W a t k i n s an o r g a n i z a t i o n a l theme f o r 

t h e v o l u m e by t h a t name. C i r l o t ' s A D i c t i o n a r y o f S y m b o l s i n ­

f o r m s us t h a t t h e a c a c i a , s a c r e d t o t h e E g y p t i a n s i n H e r m e t i c 

d o c t r i n e , s y m b o l i z e s t h e t e s t a m e n t o f H i r a m t h a t "one must know 
18 

how t o d i e i n o r d e r t o l i v e a g a i n i n e t e r n i t y . " I n Hebrew 

t r a d i t i o n , t h e a c a c i a c o n s t i t u t e s t h e s a c r e d wood o f t h e t a b e r ­

n a c l e , and i n M e d i t e r r a n e a n c o u n t r i e s i t r e p r e s e n t s l i f e , immor­

t a l i t y a n d P l a t o n i c l o v e . I t s r e d and w h i t e f l o w e r s d e n o t e 

p a i r s l i k e l i f e and d e a t h , d e a t h and r e b i r t h . I t o c c u r s e s p e ­

c i a l l y i n Romanesque C h r i s t i a n a r t as s u g g e s t i v e o f t h e s o u l 

and i m m o r t a l i t y . A c c o r d i n g t o J . C. C o o p e r , one t r a d i t i o n has 

i t t h a t C h r i s t ' s c r o w n o f t h o r n s was made o f t h e s a c r e d wood o f 
19 

t h e a c a c i a o r t h o r n t r e e . By j o i n i n g t h e G r e e k s y m b o l o f t h e 

c y p r e s s w i t h t h e H e b r a i c and H e r m e t i c one o f t h e a c a c i a W a t k i n s 

d e s i g n a t e s h i s own s e n s e o f t h e u n i o n o f o p p o s i t e s so i m p o r t a n t 

t o h i s w ork as a w h o l e . I n a poem on h i s v i s i t t o t h e g r a v e s 

o f K e a t s , S h e l l e y and T r e l a w n y , " I n t h e P r o t e s t a n t C e m e t a r y , 

Rome," he a g a i n w r i t e s o f t h o s e o p p o s i t e s : 

The c y p r e s s and a c a c i a t r e e s 
T ake r o o t a g a i n where f i r s t t h e y g rew, 
The p l a c e where c o n t r a r i e s a r e t r u e . (CA, p. 95) 

Y e t i t was i n t h e t r a d i t i o n o f t h e e a r l i e r m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t s o f 
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t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h a t he f o u n d a C h r i s t i a n e x p r e s s i o n o f 

t h i s e s s e n t i a l a n d u n i v e r s a l m y s t e r y t h a t must h a v e g r e a t l y 

n o u r i s h e d h i s own p o e t i c v i s i o n . L i k e t h e V a u g h a n s , he was c a ­

p a b l e o f f u s i n g more e s o t e r i c a n d r e c o n d i t e s y m b o l s w i t h h i s 

o r t h o d o x C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

The v o l u m e The D e a t h B e l l ( 1954) i s b o t h i n i t s t i t l e a n d 

t h e m a t i c c o n c e r n ( c e n t e r i n g on t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d s e n s e o f t h e 

m y s t e r y o f d e a t h and l i f e ) a k i n d o f t r i b u t e t o Donne. L i k e 

D y l a n Thomas' "Do n o t go g e n t l e i n t o t h a t good n i g h t , " i t was 

o c c a s i o n e d by t h e d e a t h o f t h e p o e t ' s f a t h e r . The e l e g i a c t i t l e 

poem opens w i t h a n e p i g r a m f r o m " M e d i t a t i o n X V I I , " " I t t o l l s f o r 

t h e e , " w h i c h r e v e a l s t h a t W a t k i n s w i l l be e x p l o r i n g h i s own 

s e n s e o f t h e e s s e n t i a l i n t e r d e p e n d e n c y o f m a n k i n d . I t i s i n t e r ­

e s t i n g t o n o t e t h a t T r a h e r n e a l s o u s e d t h e s y m b o l o f t h e s o u l 

as a b e l l i n t h e poem, " B e l l s , " w h i c h W a t k i n s c o u l d h a v e 
20 

known. W a t k i n s ' v o l u m e opens w i t h a D o n n e - l i k e poem o f s p i r ­

i t u a l c o n f l i c t and t e n s i o n . "The S t r a n g l e d P r a y e r " i s one o f 

t h e f ew poems o f i n t e n s e s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t i o n a n d s t r u g g l e i n Wat­

k i n s ' c a n o n . Though I c a n d e t e c t no d i r e c t v e r b a l e c h o e s o f 

Donne i n t h i s poem, t h e s e n s e o f t h e s p e a k e r b e i n g o v e r w h e l m e d 

by h i s own c a p a c i t y f o r s i n , t h a t i s , " l u s t , " and h i s u r g e n t 

n e e d f o r a p o w e r f u l D e i t y t o r e s c u e h i m f r o m h i m s e l f r e m i n d s us 

o f Donne i n poems l i k e " H o l y S o n n e t s Nos. 1, 2 and 5." I n t h e 

s o n n e t b e g i n n i n g , "As due by many t i t l e s I r e s i g n . . . , " Donne 

a s k s God t o w r e s t l e w i t h t h e d e v i l f o r h i s s o u l : 

E x c e p t Thou r i s e a n d f o r t h i n e owne work f i g h t , 
Oh I s h a l l soone d e s p a i r e , when I doe s e e 
T h a t t h o u l o v ' s t m a n k i n d w e l l , y e t w i l t n o t c h u s e me. 
And S a t a n h a t e s mee, y e t i s l o t h t o l o s e mee. 0. 
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Compare t h e g e n e r a l t o n e t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f W a t k i n s ' poem 

where t h e p o e t i s k n e e l i n g on t h e f l o o r o f h i s room: 

My g r e a t p r a y e r i s c r o s s e d 
By a l l t h e t r a v e l l i n g b e a s t s . My p r o u d l o i n s l u s t . 
S n a t c h up, u n t w i s t me, t w e l v e - t o n g u e d P e n t e c o s t , 
F o r n a t u r e makes me m o r t a l i n h e r b e d . (DB, p. 15) 

The c o n t e s t h e r e i s p a r t l y w i t h s i n ( t h e p o e t ' s " l u s t " ) , b u t 

u l t i m a t e l y w i t h h i s m o r t a l c o n d i t i o n — t h e f a c t t h a t n a t u r e 

makes h i m " m o r t a l i n h e r b e d . " The " t r a v e l l i n g b e a s t s " o f t h e 

z o d i a c " c r o s s " i n t h e s e n s e o f c o n f o u n d i n g and c o n t r a d i c t i n g t h e 

h i g h e r i n t e n t i o n s o f t h e t i m e - b o u n d s p e a k e r who has l o n g i n g s f o r 

a t i m e l e s s c o n d i t i o n . W a t k i n s puns on t h e w o r d " c r o s s " ( c r u c i ­

f i x ) t o s u g g e s t a l s o t h a t t h e z o d i a c a l powers make t h e s i g n o f 

t h e c r o s s o v e r h i m as he p r a y s . The poem d e v e l o p s t h e c o n f l i c t 

b e t w e e n man and t h e cosmos by j u x t a p o s i n g c e l e s t i a l i m a g e r y — 

" t h e s t a r s , " t h e z o d i a c , " t h e P l e i a d e s and t h e P l o u g h " — a g a i n s t 

t h e more s e n s u a l i m a g es o f v e g e t a t i o n ( " s t r a n g e c r e e p e r s " ) , 

" i n s e c t s , " and a n i m a l s ( " b e a s t s " o r b e a s t - l i k e men). The 

" s h a d e s o f a n c e s t o r s , " g h o s t s o f p r i m i t i v e , " d e s i r o u s " men who 

" d a n c e . . . l e a p , " and " g r a t i f y t h e moon" ( s y m b o l o f g e n e r a t i o n ) , 

h a u n t t h e memory o f t h e c h i l d o f t h e poem, an e a r l i e r a n d more 

i n n o c e n t f o r m o f t h e s p e a k e r h i m s e l f ( s t a n z a 1 ) , who a s k s God 

t o f r e e h i m f r o m t i m e , m o r t a l i t y and t h e human c o n d i t i o n . The 

d r a m a t i c p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e s o u l i n d i a l o g u e w i t h God i s c h a r ­

a c t e r i s t i c n o t o n l y o f Donne, b u t a l s o o f H e r b e r t i n The Temple 

who h a s a number o f poems o f s p i r i t u a l c o n f l i c t l i k e "The C o l ­

l a r " a nd " A a r o n . " I n " A f f l i c t i o n ( I ) " he s p e a k s i n p u n n i n g 

t e r m s s i m i l a r t o t h o s e o f W a t k i n s o f God " c r o s s - b i a s i n g " h i m ; 

and i n " A f f l i c t i o n ( I V ) " he p l e a d s w i t h God t o " d i s s o l v e t h e 

k n o t " t h a t t i e s h i m t o s i n . I n " L o v e ( I I ) " he s p e a k s l i k e 
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W a t k i n s o f t h e " u s u r p i n g l u s t " t h a t keeps him f r o m t h e t r u e 

s p i r i t u a l l i f e . I n H e r b e r t , however, t h e s t r u g g l e i s o f t e n 

w i t h h i s c a l l i n g as a p r i e s t and i s q u i c k l y r e s o l v e d by t h e 

p o e t ' s d e e p e r and more f u n d a m e n t a l r e s p o n s e t o God's overwhelm­

i n g l o v e . I n W a t k i n s ' poem t h e c o n f l i c t o f t h e p r i v a t e i n d i v i d ­

u a l (as o p p o s e d t o t h e p r i e s t ) w i t h God r e m a i n s u n r e s o l v e d . 

I n "Time's D e a t h b e d " t h e p r o b l e m o f m o r t a l i t y as c o n v e y e d 

i n "The S t r a n g l e d P r a y e r " i s p a r t l y m i t i g a t e d t h r o u g h t h e p o e t ' s 

r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t a s u r r e n d e r t o t i m e t h r o u g h l o v e c a n r e v e r s e 

and t r a n s f o r m t i m e . The m y s t e r i o u s p r e s e n c e o r " s h a d e " t h a t 

s peaks i n t h e s e v e n t h s t a n z a , " P o s s e s s new t i m e , p o s s e s s / New 

t i m e , o r n o t h i n g n e s s , " l e a d s t h e p o e t t o t h e p a r a d o x i c a l r e a l ­

i z a t i o n t h a t i n s u r r e n d e r l i e s a k i n d o f v i c t o r y . H e r b e r t d e ­

v e l o p s a s i m i l a r p a r a d o x i n h i s poem, "Time," where he a r g u e s 

t h a t t i m e s e r v e s e t e r n i t y ' s p u r p o s e as "an u s h e r t o c o n v e y o u r 
2 2 

s o u l s / Beyond t h e u t m o s t s t a r r e s and p o l e s . " I n a way i t i s 

a r e s t a t e m e n t o f t h e o l d R e n a i s s a n c e theme o f S p e n s e r ' s "Muta­

b i l i t y C a n t o s " where t h e g oddess " M u t a b i l i t y " and " N a t u r e " h e r ­

s e l f a r e s e e n t o work t o t h e f u r t h e r a n c e o f God's d e c r e e s . 

W a t k i n s w r i t e s i n s t a n z a s t e n and e l e v e n o f how a s u r r e n d e r t o 

God c a n n u l l i f y t h e i l l - e f f e c t s o f t i m e : 
Then, when a l l t h o u g h t s were summed 
And t h e s m a l l f l i e s had hummed 
Arou n d t h e p a s s i v e bone, 
I gave so g r e a t a g r o a n 
T h a t t i m e was dumbed. 

Deeper and f a r more t e n d e r 
T h a t gioan t o my l i f e - l e n d e r 
F l o a t e d , t h a n songs o f p r a i s e , 
F o r t h e f i r m p u l s e o f days 
Was l o c k e d i n my s u r r e n d e r . (DB, p. 17) 

The a l m o s t g r o t e s q u e image o f f l i e s humming a r o u n d t h e " p a s s i v e 
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b o n e " o f t h e c o r p s e s u g g e s t s Donne's d e a t h i m a g e r y i n poems 

l i k e "The F u n e r a l " o r "The R e l i q u e " where he w r i t e s o f men 

f i n d i n g i n h i s g r a v e , "a b r a c e l e t o f b r i g h t h a i r e a b o u t t h e 
23 

b o n e . " I n theme, W a t k i n s h a s r e t u r n e d t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

s e n s e o f C h r i s t i a n r e s i g n a t i o n t h a t M i l t o n e x p r e s s e s a t t h e end 

o f t h e s o n n e t , "When I C o n s i d e r How My L i g h t i s S p e n t , " o r Donne 

i n "Hymn t o God, My God, i n my S i c k n e s s , " o r H e r b e r t i n " S i o n " 

a nd " L o v e ( I I I ) . " The p o e t ' s " g r o a n " i n s t a n z a t e n may, i n 

f a c t , be a n e c h o o f H e r b e r t ' s " S i o n " where he a r g u e s t h a t human 

" g r o a n s " o f s e l f - r e s i g n a t i o n a r e s p i r i t u a l l y e f f i c a c i o u s : " B u t 
g r o a n s a r e q u i c k , a n d f u l l o f w i n g s , / And a l l t h e i r m o t i o n s u p -

24 

w a r d b e . . . . " I t becomes o b v i o u s by t h e end o f t h e poem t h a t 

t h e m y s t e r i o u s " N e a r One" who s p e a k s i s C h r i s t ( o r a human b e i n g 

r e p r e s e n t i n g C h r i s t ' s l o v e ) who a s k s t h e s o u l t o l i e down i n t h e 

g r a v e a n d a w a i t t h e o p e n i n g o f a n e t e r n a l d i m e n s i o n , a " f o u r t h 

w a l l " o f t i m e : 
Once more t h e N e a r One s p o k e : 
' L i e s t i l l . Y o u r f i s t t h e n b r o k e 
The h o u r - g l a s s t h a t h a s c u r s e d 
Man f r o m t h e f i r s t 
W i t h s u p e r s t i t i o n ' s c l o a k . 
Time b u i l t y o u r room t h r e e - w a l l e d 
Where F e a r , a n u r s l i n g , c r a w l e d , 
B u t a t t h e f o u r t h w a l l I 
B r i n g t h e s t a r r e d s k y 

And t h e s c e n t e d w o r l d . ' (DB, p. 18) 

We r e c a l l a l s o t h a t t h e s y m b o l o f t h e h o u r g l a s s as a r e m i n d e r o f 

man's s h o r t l i f e s p a n was u s e d f r e q u e n t l y i n t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n ­

t u r y , a n d i n a p a r t i c u l a r l y memorable f a s h i o n i n s e v e r a l o f 
25 

Donne's sermons ( s e e Sermon V, f o l i o o f 1 6 6 0 ) . I t was s a i d 

t h a t "Dean Donne" p r e a c h e d w i t h a n h o u r g l a s s b e s i d e h i m on t h e 

p u l p i t . I n W a t k i n s ' poem t h e h o u r g l a s s b r e a k s t o s y m b o l i z e t h e 



193 

s h a t t e r i n g o f t i m e . 

B e f o r e t u r n i n g t o t h e t i t l e poem o f The D e a t h B e l l , i t 

s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t W a t k i n s ' " E p i t h a l a m i o n " f o r M i c h a e l Ham­

b u r g e r i n t h e same v o l u m e i s p a r t l y i n d e b t e d t o Donne's " E p i t h ­

a l a m i o n on t h e L a d y E l i z a b e t h , and C ount P a l a t i n e B e i n g M a r r i e d 
2 6 

on S t . V a l e n t i n e ' s Day." L i k e Donne's m a r r i a g e s o n g , W a t k i n s ' 

poem n o t o n l y i n v o k e s S t . V a l e n t i n e , b u t i s a r r a n g e d i n Donne­

l i k e , r h y m ed, open c o u p l e t s . W a t k i n s w r i t e s , 

T o n i g h t i s g l o r y , when S a i n t V a l e n t i n e 
S h a l l t r e a d o u t t h o u g h t s and c r u s h h i s g r a p e s t o w i n e . 

(DB, p. 52) 

I n t h e f i f t h s t a n z a , he b o r r o w s Donne's f a v o r e d image o f t h e 

" p h o e n i x " ( s e e "The C a n o n i z a t i o n " on t h e l o v e r s as "The P h o e n i x 

R i d d l e " ) as a s y m b o l f o r t h e s e l f - r e g e n e r a t i v e l o v e o f t h e 

m a r r i e d c o u p l e . I n e v e r y way t h i s i s a t r a d i t i o n a l e p i t h a l a m i ­

on s e t t i n g f o r t h t h e u n i o n o f t h e m a r r i a g e p a r t n e r s as a p a t t e r n 

o f u n i v e r s a l c o n c o r d . The s a c r e d u n i o n i s e x p r e s s e d i n t e r m s 

o f a r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Eden: 
F a r b a c k , t h e s a c r e d p a t t e r n s t i l l i s f o u n d , 
Two l o v e r s w a l k i n g on t h e v e r d a n t g r o u n d 
T h r o u g h a v e n u e s o f s u f f e r i n g . . . . (DB, p. 53) 

The u n i o n o f l o v e r and b e l o v e d , by r e e n a c t i n g t h e " s a c r e d p a t ­

t e r n , " makes p o s s i b l e i n W a t k i n s ' m i n d a t l e a s t , a t e m p o r a r y 

d e f e a t o f t i m e . L i k e P e r s e u s who l o o s e d Andromeda f r o m t h e r o c k 

( i n v o k e d i n s t a n z a 1 2 ) , t h e l o v e r by u n i t i n g w i t h h i s b r i d e 

o v e r c o m e s t h e " d r a g o n , " t i m e : 
Now p l u n g e s h i s h e r o i c s p e a r 
T h r o u g h t h e s u b d u e d , d e v o u r i n g y e a r , 

And t i m e t h e d r a g o n f a l l s t o h i s c o n t r o l . (DB, p. 54) 

T h i s r a t h e r f o r m a l and h i e r a t i c poem on t h e theme o f t h e s a c r e d 

m a r r i a g e s u r e l y b e l o n g s w i t h W a t k i n s ' o t h e r i m p o r t a n t poem on 
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t h i s theme, "The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n " ( s e e C h a p t e r V ) , t h e 

t i t l e p i e c e f r o m h i s e a r l i e r c o l l e c t i o n where he m e d i t a t e s on 

t h e M e d i e v a l t a p e s t r i e s f r o m t h e Musee de C l u n y i n P a r i s . 

I n a n o t e t o t h e t i t l e poem o f The D e a t h B e l l , W a t k i n s r e ­

i n t e r p r e t s Donne's s y m b o l o f t h e t o l l i n g b e l l i n h i s own m e t a ­

p h o r i c a l l y c o m p l e x and o r i g i n a l t e r m s . Though t h e poem i s 

m a r r e d by t h e p r e s e n c e o f some p r i v a t e s y m b o l i s m ( t h a t o f " t h e 

n i g h t i n g a l e " a n d t h e " b u l l " i n " P a r t I I " ) w h i c h i s c l e a r o n l y 

by v i r t u e o f t h e n o t e , t h e n o t e i t s e l f does h e l p t o e n r i c h a n d 

i n f o r m t h e poem. L i k e Donne's p r o s e i n " M e d i t a t i o n X V I I , " Wat­

k i n s ' l a n g u a g e i s r h y t h m i c a l a n d m e t a p h o r i c a l l y p o w e r f u l . I 

c i t e t h e f i n a l p a r a g r a p h t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f h i s 

s y m b o l s : 

The b e l l i t s e l f i s more t h a n a n i n s t r u m e n t . I t i s i n ­
v o l v e d w i t h a l l f o r whom i t h a s t o l l e d , a n d i t s r e s o ­
n a n c e h a s t h e power t o b e c k o n e v e r y o n e whom i t s s o u n d 
has t o u c h e d . B e f o r e i t r i s e s , i t must s i n k t o i t s 
f u l l w e i g h t a t t h e end o f t h e r o p e , and l i e t h e r e , as 
t h e d e a d body m u s t , u n d e r a s i n g l e t h r e a d , e x p e c t i n g 
r e s u r r e c t i o n . The harmony w i t h i n t h e b e l l , and w i t h i n 
t h e d e a d b o d y , i s m u s i c a l l y c o n t r o l l e d , a n d depends 
u p o n t h e m e r c y a nd judgment o f h e a v e n l y s c a l e s f o r i t s 
p e a c e . T h e s e s c a l e s a r e d i s c e r n i b l e e v e r y w h e r e i n n a ­
t u r e , b u t t h e y may be d i s c e r n e d o n l y by t h e i n t u i t i o n , 
n o t by t h e r e a s o n . They r e v e a l t h a t unredeemed man, 
t h r o u g h a c q u i s i t i v e n e s s , w i l l s h i s own p e r d i t i o n , b u t 
t h a t redeemed man, f a l l i n g t h r o u g h t i m e d e l i b e r a t e l y , 
i s r a i s e d by l o s s . W h e t h e r i n Eden o r on t h e b a n k s o f 
t h e f o u r W e l s h r i v e r s named i n t h e poem, t h e r e s u r r e c ­
t i o n o f t h e body i s a s s u r e d , n o t by t h e i n s t i n c t o f 
s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n , b u t by t h e moment o f l o s s , o f t h e 
w h o l e man's r e c u r r e n t w i l l i n g n e s s t o l o s e h i m s e l f t o a n  
a c t o f l o v e . (DB, pp. 111-12) ( i t a l i c s m i n e ) 

The poem i t s e l f moves t h r o u g h a s e r i e s o f s h o r t , o p e n , t r i m e t e r 

c o u p l e t s w i t h a s l i g h t l y Y e a t s i a n s w i n g ( w h i c h i m i t a t e s t h e 

s w i n g i n g o f t h e b e l l ) t o d e v e l o p t h e theme t h a t was so e s s e n t i a l 

t o W a t k i n s ' C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n — t h e s e n s e t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y as 
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e x e m p l i f i e d i n t h e l i f e o f t h e C h r i s t o f t h e g o s p e l s was r o o t e d 
27 

i n a n a b s o l u t e l y s e l f l e s s l o v e . The r e s o l u t i o n o f t h e s p i r i ­

t u a l d i l e m m a e m b o d i e d i n "The S t r a n g l e d P r a y e r " l a y i n what he 

saw as t h e " c o m p l e t e n e s s " o f C h r i s t i a n l o v e : 
The p a t h o s o f p r e - C h r i s t i a n l o v e l i e s i n i t s i n c o m p l e t e ­
n e s s , t h e p r o p h e t i c n a t u r e o f p r e - C h r i s t i a n d e a t h i n i t s 
r e t i c e n c e . (DB, p. I l l ) 

I n t h e poem he e x p r e s s e s h i s s e n s e o f t h e r e s o l u t i o n o f t h e 

p r o b l e m o f human m o r t a l i t y as f o l l o w s : 

Man i n h i s m o r t a l s t a t e 
Can b e a r t h e h e a v y w e i g h t 
Of e a r t h and h e a v e n and h e l l 
Compounded i n a b e l l 
I f he d i s c e r n t h e g l o r y 
Of J o h n ' s d e e p - t h u n d e r e d s t o r y 
By w h i c h a t h o r n - c r o w n e d h e a d 
S i n k i n g , t o r a i s e t h e d e a d , 
Has p u l l e d u n b o u n d e d s p a c e 
Down, by t h e w e i g h t o f g r a c e . . . . (DBJ P« 106) 

E x p r e s s e d i n c o n v e n t i o n a l t h e o l o g i c a l t e r m s o f a r e d e m p t i o n 

t h r o u g h g r a c e , and a n " i m i t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , " W a t k i n s ' poem 

t r a n s f o r m s t h e b e l l i n t o a s y m b o l o f man s w i n g i n g b a c k a nd 

f o r t h b e t w e e n t h e p o l a r i t i e s o f m o r t a l i t y and r e s u r r e c t i o n , 

e a r t h a n d h e a v e n , d e s p a i r and hope. As K a t h l e e n R a i n e p o i n t s 

o u t , i n one s e n s e t h e poem i s a " r e t u r n t o t h e theme o f t h e M a r i 
2 8 

Lwyd o f t h e two w o r l d s o f t h e d e a d a nd t h e l i v i n g " ; b u t t h i s 

t i m e I w o u l d s u g g e s t t h a t W a t k i n s d e v e l o p s t h a t theme i n more 

e x p l i c i t l y C h r i s t i a n t e r m s . Not o n l y does he e c h o Donne's "Hymn 

t o God, My God" i n l i n e s s u c h as t h e s e — 
Y e t now t h e b e l l f a l l s dumb. 
A l r e a d y he i s come 
I n t o t h a t o t h e r room 

So n e a r h i s f i r s t home..., (DB, p. 1 0 9 ) 2 ^ 

b u t he t a k e s o n t h e f u l l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f Donne's p a r a d o x t h a t , 
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As West and E a s t 
I n a l l f l a t t Maps ( a n d I am one) a r e o n e , 
So d e a t h d o t h t o u c h t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

F o r W a t k i n s b e l i e v e d t h a t e a c h man c o u l d r e e n a c t i n h i m s e l f 

s p i r i t u a l l y t h e d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t . Though c e r ­

t a i n l y i n theme and g o v e r n i n g s y m b o l i s m t h e poem r e m i n d s us o f 

Donne, i n i t s d e t a i l e d u s e o f b i b l i c a l i n c i d e n t s , i t s c o m p r e h e n ­

s i o n o f c l a s s i c a l m y t h , and i t s m y s t i c a l i m a g e r y o f d a r k , l i g h t 

a n d f i r e i t i s p e r h a p s c l o s e r t o some o f t h e more c o s m o l o g i c a l 

poems o f V a u g h a n , as t h e i m a g e r y o f l i g h t i n t h e f o l l o w i n g p a s ­

s a g e d e m o n s t r a t e s : 

The h o u r when s u c h men d i e 
T r a n s l a t e s t h e g a l a x y 
And k e e p s , where s t a r s a b o u n d , 
The s e l f s a m e h o l y g r o u n d 
R e c l a i m e d f r o m a n c i e n t r o c k s , 
P r e s e r v e d by p a r a d o x 
T h r o u g h t i m e and w h i r l i n g s p a c e , 
L o s t Eden's l a t t e r p l a c e . (DB, p. 107) 

H e r b e r t ' s i n f l u e n c e h a s a l r e a d y b e e n c o n s i d e r e d i n s e v e r a l 

o f t h e D o n n e - l i k e poems t h a t d e m o n s t r a t e a c o m p o s i t e i n f l u e n c e 

f r o m t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y . W a t k i n s f i r s t r e a d H e r b e r t i n h i s 

y o u t h a t R e p t o n , and t h e n r e r e a d h i m , p r o b a b l y i n t h e t h i r t i e s , 
31 

e n c o u r a g e d by Thomas' a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h a t p o e t . Thomas h i m ­

s e l f e x p e r i m e n t e d w i t h H e r b e r t ' s u s e o f t h e " s h a p e poem" i n 

" V i s i o n a n d P r a y e r " a nd f o l l o w e d H e r b e r t i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f 

i n t r i c a t e s t a n z a i c p a t t e r n s a nd a n i n t e g r a t i o n o f b i b l i c a l i m a g ­

e r y . W a t k i n s may a l s o h a v e b e e n i m p r e s s e d by E l i o t ' s r e f e r e n c e s 

t o t h e " l i t t l e G i d d i n g " c o m m u n i t y t o w h i c h H e r b e r t b e l o n g e d i n 

t h e f o u r t h s e c t i o n o f The F o u r Q u a r t e t s ( 1 9 4 4 ) . Though n o t g e n ­

e r a l l y l i t u r g i c a l o r d o g m a t i c l i k e H e r b e r t , as s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r , 

W a t k i n s d o es s h a r e w i t h t h e P a r s o n o f B e m e r t o n some i m p o r t a n t 
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , e s p e c i a l l y i n h i s more d e v o t i o n a l and hymn­

l i k e poems. T h e s e i n c l u d e : s i m i l a r t h e m a t i c c o n c e r n s , t h e u s e 

o f i n t r i c a t e p o e t i c s t r u c t u r e s a n d a w i d e v a r i e t y o f f o r m s a n d 

t r e a t m e n t s , t h e s e n s e o f p o e t r y as p r a y e r o r c o l l o q u y w i t h a 

p e r s o n a l God, t h e f r e q u e n t p a r a b o l i c u s e o f b i b l i c a l m a t e r i a l , 

and a n o f t e n q u i e t , e v e n - t e m p e r e d d i s p o s i t i o n t h a t r e s u l t s , 

a f t e r a b r i e f s t r u g g l e , i n a t o n e o f j o y o u s a c c e p t a n c e . I w o u l d 

s a y t h a t W a t k i n s ' m a i n d e b t t o H e r b e r t d e r i v e s f r o m t h e l y r i c s 

o f The Temple (1633) r a t h e r t h a n f r o m H e r b e r t ' s p r o s e , A P r i e s t  

t o t h e Temple ( 1 6 5 2 ) , o r t h e d i d a c t i c "The C h u r c h - P o r c h " w h i c h 

s e r v e s as a n i n t r o d u c t i o n t o and p r e p a r a t i o n f o r t h e l y r i c s . 

I n t h e e a r l y "A P r a y e r A g a i n s t T i m e " f r o m BML, W a t k i n s 

opens w i t h a d i r e c t a p o s t r o p h e t o God c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f H e r b e r t 

i n so many poems f r o m The T e m p l e . Y e t W a t k i n s s e l d o m a c h i e v e s 

( o r a i m s f o r ) H e r b e r t ' s r e l a x e d , c o n v e r s a t i o n a l t o n e as demon­

s t r a t e d i n "Man" where he b e g i n s , "My God, I h e a r d t h i s d a y . . . . " 

W a t k i n s ' t o n e i s j u s t as d i r e c t , b u t d e f i n i t e l y v a t i c , p r o p h e t i c 

and i n c a n t a t o r y : 

God, l e t me n o t know g r i e f 
Where t i m e i s u p p e r m o s t , 
Not t h o u g h i t h a n d l e me 

More w r e t c h e d l y t h a n a l l . . . . (BML, p. 38) 

The i s s u e o f W a t k i n s ' poem i s t h a t o f h i s d e d i c a t i o n t o h i s 

p o e t i c c r a f t . Y e t where H e r b e r t s o m e t i m e s e x p r e s s e s a c o n f l i c t 

b e t w e e n h i s a r t and h i s v o c a t i o n as a p r i e s t , o r d e a l s w i t h t h e 

c h o i c e b e t w e e n s e c u l a r a n d s a c r e d v e r s e , o r t h e p r o b l e m o f w r i t ­

i n g f r o m t h e w r o n g m o t i v e s , as i n t h e " J o r d a n " poems ( I and I I ) , 

f o r W a t k i n s t h e d e d i c a t i o n t o God and t o h i s a r t a r e i n s e p a r a b l e , 

and t h e r e c a n be no c o n f l i c t . He c o n c l u d e s t h e poem, t h e r e f o r e , 
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i n l i n e s o f Y e a t s i a n t o n e , b u t C h r i s t i a n c o n t e n t t h a t c e l e b r a t e 

h i s c r a f t as a means o f o v e r c o m i n g b o t h t i m e and d e a t h . L i k e 

H e r b e r t , W a t k i n s c a n be s e e n t o r e s t r i c t h i m s e l f w h o l e h e a r t e d l y 

t o v a r i a t i o n s o n a s i n g l e t h e m e — t h e r e l i g i o u s one o f e t e r n i t y ' s 
32 

c o n t i n u a l p e n e t r a t i o n o f t i m e : 
I h a v e b e e n l u c k i e r t h a n 
A l l o t h e r s i n one t h i n g , 
D e v o t e d s e c r e t t i m e 
To one l o v e , one a l o n e ; 
F ound t h e n t h a t d y i n g man 
E x u l t i n g i n new rhyme: 
The r i v e r s t a n d i n g , 

A l l b u t m i r a c l e gone. (BML, p. 38) 

O t h e r poems t h a t a p p r o a c h t h e c o n d i t i o n o f p r a y e r as H e r ­

b e r t d e f i n e s i t i n " P r a y e r ( I ) " when he c a l l s i t " t h e s o u l i n 

p a r a p h r a s e , " a r e " D u s t i n t h e B a l a n c e " ( C A ) , "The I n t e r v a l " (A) 

and " S o n n e t : The E x p e c t a t i o n " (BOD). As t h e t i t l e s u g g e s t s , 

"The I n t e r v a l " p r e s e n t s t h e t i m e o f a e s t h e t i c a n d s p i r i t u a l 

d r o u g h t b e t w e e n t h e c o m p l e t i o n o f one poem and t h e b e g i n n i n g o f 

t h e n e x t . W a t k i n s j u s t i f i e s t h i s p a u s e i n t h e p h r a s e , " N a t u r e 

n e e d s w a s t e , " as a n e c e s s a r y t i m e o f l y i n g f a l l o w i n p r e p a r a t i o n 

f o r a new s e e d i n g o f i n s p i r a t i o n . H e r e he d e f i n e s p o e t r y c l e a r ­

l y as a n a c t o f p r a y e r — a c r e a t i v e a c t i n t i m e t h a t j o i n s man t o 

God. The s o u l must a w a i t t h e w o r d o f i n s p i r a t i o n p a s s i v e l y , b u t 

t h e moment o f r e c e i v i n g i s a c t i v e : 

T h i s new b e i n g f i n i s h e d and t h e n e x t unknown, 
I must w a i t l o n g t o f i n d t h e words I n e e d . 
V e r s e t e s t s t h e v e r y marrow i n t h e b o n e , 
Y e t man, b e i n g o n c e e n g a g e d by s o n g , i s f r e e d : 
The a c t i t s e l f i s p r a y e r , d e l i b e r a t e i n i t s s p e e d . 

(A, p. 14) 

By j o i n i n g t h e a p p a r e n t o p p o s i t e s o f d e l i b e r a t i o n a n d s p e e d , 

W a t k i n s s u g g e s t s t h e n a t u r e o f t h e t i m e l e s s moment i n w h i c h b o t h 

p r a y e r a n d c r e a t i o n o c c u r . 
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" D u s t i n t h e B a l a n c e " and " S o n n e t : The E x p e c t a t i o n " a r e 

b o t h r e l i g i o u s s o n n e t s s u g g e s t i n g H e r b e r t ' s u s e o f t h e f o r m , 

e x c e p t t h a t W a t k i n s p r e f e r s t h e P e t r a r c h a n , and H e r b e r t t h e 

S h a k e s p e a r e a n p a r a d i g m . The t i t l e o f t h e f o r m e r was p r o b a b l y 

d r a w n f r o m T r a h e r n e ' s u s e o f t h e p h r a s e i n C e n t u r i e s o f M e d i t a ­

t i o n ( 1 . 1 9 ) where he w r i t e s : 

Y o u r U n d e r s t a n d i n g comprehends t h e W o r l d l i k e t h e D u s t 
o f a B a l l a n c e , m e a s u r e s H e a v e n w i t h a Span and e s t e e m s 
a t h o u s a n d Y e e r s b u t one Day.^^ 

" D u s t i n t h e B a l a n c e " b e g i n s w i t h t h e t r a d i t i o n a l c o m p l a i n t o f 

t h e s p i r i t a g a i n s t t h e f l e s h w h i c h i s b u t " d u s t " : 

Why s h o u l d p u r e s p i r i t i n r i b s o f bone be t r u s s e d , 
Why s h o u l d c l e a r v i s i o n p i n e i n j a i l s o f e y e s , 
Why m o r t a l e a r s d i v i n e i m m o r t a l s k i e s 
And h e a v e n i n t e r p r e t t o t h e l i s t e n i n g d u s t ? . . . , 

b u t r e s o l v e s i t s e l f i n t h e s e s t e t w i t h t h e image o f t h e s o u l a s 

a " l u t e " p l a y e d on by t h e f i n g e r s o f God: 

Come down, sweet c a d e n c e , come; I g r i e v e a l o n e . 
By t h i s c l o s e d w o r l d a l l d i s t a n c e s f u l f i l . 
H e a r i n g t h o s e a b s t r a c t s e n s e s mock t h e b o n e , 
My s o u l i s l i k e a l u t e when i t i s s t i l l , 
T h a t p l a y e d when m o c k e r s t o r e H i s c l o a k a p a r t 
Who g ave them a l l , b u t n o t H i s b e a t i n g h e a r t . (£A, p. 13), 

We know t h a t H e r b e r t p l a y e d t h e l u t e , a nd t h a t s e v e r a l o f h i s 

poems, i n c l u d i n g " E a s t e r " and "The Temper ( I ) , " p r e s e n t t h i s 

s y m b o l i n a s i m i l a r c o n t e x t t o s u g g e s t t h a t man's s o u l may be 

o f f e r e d up as a n i n s t r u m e n t on w h i c h God p l a y s . "The Temper," 

f o r e x a m p l e , r e a d s , 

Y e t t a k e t h y way; f o r s u r e t h y way i s b e s t : 
S t r e t c h o r c o n t r a c t me, t h y p o o r e d e b t e r : 
T h i s i s b u t t u n i n g o f my b r e a s t , 
To make t h e m u s i c k b e t t e r . ^ 

" S o n n e t : The E x p e c t a t i o n " i s one o f W a t k i n s ' most e x p l i c ­

i t l y d e v o t i o n a l s o n n e t s i n w h i c h t h e s o u l u t t e r s i t s p l e a i n 
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c o n v e n t i o n a l t e r m s o f g r a c e and s a l v a t i o n , p l a y i n g w i t h t h e mys­

t i c a l image o f t h e "wounds o f l o v e . " I t i s one o f W a t k i n s ' few 

d o c t r i n a l e x p r e s s i o n s o f t h e theme o f R e d e m p t i o n : 

H e r e , L o r d , I l i e : h ave m e r c y on my s o u l . 
My wounds f r o m t i m e were more t h a n t i m e c o u l d h e a l . 
G r a c e h a d I n o n e , n o r h e a l t h , t i l l I c o u l d f e e l 
T h o se o l d wounds d i e , and y o u r wounds mine c o n t r o l . 
Then I was f r e s h and w a s h e d , as i n a b o w l . 
I c l o s e d my e y e s , t h a t y o u m i g h t b r e a k t h e s e a l , 
T hen c l e a r l y saw t h e r a n s o m y o u r e v e a l , 
R i c h e r t h a n a l l t h e t r e a s u r e s w h i c h I s t o l e . (BOD, p. 46) 

L i k e so many o f H e r b e r t ' s r e f l e c t i o n s on r e d e m p t i o n i n w h i c h 

man's r e l u c t a n t a c c e p t a n c e o f God i s s e t a g a i n s t God's a c t i v e 

c o u r t s h i p o f man, t h e poem e x p r e s s e s t h e s o u l ' s o v e r w h e l m i n g 

s e n s e o f g r a t i t u d e , a c c o m p a n i e d by a d e s i r e t o r e t u r n God's 

g i f t t h r o u g h a c o m p l e t e r e s i g n a t i o n o f s e l f . L i k e H e r b e r t , he 

p l a c e s h i m s e l f i n a d r a m a t i c s i t u a t i o n where he e n t e r s i n t o a n 

i n t i m a t e c o l l o q u y w i t h C h r i s t . W a t k i n s b u i l d s on t h e image o f 

t h e s o u l as a " t r e a s u r e - v a u l t . " We a r e r e m i n d e d o f t h e k i n d o f 

s y m b o l i s m H e r b e r t u s e s i n "Man" when he d e s c r i b e s t h e s o u l as a 

" c a b i n e t " o f r i c h e s , and a " P a l a c e " o r " s t a t e l y h a b i t a t i o n " 

b u i l t b y God, a n d i n t e n d e d f o r God's u s e . W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e s , 

T ake f r o m t h i s v a u l t w h a t e v e r w e a l t h i s more 
Than j u s t s u f f i c e s t o be b l e s t and b l e s s . 
L i k e t h e g rown c h i l d t h e u n g r a t e f u l c i t y b o r e , 
R e buked f o r f a u l t s and c l o t h e d i n h i s d i s t r e s s , 
I f I g i v e a l l , t h a t g i f t y o u c a n r e s t o r e , 
And I must a l w a y s g r i e v e i f I g i v e l e s s . (BOD, p. 46) 

I n t o n e and theme t h i s poem r e s e m b l e s H e r b e r t ' s "The R e p r i s a l l " 

where he e n l a r g e s on t h e q u e s t i o n o f how man c a n e v e r r e p a y God 

f o r h i s i n c o m m e n s u r a b l e g i f t o f s a c r i f i c i a l l o v e : " I h a v e c o n ­

s i d e r 'd i t and f i n d e / T h e r e i s no d e a l i n g w i t h t h y m i g h t y p a s -

3 6 

s i o n . . . . E v e n i n i t s u s e o f t h e image o f t h e wounds o f l o v e 

t h e two poems a r e s i m i l a r , f o r H e r b e r t w r i t e s , "And y e t t h y 
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wounds s t i l l my a t t e m p t s d e f i e . . . . " W a t k i n s ' p o s t h u m o u s l y pub­

l i s h e d , "The D e b t , " a l s o p r e s e n t s t h e theme o f how God's l o v e 

o u t g o e s man's i n t h e s t y l e o f some o f H e r b e r t ' s s i m p l e r s o n g s 

o f p r a i s e . H e r e t h e p o e t ' s g a z e f i x e s on t h e s a c r e d r i v e r as a 

s y m b o l o f t h e p e r m a n e n t w i t h i n t h e t r a n s i e n t . The s y m b o l s o f 

cup a n d t h o r n s u g g e s t t h e P a s s i o n : 

T h e r e t h o u g h my g a z e i s s e t 
I y e t c a n n e v e r know 
Why, o f so g r e a t a d e b t 
So much i s l e f t t o owe. 

T e l l me, cup and t h o r n 
Who c a n p r o v i d e e nough 
To l i g h t e n what was b o r n e 
I n t h a t f o r e s u f f e r e d l o v e ? 

Though a l l day I t o i l e d 
I n e v e r c o u l d s u p p l y 
T h i s t h a t no f a u l t has s p o i l e d 

Where n a k e d i t f l o w s b y . (UP, p. 28) 

I n h i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f b i b l i c a l p a r a d i g m s , W a t k i n s r e s e m ­

b l e s H e r b e r t , as w e l l as V a u g h a n , who f o l l o w e d H e r b e r t i n t h e 

t r a d i t i o n o f t h e t y p o l o g i c a l and a l l e g o r i c a l u s e o f s c r i p t u r e . 

W a t k i n s ' f i g u r e o f Adam, f o r i n s t a n c e , i n " I r o n i e s o f t h e S e l f " 

(A, p. 1 6 ) , "A B e l l U n r u n g " (A, p. 3 6 ) , " A n g e l o ' s Adam" (A, p. 

65) a nd "Adam" (BOD, p. 23) c a n be r e a d as a " t y p e " o f shadowy 

p r e f i g u r a t i o n o f C h r i s t , o f redeemed man, o r o f t h e a r t i s t . I n 

"Adam" he i s a t one l e v e l a f i g u r e o f t h e u n c o m p r o m i s i n g a r t i s t 

who i s d e t e r m i n e d t o b u i l d a " p a r a d i s e w i t h i n " i n s p i t e o f t h e 

c o r r u p t a n d f a l l e n w o r l d a r o u n d h i m : 
When Adam f o u n d a l e a f , a n d God c a l l e d o u t : 
'Who t o l d t h e e t h o u w a s t n a k e d ? ' he b e g a n 
To b u i l d t h a t h e a v e n f r o m w h i c h God c a s t h i m o u t 
W i t h a l l t h e e f f o r t o f a c o n s c i o u s man. (BOD, p. 23) 

W a t k i n s ' t r e a t m e n t o f t h e M a g d a l e n e as a f i g u r e o f redeemed 

h u m a n i t y i s a l s o s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f H e r b e r t a nd Vaughan. H i s 
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e a r l i e s t r e f e r e n c e t o h e r o c c u r s i n "The Room o f P i t y , " a poem 

t o Thomas i n w h i c h he i m a g i n e s h e r r e s p o n s e t o t h e e v e n t o f t h e 

c r u c i f i x i o n : 

B u t M a r y , Mary M a g d a l e n , and t h e y 
Whom s o r r o w c h o s e , who n e v e r s h a l l be o l d , 
M a r v e l l e d t h e w o r l d c o u l d s h a k e s o , and s t i l l s t a y . . . . 

(BML, p. 26) 

H i s s o n n e t , "The S i n n e r , " s t a n d s i n t h e same l i n e as Donne's 

"To t h e L a d y M a g d a l e n H e r b e r t : Or S t . Mary M a g d a l e n , " H e r b e r t ' s 

" M a r i e M a g d a l e n e " and Vaughan's " S t . Mary M a g d a l e n e " as a m e d i ­

t a t i o n on a g o s p e l e v e n t . I t i s n o t e w o r t h y t h a t H e r b e r t a l s o 

h a s a poem e n t i t l e d "The S i n n e r " on t h e theme o f t h e s o u l ' s n e e d 
37 

f o r d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s . W a t k i n s ' M a g d a l e n e poem i s l i k e H e r ­

b e r t ' s " M a r i e M a g d a l e n e " i n s e v e r a l r e s p e c t s . I t e m p l o y s t h e 

t h i r d p e r s o n t o d e s c r i b e t h e i n c i d e n t o f Mary w i p i n g C h r i s t ' s 

f e e t w i t h h e r t e a r s and a n o i n t i n g h i s h e a d w i t h o i l as a s y m b o l -
3 8 

i c p r e p a r a t i o n f o r h i s b u r i a l as r e c o u n t e d i n t h e g o s p e l s . 

B o t h poems i d e n t i f y t h e unknown woman w i t h t h e box o f o i n t m e n t 

w i t h t h e woman t a k e n i n a d u l t e r y i n t h e g o s p e l o f J o h n and d w e l l 

on t h e p a r a d o x d r a w n f r o m J e s u s ' p a r a b l e on t h e Two D e b t o r s 

( L u k e 7:41-43) t h a t t h e g r e a t e s t " s i n n e r " ( i n men's e y e s ) i s 

t h e g r e a t e s t s a i n t b e c a u s e o f h e r c a p a c i t y t o l o v e i n r e s p o n s e 

t o God's f o r g i v e n e s s . H e r b e r t c o n c l u d e s w i t h t h e p a r a d o x o f 

how h e r a c t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y c l e a n s e s b o t h C h r i s t ' s f e e t and h e r 

own s o u l , and p l a y s w i t h t h e n o t i o n o f A t o n e m e n t : " D e a r s o u l , 
39 

she knew who d i d v o u c h s a f e and d e i g n e / To b e a r h e r f i l t h . . . . " 

W a t k i n s ' l e s s d o c t r i n a l poem c e n t e r s on t h e p h a r i s a i c a l a t t i t u d e 

o f h e r " a c c u s e r " who i n t h e g o s p e l i s r e p e l l e d by h e r s p i l l i n g 

o f t h e " c o s t l y o i n t m e n t . " The somewhat ambiguous s y n t a x o f t h e 

s e s t e t r a i s e s t h e q u e s t i o n o f what l e d Simon t h e P h a r i s e e ( o r 
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J u d a s i n some v e r s i o n s ) t o j u d g e h e r a c t o f l o v e an i m p r o p r i e t y 

and a waste. T h r o u g h t h e images o f t h e l o c k e d tomb o f C h r i s t 

and t h e c l o s e d c r e a t i v e womb, W a t k i n s c h a l l e n g e s t h e power o f 

e v i l t h a t would deny l o v e : 

0, s e e i n g h e r s p i k e n a r d , t o whom much was f o r g i v e n , 
S p i l t f r o m l o v e ' s box, a n o i n t i n g t h e l i m b s f o r h e a v e n , 
What h o r r o r r e p e l s h e r a c c u s e r ? Who r e a r s t h a t s t o n e 
Shaped i n t h e f o u n t a i n o f h e r magnanimous womb, 
To d i s f i g u r e h e r love-name and s h u t t h e mouth o f t h e tomb, 
F o r whom t h e unnumbered c a n d l e s c a n n o t a t o n e ? (LU, p. 58) 

L i k e h i s p r e d e c e s s o r s , W a t k i ns c o n f l a t e s t h e i n c i d e n t o f t h e 

r a i s i n g o f s t o n e s a g a i n s t t h e woman t a k e n i n a d u l t e r y w i t h t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e woman w i t h t h e box o f s p i k e n a r d . 

Though a r r a n g e d i n t e t r a m e t e r c o u p l e t s r a t h e r t h a n t h e 

fo r m o f t h e s o n n e t l i k e W a t k i n s ' poem, Vaughan's " S t . Mary Mag­

d a l e n e , " a d d r e s s e d t o t h e s a i n t , i s s i m i l a r t o W a t k i n s ' "The 

S i n n e r " i n t h e way i t d e v e l o p s t h e symbols o f b o t h h e r t e a r s 

and " l o v e ' s box." Vaughan's and W a t k i n s ' t r e a t m e n t o f t h e b r o ­

k e n box o f s p i k e n a r d i s more m y s t i c a l t h a n t h a t o f H e r b e r t by 

u s i n g i t as a symbol o f t h e c o n t i n u a l b r e a k i n g open o r s a c r i f i c e 

o f s e l f . Vaughan w r i t e s : 

Why i s t h i s r i c h , t h i s p i s t i c n a r d 

S p i l t , and t h e box q u i t e b r o k e and m a r r e d ? ^ 

As i n W a t k i n s ' "The S i n n e r , " t h e i s s u e o f Vaughan's Magdalene 

poem i s t h a t Mary, t h e seeming " s i n n e r , " i s more p u r e t h a n t h e 

a c c u s i n g P h a r i s e e . Vaughan h e r e compares t h e P h a r i s e e t o a 

l e p e r i n need o f c l e a n s i n g : 

T h i s woman ( s a y ' s t t h o u) i s a s i n n e r : 
And s a t e t h e r e none s u c h a t t h y d i n n e r ? 
Go l e p e r , go; wash t i l l t h y f l e s h 
Comes l i k e a c h i l d ' s , s p o t l e s s and f r e s h ; 
He i s l e p r o u s , t h a t s t i l l p a i n t s : 
Who s a i n t t h e m s e l v e s , t h e y a r e no s a i n t s . ^ ^ 

The c o n c l u s i o n o f Vaughan's poem, t h o u g h n o t i m p o r t a n t t o 



204 

"The S i n n e r , " may ha v e h a d a n i m p r e s s i o n on W a t k i n s b e c a u s e 

o f i t s i n c l u s i o n o f t h e l e p e r s y m b o l w h i c h was so c e n t r a l t o 

hi m i n o t h e r poems ( s e e C h a p t e r I I ) . We a r e t o l d i n t h e g o s p e l 

o f L u k e (Chap. 7:36-39) t h a t a woman who was "a s i n n e r " a n o i n t ­

ed J e s u s a t t h e home o f a c e r t a i n p h a r i s e e . B u t M a t t h e w a nd 

Mark s t a t e t h a t t h e man w i t h whom J e s u s d i n e d o n t h i s o c c a s i o n 

was " S imon t h e l e p e r " ( M a t t . 26:6 & Mark 1 4 : 3 ) . V a u ghan i s o b ­

v i o u s l y w o r k i n g f r o m t h e l a t t e r v e r s i o n h e r e . 

I n a l a t e r g r o u p i n g by W a t k i n s on t h e M a g d a l e n e , " F i v e 

Poems o f M a g d a l e n i a n D a r k n e s s , " where t h e v a r i e t y o f f o r m s f r o m 

s e c t i o n t o s e c t i o n s u g g e s t s H e r b e r t ' s m a s t e r y o f t e c h n i q u e , t h e 

l e p e r i s m e n t i o n e d i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t h e M a g d a l e n e as i n 

Vaughan's poem. T h r o u g h o u t t h e poem t h e M a g d a l e n e s p e a k s i n t h e 

f i r s t p e r s o n . I t i s as i f t h e mask o f t h e l a m e n t i n g woman a l ­

l o w e d W a t k i n s t o e x p l o r e i n h i s own t e r m s t h e p s y c h o l o g y o f h u ­

man s u f f e r i n g . W a t k i n s ' o t h e r g r e a t poem on t h i s theme i s 

" N i o b e " (DB, p. 3 1 ) , w h i c h draws on t h e c l a s s i c a l N i o b e f i g u r e 

f r o m D a n t e ' s P u r g a t o r i o ( X I I , 3 7 ) . The f o l l o w i n g h y m n - l i k e e x ­

c e r p t f r o m s e c t i o n two o f " F i v e Poems," e n t i t l e d "The S t a i r , " 

shows W a t k i n s j u x t a p o s i n g t h e f i g u r e o f t h e c l e a n s e d l e p e r 

a g a i n s t t h a t o f t h e M a g d a l e n e , whose p r a i s e s a r e g r e a t e r b e c a u s e 

o f h e r g r e a t e r g r i e f : 

B i t t e r my l i f e h a s b e e n , n o t s w e e t , 
Y e t g r i e f h a s made me s t r o n g . 
Was e v e r v i s i o n more c o m p l e t e 
Or hope more p l a i n l y hung 
T h a n when w i t h t e a r s I washed h i s f e e t 
Whose b o d y p a i d f o r wrong? 
D a r k n e s s , c o m p e l t h a t h o u r t o s t a y 
Whose p l e d g e i s i n t h e tomb. 
The l e p e r ' s p r a i s e s d i e away. 
How s i l e n t i s t h e room. 
A l l i s remembered f r o m t h e d a y , 
And s t i l l d e a t h w i l l n o t come. (A, p. 86) 
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H i s c h o i c e o f t h e d r a m a t i c m o n o l o g u e t o e x p l o r e t h e q u e s t i o n i n g 

m i n d o f t h e a g e d and d y i n g Mary g i v e s t h e poem i t s g r e a t 

i n t e n s i t y . H e r b e r t a l s o u s e s a s i m i l a r t e c h n i q u e i n "The 

S a c r i f i c e " where C h r i s t s p e a k s d i r e c t l y t o t h e r e a d e r o f h i s 

g r e a t " g r i e f " — " W a s e v e r g r i e f l i k e m i n e ? " L o u i s M a r t z i n 

h i s The P o e t r y o f M e d i t a t i o n (New Haven: Y a l e U n i v . P r e s s , 

1 9 6 2 ) , h a s d e s c r i b e d how R o b e r t S o u t h w e l l ' s p r o s e w o r k , 

M a r i e M a g d a l e n s F u n e r a l T e a r s ( s e e i n g e i g h t e d i t i o n s b e t w e e n 

1591-1636) i n t r o d u c e d i n t o E n g l a n d t h e c o n t i n e n t a l " l i t e r a t u r e 

o f t e a r s . " L a m e n t s o f t h e M a g d a l e n e and m e d i t a t i o n s on h e r 

l i f e p r e s e n t i n g h e r as t h e " p a t t e r n o f t h e p e r f e c t l o v e r " 
/ 2 

were l a t e r u t i l i z e d r i c h l y by p o e t s l i k e H e r b e r t and V a u g h a n . 

H e r e W a t k i n s i s d e v e l o p i n g i n h i s own way t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y l a m e n t o f t h e M a g d a l e n e . 

W a t k i n s ' M a g d a l e n e poems, t h e n , a r e c l o s e r i n s p i r i t 

t o t h e M a g d a l e n e poem o f Vaughan t h a n t o H e r b e r t ' s more 

v e r b a l l y c o m p a c t e x p l o r a t i o n o f d i v i n e g r a c e i n " M a r i e 

M a g d a l e n e . " Not o n l y d o es W a t k i n s i n c l u d e t h e f i g u r e o f t h e 

l e p e r l i k e V a u g h a n , b u t l i k e h i m he f o c u s e s i n t e n s e d r a m a t i c 

i n t e r e s t on M a r y h e r s e l f as a f i g u r e o f h e r o i c l o v e . L i k e 

so many o f t h e s h o r t , e v o c a t i v e , r i c h l y - l a y e r e d t i t l e s o f 

H e r b e r t and V a u g h a n , t h e t i t l e o f "The S i n n e r " i s c h o s e n 

d e l i b e r a t e l y f o r i t s d o u b l e - e d g e , b e i n g b o t h a d e s c r i p t i o n 

o f M a r y i n t h e w o r l d ' s e y e s and a d e n u n c i a t i o n o f h e r a c c u s e r 

as t h e a c t u a l " s i n n e r . " 

A f i n a l t h o u g h t t o c o n c l u d e t h i s s e c t i o n i s t h a t W a t k i n s ' 

d e l i c a t e i m a g e r y and e v e n l y f l u i d , e x a l t e d and f r e q u e n t l y 

v a t i c s t y l e do n o t a l l o w h i m t h e k i n d o f c o n t r o l l e d e m o t i o n a l 
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e f f e c t s Herbert achieves through the mixture of a p l a i n d i c t i o n 
and a concrete, homely vocabulary with more ab s t r a c t and 
sublime concepts and language. Though often l a c k i n g Herbert's 
concreteness, Watkins i s concerned w i t h the mysteries of 
s i n and love w i t h i n a u n i f y i n g v i s i o n of God's r e l a t i o n to 
man." L i k e him, he i s a r e l a t i v e l y learned poet whose short, 
l y r i c a l utterances demonstrate only an apparent s i m p l i c i t y , 
and whose l e a r n i n g , though deep, i s not s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y 
d i s p l a y e d at the surface l e v e l of the poems. I t remains 
to consider Watkins' r e l a t i o n to Vaughan and Traherne who 
followed Donne and Herbert i n time, and i n the chain of 
l i t e r a r y i n f l u e n c e . ^ 
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P a r t I I : W a t k i n s , Vaughan and T r a h e r n e 

"So p i e c i n g t h i s L i f e w i t h t h e l i f e o f Heaven, 
and s e e i n g i t as one w i t h a l l E t e r n i t y . a P a r t 
o f i t , a L i f e w i t h i n i t . S t r a n g e l y and S t u p e n ­
d o u s l y B l e s s e d i n i t s P l a c e and S e a s o n . " 
( T r a h e r n e , "The F o u r t h C e n t u r y , " 93) 

One c o u l d p o i n t t o many ways i n w h i c h Vaughan and W a t k i n s 

d e m o n s t r a t e t h e same k i n d o f r e l i g i o u s and p o e t i c s e n s i b i l i t y , 

s h a r i n g as t h e y do a Welsh r e g i o n a l i s m , as w e l l as a c o m p a r a b l e 

g r o u n d o f p h i l o s o p h i c and t h e o l o g i c a l i d e a s . We have n o t e d t h a t 

t h i s g r o u n d c o n s i s t s l a r g e l y o f a s y n t h e s i s o f P l a t o n i s m , Neo-

p l a t o n i s m and t h e B i b l e w i t h more r e c o n d i t e , m y s t i c a l ( o r H e r ­

m e t i c ) s y m b o l s . The most s t r i k i n g p a r a l l e l o f a l l , however, 

l i e s i n t h e way b o t h p o e t s a r e f a s c i n a t e d by what t h e Welsh have 

c a l l e d " t h e w o r l d o f w h i t e l i g h t . " We have e x p l o r e d W a t k i n s ' 

s y m b o l i s m o f w h i t e n e s s i n t h e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " poems, b u t i t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i z e t h a t s u c h r e f e r e n c e s t o w h i t e n e s s and 

l i g h t as we f i n d t h e r e a r e a l m o s t u b i q u i t o u s i n h i s work. The 

word "gwyn" i n Welsh means " w h i t e , " " h o l y , " o r " l i g h t , " and 

"gwynfyd" has been u s e d t o d e s c r i b e p a r a d i s e , o r " t h e w h i t e 

world.""'" B o t h p o e t s r e a c h a f t e r t h i s " w h i t e w o r l d " t h r o u g h a 

b r i l l i a n t l y l u m i n o u s , p o e t i c i m a g e r y i n an e f f o r t t o c a p t u r e mo­

ments o f d i r e c t m y s t i c a l r e v e l a t i o n g i v e n (however b r i e f l y ) t o 

th e i n d i v i d u a l . I n W a t k i n s as i n Vaughan, t h i s p a s s i o n a t e s t r i v ­

i n g a f t e r e t e r n i t y may r e f l e c t i t s e l f i n a c e r t a i n u n e v e n n e s s o f 

s t y l e w h i c h s u g g e s t s t h e d i f f i c u l t y f o r t h e p o e t o f s u s t a i n i n g 

t h e i n t e n s i t y o f t h e i l l u m i n a t e d moment. 

In t h e s e c t i o n t h a t f o l l o w s , I w i s h t o p u r s u e t h e a l l -

p e r v a s i v e , Vaughanesque i m a g e r y o f c e l e s t i a l l i g h t and w h i t e n e s s 
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t h r o u g h a number o f W a t k i n s ' poems, as w e l l as t h e r e l a t e d theme 

o f t h e two w o r l d s o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y . I s h a l l be t o u c h i n g 

a l s o on s e v e r a l poems t h a t p a r a l l e l Vaughan's u s e o f n a t u r e and 

h i s c o n c e p t o f c h i l d h o o d as a s t a t e o f p a r a d i s a l i n n o c e n c e — a 

n o t i o n a l s o c e n t r a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o T r a h e r n e . I b e l i e v e i t c a n 

be a r g u e d t h a t j u s t as Vaughan and T r a h e r n e t u r n e d i n w a r d t o 

seek i n d i v i d u a l i l l u m i n a t i o n a t a t i m e when a n c i e n t i n s t i t u t i o n s 

were i n a s t a t e o f c o l l a p s e , so W a t k i n s as a t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 

p o e t r e s p o n d e d s i m i l a r l y ( i n however i n d i r e c t a manner) t o t h e 

d e c a y o f c r e d i b l e r e l i g i o u s s t r u c t u r e s and t h e dominance o f a 

m a t e r i a l i s t i c o u t l o o k . I n The P a r a d i s e W i t h i n , L o u i s M a r t z 

comments on t h e i m p a c t o f t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y P l a t o n i c r e ­

v i v a l ( l e d by t h e Cambridge P l a t o n i s t s ) on t h e minds o f t h e 

p o e t s Vaughan and T r a h e r n e , who r e v i t a l i z e d P l a t o n i c and Augus-

t i n i a n n o t i o n s o f d i r e c t , i n d i v i d u a l i l l u m i n a t i o n — t h e p r e s e n c e 

o f t h e " i n n e r l i g h t . " H i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e s e p o e t s ' A u g u s t i n -

i a n c o n c e r n w i t h t h e mind's r e l a t i o n t o t i m e c o u l d a p p l y e q u a l l y 

w e l l t o W a t k i n s : 

A u g u s t i n e shows how t h e mind c a n t r a n s c e n d t h e o p p r e s ­
s i v e ' t r a n s c i e n c e o f t i m e and a c t as an image o f God's 
t i m e l e s s mind, i n w h i c h a l l t h i n g s have t h e i r s i m u l ­
t a n e o u s e x i s t e n c e . 2 

Vaughan, T r a h e r n e and W a t k i n s a l l s h a r e t h e theme o f t h e 

two w o r l d s o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y , t h e " w h i t e " o r " l i g h t " r e a l m , 

s e p a r a t e d as i t were by a t h i n v e i l , w a l l , o r " f i l m . " T r a h e r n e 

w r i t e s , f o r i n s t a n c e , o f t h i s " t w o f o l d n e s s " i n "Shadows i n t h e 

Water," where a l l t h a t keeps t h e s p e a k e r f r o m t h a t p a r a l l e l u n i ­

v e r s e i s a " t h i n s k i n " : 

I p l a i n l y saw... 
A new A n t i p o d e s , 
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Whom, tho they were so plainly seen, 
A Film kept off that stood between.... 

....below the purling Stream 
Som unknown Joys there be 
Laid up in Store for me; 

To which I shall, when that thin Skin 
Is broken, be admitted in.^ 

In Watkins, the thinness of the partition is evident in "Ballad 
of the Mari Lwyd" where the dead stand just outside the door of 
the livin g , and in the Taliesin poems and The Death Bell where 
eternity breaks through from the other side of "time's glass." 

In his Centuries of Meditation Traherne suggests that God 
reveals himself in time at three levels of knowing: directly 
and intuitively within the soul, in the divine Word of scrip-

4 
ture or "The Book," and in the world or Book of Nature. ' Like 
him, Watkins also relies partly on intuition and grace, that 
i s , God speaking within the self, "The Nazarene / Walking in 
the ear"; partly on bi b l i c a l and ecclesiastical tradition, the 
Word, bi b l i c a l parable and paradigm; and partly on the word of 
God revealed in the Book of Nature, the sacred script of divine 
hieroglyphics of which he speaks in "Digging the Past" (F, p. 
84) where he writes of coming, "To read such hieroglyphs as 
give the void a name." In his use of the latter, as suggested 
earlier, he is close to the Platonism of Vaughan and Traherne 
who so often u t i l i z e nature as a shadowy type, allegory or sym­
bol of the eternal. Vaughan, for instance, speaks of nature in 
"The Retreat" in a way similar to that of Watkins in the last 
two poems of the "Music of Colours" sequence already discussed: 

When on some gilded cloud, or flower 
My gazing soul would dwell an hour, 
And in those weaker glories spy 
Some shadows of eternity.,-
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And i n " I w a l k e d t h e o t h e r d a y " he w r i t e s : 

G r a n t I may so 
Thy s t e p s t r a c k h e r e b e l o w , 

T h a t i n t h e s e masques and shadows I may s e e 
Thy s a c r e d way....^ 

B o t h V a u ghan a n d W a t k i n s b e l i e v e d t h a t t h o u g h n a t u r e s p e a k s 

o n l y i n what Vaughan c a l l s " b r o k e n h i e r o g l y p h i c s " ( s e e " V a n i t y 

o f S p i r i t " ) , s he s p e a k s i n t e l l i g i b l y t o man o f God. 

L i k e t h e " P r i v a t e E j a c u l a t i o n s " ( s e e t h e s u b t i t l e s t o The  

Temple and S i l e x S c i n t i l l a n s , 1655) o f H e r b e r t and V a u g h a n , 

many o f W a t k i n s ' poems a r e p e r s o n a l , p r a y e r - l i k e u t t e r a n c e s t o 

God o r C h r i s t , and many a r e t r a d i t i o n a l m e d i t a t i o n s o r e x p l o r a ­

t i o n s o f b i b l i c a l i n c i d e n t s . We h a v e n o t e d e a r l i e r ( i n C h a p t e r 

I ) t h a t he d e v e l o p s t h e Z a c c h a e u s f i g u r e i n a number o f poems, 

b u t i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i z e t h e f r e q u e n c y and o r i g i n a l i t y o f 

h i s u s e o f b i b l i c a l p a r a d i g m s . The good t h i e f , t h e l e p e r , L a z ­

a r u s , Mary M a g d a l e n e , S i m e o n , t h e Roman c e n t u r i a n o f t h e g o s ­

p e l s , t h e Good S a m a r i t a n , P a u l , S t e p h e n , and o f c o u r s e , t h e 

f i g u r e o f C h r i s t h i m s e l f a p p e a r p r o m i n e n t l y i n numerous and 

s h i f t i n g c o n t e x t s . O l d T e s t a m e n t f i g u r e s i n c l u d e R u t h and 

Naomi i n " R u t h ' s Lament f o r N a o m i , " E l i j a h i n " T e s t i m o n y , " 

Abraham i n " B a l l a d o f t h e T r i a l o f Sodom," Adam i n "Adam," 

Z e c h a r i a h i n " P r i m e C o l o u r s , " and Samson i n "The M e a s u r e Moves," 

"Samson" and o t h e r s . 

The c o n c e n t r a t e d o t h e r w o r l d l y p r e o c c u p a t i o n o f V a u g h a n , 

T r a h e r n e and W a t k i n s seems t o h a v e c o r r e s p o n d e d w i t h l i v e s o f 

r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n a nd o b s c u r i t y . A f t e r a t i m e a t O x f o r d , a 

b r i e f s t u d y i n l a w and m i l d p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e E n g l i s h C i v i l 

War, f o r i n s t a n c e , Vaughan ( a R o y a l i s t ) r e t u r n e d t o B r e c o n s h i r e 
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t o t a k e up t h e q u i e t e r o c c u p a t i o n o f a c o u n t r y d o c t o r . H i s 

r e a d i n g o f H e r b e r t ' s The Temple l e d t o a C h r i s t i a n c o n v e r s i o n 

and a w h o l e h e a r t e d d e d i c a t i o n t o r e l i g i o u s v e r s e . T r a h e r n e , 

whose w o r k s were n o t d i s c o v e r e d u n t i l t h e l a t e n i n e t e e n t h c e n ­

t u r y ( 1 8 9 6 ; p u b l i s h e d , 1903) s p e n t most o f h i s l i f e a f t e r l e a v ­

i n g O x f o r d as a n o b s c u r e A n g l i c a n r e c t o r a t C r e d e n h i l l i n H e r e ­

f o r d s h i r e , and l a t e r as a p r i v a t e c h a p l a i n t o S i r O r l a n d o 

B r i d g e m a n , l o r d k e e p e r o f t h e g r e a t s e a l . L i k e w i s e , we r e c a l l 

t h a t W a t k i n s l e f t C a m b r i d g e i n 1926 ( a f t e r l e s s t h a n a y e a r ) , 

b e c a u s e he f o u n d i t a e s t h e t i c a l l y and s p i r i t u a l l y d i s a p p o i n t i n g , 

t o o k up t h e r e l a t i v e l y mundane j o b o f c a s h i e r a t L l o y d ' s Bank, 

and u n d e r w e n t a s i g n i f i c a n t s p i r i t u a l r e g e n e r a t i o n t h a t t r a n s ­

f o r m e d h i s p o e t r y . 

Though n o t a d i r e c t r e s p o n s e t o w a r , Vaughan's and Wat­

k i n s ' r e t r e a t i n t o r u r a l s e c l u s i o n and e x c l u s i v e f o c u s on t i m e ­

l e s s themes c a n be s e e n i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a w a r - t o r n s o c i e t y . 

V a ughan r e t i r e d t o B r e c o n s h i r e a f t e r t h e E n g l i s h C i v i l War, 

w h i l e W a t k i n s ' l o n g c a r e e r i n t h e b a n k was i n t e r r u p t e d by a 

f i v e - y e a r i n t e r l u d e ( 1 9 4 0 - 1 9 4 5 ) i n t h e R.A.F. I n t e l l i g e n c e . 

Though n o t by any means a "war p o e t " i n t h e s e n s e t h a t W i l f r e d 

Owen was, W a t k i n s g r e a t l y a d m i r e d Owen and w r o t e a l o n g e s s a y 

on h i m ( c i r c a 1936) o r i g i n a l l y e n t i t l e d "The P o e t r y o f W i l f r e d 

Owen." 7 W a t k i n s t o o a b h o r r e d t h e v i o l e n c e and w a s t e o f war and 

r e j e c t e d as m i s t a k e n t h e i d e a o f " a r t f o r a r t ' s s a k e , " s p e a k i n g 
g 

i n h i s p r o s e o f t h e d a n g e r o f " t h e b e t r a y a l o f L i f e by A r t . " 

He h i m s e l f a d d r e s s e d t h e i s s u e o f war d i r e c t l y i n s e v e r a l poems, 

" S e a - M u s i c , " "The B r o k e n S e a " ( I V ) and " U n v e i l i n g t h e S t a t u e " 

( L U , p. 5 3 ) . Y e t u l t i m a t e l y , W a t k i n s a v o i d e d t o p i c a l 
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r e f e r e n c e s and d i r e c t p o l i t i c a l comment o u t o f a b e l i e f t h a t 

t h e b e s t way t o r e s p o n d t o c h a o s i s by a f f i r m i n g t h e r e l i g i o u s 

v a l u e o f t r u e a r t and i t s e s s e n t i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p t o l i f e l i v e d 

i n t i m e . 

Vaughan's " T h a l i a R e d i v i v a , " a V i r g i l i a n s equence o f p a s ­

t o r a l poems named a f t e r t h e Muse o f comedy, r e f l e c t s h i s c h o i c e 

o f t h e c o u n t r y o v e r t h e c i t y . S i m i l a r l y , W a t k i n s ' d e c i s i o n t o 

r e m a i n on Gower e n a b l e d him t o d i r e c t h i s a t t e n t i o n t o t h e v i ­

s i o n o f a n a t u r a l l a n d s c a p e f r a u g h t w i t h h i g h e r s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

L i k e Vaughan (as o p p o s e d t o H e r b e r t ) , h i s l a n d s c a p e s , t h o u g h 

s y m b o l i c , a r e d i s t i n c t i v e and r e a l i s t i c a l l y c o n c e i v e d . Wat­

k i n s ' g r e a t e s t d e b t t o Vaughan d i d n o t come t h r o u g h " O l a r I s -

c a n u s " o r t h e V i r g i l i a n p a s t o r a l s , however, b u t from h i s r e a d ­

i n g o f S i l e x S c i n t i l l a n s ( t h e " f i e r y f l i n t " o r s t o n e s t r u c k by 

God f r o m man's s t o n y h e a r t ) . I t c a n be e s t a b l i s h e d w i t h c e r ­

t a i n t y t h a t he owned a p e r s o n a l copy o f Vaughan's w e l l - k n o w n 
9 

r e l i g i o u s l y r i c s . Y e t t h e r e a r e f u r t h e r p a r a l l e l s t o be 

drawn between t h e two p o e t s when c o n s i d e r i n g t h e l e s s e r - k n o w n 

Vaughan o f t h e e l e g i e s , L a t i n t r a n s l a t i o n s and m e d i t a t i v e 

p r o s e . L i k e Vaughan, W a t k i n s gave h i s c o n t i n u e d a t t e n t i o n t o 

t r a n s l a t i o n s o f t h e c l a s s i c a l p o e t s , and l i k e him he a l s o w r o t e 

a number o f poems i n t h e e l e g i a c mode, as n o t e d i n C h a p t e r I I I . 

W a t k i n s ' p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r o s e p i e c e s , t h o u g h f r a g m e n t a r y , s h a r e 

w i t h Vaughan's d e v o t i o n a l p r o s e , "The Mount o f O l i v e s , o r 

S o l i t a r y D e v o t i o n s " ( 1 6 5 2 ) , a s t r o n g s e n s e o f t h e n e e d t o w i t h ­

draw f r o m t h e w o r l d i n o r d e r t o d e v e l o p t h e i n w a r d and s p i r i ­

t u a l s e l f . T h i s k i n d o f d e l i b e r a t e w i t h d r a w a l t o a c h i e v e i n ­

t e n s i t y i s r e f l e c t e d i n b o t h p o e t r y , p r o s e and l i f e - s t y l e . 1 " ^ 
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Many c r i t i c s have n o t e d t h a t Vaughan's poems o f t e n b e g i n 

s t r o n g l y , b u t t r a i l o f f i n t o t h e l e s s i n t e n s e o r t h e p r o s a i c 

as t h e o r i g i n a l i m p e t u s d i s s i p a t e s . T h i s i s a l s o a c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c o f some o f W a t k i n s ' more v i s i o n a r y e f f o r t s . The l o n g 

l y r i c s f r o m LV, " Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " " S e a - M u s i c f o r My S i s t e r 

T r a v e l l i n g " and "The B r o k e n S e a " a r e f u l l o f p a s s a g e s o f v i g o r ­

ous l y r i c a l b e a u t y w i t h i n t h e c o n t e x t o f some l e s s s u c c e s s f u l 

w r i t i n g . " S e a - M u s i c , " f o r i n s t a n c e , has been c r i t i c i s e d f o r 

s y n t a c t i c a l o b s c u r i t y and a t e n d e n c y t o ramble.*'"'" L i k e Vaughan, 

W a t k i n s has been s e e n as a p o e t o f i n t e n s e b e g i n n i n g s , b r i l l ­

i a n t p a s s a g e s and memorable p h r a s e s . F o r he q u i t e c o n s c i o u s l y 

p u r s u e s what he c a l l s i n " B r e a d and t h e S t a r s , " "Wisdom...hid 

i n crumbs," r a t h e r t h a n c o h e r e n t a r c h i t e c t u r a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

Y e t I would q u a l i f y t h e above c r i t i q u e by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t he 

overcomes t h e t e n d e n c y t o w a r d d i f f u s e n e s s and v e r b a l o b s c u r i t y 

i n t h e l a t e r poems, w h i c h a r e g e n e r a l l y t i g h t e r , more c o n d e n s e d 

and r e f i n e d e f f o r t s . I hope t o be a b l e t o i l l u s t r a t e t h i s 

p o i n t t h r o u g h example i n t h e n e x t c h a p t e r . I would add h e r e 

t h a t j u s t as Vaughan was s p i r i t u a l l y and s t y l i s t i c a l l y i n f l u ­

e n c e d i n a d r a m a t i c way by h i s p r e d e c e s s o r H e r b e r t , b u t man­

aged t o a l t e r a l l o f H e r b e r t ' s he bo r r o w e d t h r o u g h h i s u n i q u e 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y , so W a t k i n s was d e e p l y i n f l u e n c e d by Y e a t s ' s t y l e 

and themes, b u t emerges w i t h a d i s t i n c t l y i n d i v i d u a l v i s i o n and 

v o i c e . 

Some o f t h e e a r l i e s t p a s s a g e s from W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y d e­

s c r i b i n g t h e c e l e s t i a l w o r l d o f w h i t e n e s s o c c u r i n " S e a - M u s i c " 

and "The B r o k e n S e a " f r o m LV. E a r l i e r examples c a n be f o u n d 

i n t h e " M a r i Lwyd" where t h e M a r i i s a s s o c i a t e d b o t h w i t h t h e 
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s t a r s a nd w i t h w h i t e n e s s . The b a l l a d o p e n s : " M a r i Lwyd, 

H o r s e o f F r o s t , S t a r - h o r s e , and W h i t e H o r s e o f t h e S e a , i s 

c a r r i e d t o u s " (BML, p. 6 9 ) . " S e a - M u s i c , " W a t k i n s ' i m a g i n a r y 

r e c r e a t i o n o f h i s s i s t e r D o r o t h y ' s w a r t i m e s e a - j o u r n e y , 

f l a s h e s w i t h i m a g es o f p r o l i f i c s e a - l i f e ( w h i t e p e a r l s , Y e a t s -

i a n d o l p h i n s , m y t h i c n a r w h a l e s and t h e b i b l i c a l L e v i a t h a n ) . 

I n some ways i t r e p r e s e n t s W a t k i n s ' e f f o r t t o e x p l o r e a moment 

o f s p i r i t u a l c r i s i s a t s e a l i k e t h a t o f t h e F r a n c i s c a n nuns i n 

H o p k i n s ' "Wreck o f t h e D e u t c h l a n d , " one o f W a t k i n s ' f a v o r i t e 
12 

poems. B r e a t h l e s s l y l o n g s e n t e n c e s and c o m p l e x i n t e r n a l a nd 

end-rhymes mark t h i s as a v i r t u o s o t e c h n i c a l a c h i e v e m e n t among 

t h e e a r l y poems. L i n e s l i k e , " B u t t h e c r u s t b r e a k s i n C h r i s t ' s 

o r i g i n a l r a d i u m " ( p . 3 0 ) , a r e b o t h s t a r t l i n g l y f r e s h and t r a ­

d i t i o n a l l y e u c h a r i s t i c . The poem c u l m i n a t e s i n a g r a n d i n v o ­

c a t i o n t o l i g h t : 

S i g n s o f t h e h e a v e n s , t h e Z o d i a c , 
F l o o d o f t h e c r y s t a l l i n e , w h i t e , u n e n d i n g Way 
A s c e n d i n g t h r o u g h c o l o s s a l n i g h t 
From b r e a t h a b a n d o n e d w h i c h b e l i e v e s 
The l a s t b l o w n s e a s h e l l c a s t up on t h e b a y : 
Come down, I s a y , 
D e l u g e o f l i g h t , a n d d r o w n t h e w o r d s ' i n f l e c t i o n , 
R u s h t h r o u g h t h e l u m i n o u s c o i l e d , v e r m i l i o n c h a m b e r s , 
And r u i n a l l t h e m i n d remembers; 
Come down, g r e a t R e s u r r e c t i o n , 
S w i n g up t h e c l a r i o n , 
Wake a l l t h e d e a d . ( L U , pp. 33-34) 

As i n Vaughan's w e l l - k n o w n poem, "The W o r l d , " m o r t a l i t y comes 

f a c e t o f a c e w i t h e t e r n i t y i m a g i n e d i n t h e D a n t e s q u e v i s i o n o f 

a P t o l e m a i c u n i v e r s e o f c r y s t a l l i n e s p h e r e s o r r i n g s . W a t k i n s ' 

" c r y s t a l l i n e , w h i t e , u n e n d i n g Way" i s much l i k e V aughan's 

" R i n g o f p u r e and e n d l e s s l i g h t . " And W a t k i n s ' poem, l i k e 
"The W o r l d , " i s P l a t o n i c i n i t s d e s i r e t o t r a n s c e n d m o r t a l 
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memory i n t h e p u r e l i g h t o f e t e r n i t y , o r t o " r u i n a l l t h e m i n d 

remembers." The p r i m a r y d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e movement o f t h e two 

poems i s t h a t V a u g h a n , a f t e r c o n s i d e r i n g t h e v a r i o u s " e s t a t e s " 

o r c o n d i t i o n s o f s p i r i t u a l d a r k n e s s r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e emblem­

a t i c P e t r a r c h a n " l o v e r , " t h e "darksome s t a t e s - m a n , " a n d t h e 

" f e a r f u l m i s e r , " l o n g s t o be r a p t as C h r i s t ' s " B r i d e " i n t o t h e 

" R i n g " o r s p h e r e s o f e t e r n i t y t h a t d r i v e t i m e ; w h e r e a s i n Wat­

k i n s ' poem t h e s p e a k e r a s k s t o be i n u n d a t e d w i t h l i g h t f r o m 

a b o v e i n a n a p o c a l y p t i c d e l u g e . I n o t h e r w o r d s , Vaughan p r e s ­

e n t s t h e s o u l ' s l o n g i n g t o a s c e n d o r be t a k e n up i n t o h e a v e n , 

w h i l e W a t k i n s a s k s h e a v e n ("the g r e a t R e s u r r e c t i o n " ) t o d e ­

s c e n d i n t o t i m e l i k e t h e New J e r u s a l e m o r b r i d e o f R e v e l a t i o n 

21. I n b o t h poems, t h e P l a t o n i c - C h r i s t i a n i m a g e r y o f l i g h t a n d 

w h i t e n e s s i s c e n t r a l . P e r h a p s t h e a s c e n t i n t o l i g h t a n d t h e 

d e s c e n t o f l i g h t c a n be s e e n u l t i m a t e l y as r e c i p r o c a l a n d com­

p l e m e n t a r y m o t i o n s v i e w e d f r o m d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s , a n d 

a m o u n t i n g e q u a l l y t o a c h a n g e d a w a r e n e s s . 

I n "The B r o k e n S e a , " a poem a b o u t t h e b i r t h o f W a t k i n s ' 

g o d c h i l d t o h i s f r i e n d F r a n c i s D a f a u - L a b e y r i e i n P a r i s d u r i n g 
13 

t h e w a r , W a t k i n s w r i t e s o f w h i t e l i g h t i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e 

b e l i e f t h a t e v e r y b i r t h i s a d i v i n e b i r t h . H e r e , h e a v e n l y 

l i g h t s t r e a m s f r o m t h e C h r i s t l i k e i n f a n t b o r n i n t i m e : 

A c r a d l e i n d a r k n e s s , w h i t e . 
I t must be h e a v e n l y . L i g h t 
M ust s t r e a m f r o m i t , t h a t w h i t e s h e e t 
A p a v i l i o n o f wonder.... 
The n o c t u r n a l f l i g h t o f t h e b r e a t h , a n d t h e e a r as s t i l l 
As a l i s t e n i n g s h e l l 
L o s t i n t h e c r y s t a l l i n e h e a v e n . . . . ( L V , pp. 37-38) 
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W a t k i n s , Vaughan and T r a h e r n e a l l s h a r e t h e P l a t o n i c s e n s e 

t h a t t h e s o u l r e t a i n s a shadowy r e c o l l e c t i o n o f e t e r n i t y when 

i t f i r s t d e s c e n d s i n t o t i m e , c o n j o i n e d w i t h t h e C h r i s t i a n n o ­

t i o n d e r i v e d f r o m t h e g o s p e l s t h a t t h e c h i l d i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

14 

c l o s e t o God. As V a u ghan e x p r e s s e s i t i n "The R e t r e a t , " 

"Happy t h o s e e a r l y d a y s ! when I / S h i n e d i n my A n g e l - i n f a n c y 

. . . , " 1 5 and T r a h e r n e i n "The T h i r d C e n t u r y " ( 1 ) : " C e r t a i n l y 

Adam i n P a r a d i s e had n o t more s w e e t and C u r i o u s A p p r e h e n s i o n s 
16 

o f t h e W o r l d , t h a n I when I was a c h i l d . " A t t h e c l o s e o f 

"The B r o k e n S e a " t h e c h i l d wakes t o t i m e t o f i n d t h a t she h a s 

l o s t t h e w h o l e and i n t u i t i v e memory o f e t e r n i t y : "You wake, 

and g r e a t r e c o l l e c t i o n t r e m b l e s away" (LV, p. 6 1 ) . Y e t h e r 

l o s s i s t e m p e r e d by t h e p o e t ' s r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t i m e i s a d i ­

m e n s i o n i n w h i c h t h a t k n o w l e d g e c a n be " r e c o l l e c t e d " i n t h e 

P l a t o n i c s e n s e . 

The D e a t h B e l l and C y p r e s s and A c a c i a c o n t a i n s e v e r a l 

poems w h i c h d e v e l o p t h e l i g h t and s t a r i m a g e r y o f t h e 

p r e v i o u s l y - n o t e d p a s s a g e s f r o m LV. I n "The T u r n i n g o f t h e 

S t a r s " (DB, p. 2 3 ) , W a t k i n s v i e w s t h e g r e a t g a l a c t i c " d i s c o f 

l i g h t " ( s t a n z a 5) f r o m t h e p e r s p e c t i v e s o f P t o l e m y , C o p e r n i c u s 

and modern a s t r o n o m e r s , i n c o r p o r a t i n g D a n t e and R a p h a e l as 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f a r t i s t s who a c h i e v e d a u n i f i e d v i s i o n f r o m 

t h e i r t i m e and p l a c e . He c o n c l u d e s w i t h a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 

modern " m a t h e m a t i c " h e a v e n s t h a t s u g g e s t s t h e o l d s e n s e o f t h e 

n u m i n o u s a n d h o l y y e t s u r v i v e s . A g a i n , we a r e r e m i n d e d o f 

Vaughan's " R i n g " o f e t e r n i t y b y W a t k i n s ' " w h e e l o f a i r " : 
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I see t h e w i d e w o r l d s i n k , and r i s e a g a i n , 
Hung i n p u r e n i g h t , a b l a z e 
W i t h m i l l i o n w o r l d s u n i t e d i n a l o o k 
Where b o u n d l e s s g l o r y a s t o u n d s t h e eye o f t h e b r a i n . 

V e r s e i s a p a r t o f s i l e n c e . I h a v e known 
A l w a y s t h a t d e c l a m a t i o n i s i m p u r e . 
T h i s l a n g u a g e b e s t f i t s p r a y e r , 
The c r y s t a l n i g h t 
T e e m i n g w i t h w o r l d s i n m a t h e m a t i c h e i g h t . 
P r o d i g i o u s d a r k n e s s g u a r d s i t s u n d e r t o n e , 
And t h o u g h t h e w h e e l o f a i r , 
Seems t o l e a v e n o t h i n g e a r t h l y t o e n d u r e , 

The l i k e n e s s , n o t t h e o r i g i n a l , i s gone. (DB, p. 25) 

The modern f e a r o f a v a s t and p o s s i b l y i n d i f f e r e n t c o s m o s , and 

t h e v i s i o n o f t h e w o r l d as o n l y one o f a " m i l l i o n w o r l d s , " no 

l o n g e r t h e c e n t e r o f t h e u n i v e r s e a s i n t h e o l d P t o l e m a i c v i e w , 

l e a v e s t h e p o e t r e l a t i v e l y u n d i s m a y e d . F o r he s u g g e s t s i n t h e 

c l o s i n g l i n e s , t h r o u g h t h e P l a t o n i c c o n c e p t o f o r i g i n a l and 

c o p y , t h a t t h e " e a r t h l y " w o r l d , h o w e v e r d w a r f e d by i n f i n i t u d e , 

e n d u r e s i n a t i m e l e s s d i m e n s i o n . The c o r o l l a r y o f t h i s i s 

t h a t a p r a y e r - l i k e p o e t r y c a p a b l e o f e x p r e s s i n g awe and r e v e r ­

e nce i s t h e b e s t c o u n t e r p a r t t o t h e s i l e n c e s o f s u c h a cosmos. 

W a t k i n s ' b r i e f r e f e r e n c e t o " t h e f o u n t a i n " e a r l i e r ( s t a n z a 

8) i s i m p o r t a n t as one o f many s u c h a l l u s i o n s t h r o u g h o u t h i s 

w o r k . * ^ As I h a v e n o t e d e l s e w h e r e , t h e f o u n t a i n r e p r e s e n t s 

b o t h t h e c o n t i n u o u s w e l l s p r i n g o f a r t and t h e i n t e r i o r s o u r c e s 

o f man's (and n a t u r e ' s ) p s y c h i c and s p i r i t u a l l i f e : 
L e a v e s c o v e r up t h e w e l l . 
And buds b e g i n 
To b r e a k , and h i d e t h e f o u n t a i n ' s o r i g i n . 
S p r i n g b e h i n d S p r i n g , s t a r b e h i n d s t a r , u n s e e n , 
R e v o l v e i n s e e d and s h e l l . (DB, p. 25) 

The P l a t o n i c s y m b o l o f t h e p o e t as a l i v i n g f o u n t a i n o f i n s p i ­

r a t i o n , u l t i m a t e l y d e r i v e d f r o m P l a t o ' s Laws I V , 719, was u s e d 

by b o t h V a u g h a n and T r a h e r n e i n s i m i l a r c o n t e x t s . Vaughan's 
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" R e g e n e r a t i o n " p r e s e n t s a f o u n t a i n i n a s y m b o l i c s p i c e g a r d e n 

l i k e t h e e n c l o s e d g a r d e n o f t h e Song o f Songs. I t i s t h e 

" e a r t h l y p a r a d i s e " o f man's l o s t i n n o c e n c e t o w h i c h t h e p o e t 

a r r i v e s i n h i s a l l e g o r i c a l p i l g r i m a g e . T h e r e he f i n d s a 

" l i t t l e f o u n t a i n " f u l l o f b r i g h t and d a r k s t o n e s , r e p r e s e n t i n g 

t h e s o u l s o f men i n t h e i r v a r i o u s c o n d i t i o n s o f e n l i g h t e n m e n t 

and i g n o r a n c e , w a k e f u l n e s s and s l e e p : 

O n l y a l i t t l e f o u n t a i n l e n t 
Some u s e f o r e a r s , 

And on t h e dumb shades l a n g u a g e s p e n t 
The m u s i c o f h e r t e a r s . . . . 

A t t h e end o f "The T i m b e r , " Vaughan s p e a k s o f t h e " c h a s t e 
19 

f o u n t a i n s " o f e t e r n a l l i f e t h a t " f l o w n o t t i l l we d i e " ; and 

i n "The D w e l l i n g P l a c e " o f t h e "happy, s e c r e t f o u n t a i n , " t h a t 

m i g h t have l o d g e d C h r i s t i n h i s s o j o u r n on e a r t h : 
What happy, s e c r e t f o u n t a i n , 
F a i r s hade, o r m o u n t a i n , 

Whose u n d i s c o v e r e d v i r g i n g l o r y 
B o a s t s i t t h i s day, t h o u g h n o t i n s t o r y , 
Was t h e n t h y d w e l l i n g ? 2 Q 

The u p s h o t o f "The D w e l l i n g - P l a c e " i s t h a t C h r i s t h i m s e l f , t h a t 

l i v i n g f o u n t a i n , now d w e l l s i n t e r i o r l y i n t h e h e a r t o f man. 

T r a h e r n e s p e a k s o f " L o v " as t h e " f o u n t a i n . . . n o t Known," 
a " f o u n t a i n o f D e l i g h t s " w h i c h i s " p l a i n l y shewn" t o t h e 

2 1 

c h i l d . And i n "The Second C e n t u r y " (41), he s t a t e s t h a t , 
"Lov i n t h e F o u n t a i n , and L o v i n t h e S t r e a m a r e b o t h t h e 

22 
same," d e v e l o p i n g an A u g u s t i n i a n T r i n i t a r i a n c o n c e p t o f t h e 

t h r e e a s p e c t s o f God as "Lov b e g e t t i n g , a L o v b e g o t t e n , and a 
23 

Lov P r o c e e d i n g . " The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t God i s p r e s e n t b o t h 

as i n t e r i o r w e l l s p r i n g o r s o u r c e , as o u t e r m a n i f e s t a t i o n o r 

s t r e a m , and as m e d i a t i n g and s u s t a i n i n g a g e n t — a v i t a l power 
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a t a l l l e v e l s o f l i f e a n d c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

Though n o t as t h e o l o g i c a l l y c o m p l e x , W a t k i n s ' " C h i l d o f 

t h e F o u n t a i n " c o m b i n e s t h e s y m b o l i s m o f t h e " s t a r s " w i t h t h a t 

o f " t h e f o u n t a i n , " and i d e n t i f i e s t h e c h i l d c l e a r l y w i t h t h e 

i n f a n t C h r i s t : 

C h i l d o f t h e f o u n t a i n f a l l i n g l a t e 
From s p e n t O c t o b e r t h r o u g h t h e g u s t 
And f r o s t y s p e a r s o f H e r o d ' s h a t e , 
P r o t e c t e d b y t h e t u r t l e ' s w i n g . . . . (BW, p. 23) 

The poem c o n c l u d e s : 

0, how s w e e t u p o n o u r l i p s 
F a l l t h e s e d r o p s , i n t i m e ' s e c l i p s e , 
C h i l d o f t h e f o u n t a i n f a l l i n g l a t e 
And image o f t h e m o v i n g s t a r s . (BW, p. 23) 

H i s p h r a s e " t i m e ' s e c l i p s e " h e r e may be a n i n d i r e c t e c h o o f 

T r a h e r n e , who w r i t e s i n "The T h i r d C e n t u r y " (7) o f t h e c h i l d ' s 

l o s s o f t i m e l e s s n e s s a s a n e c l i p s e o f l i g h t : 

The f i r s t L i g h t w h i c h s h i n e d i n my I n f a n c y i n i t s 
P r i m i t i v e a nd I n n o c e n t C l a r i t y was t o t a l l y e c c l y p s e d . . . . ^ 

I t i s n o t a b l e t h a t W a t k i n s o f t e n f o c u s e s o n t h e man-made 

f o u n t a i n w i t h i n a c u l t i v a t e d g a r d e n o r c i t y as i n t h e e a r l y 

"The F o u n t a i n " o r i n " P e a c e i n t h e W e l s h H i l l s . " The u s e o f 

t h e f o u n t a i n i n t h i s c o n t e x t i n d i c a t e s a c o n c e r n w i t h t h e w o r l d 

o f a r t and a r t i f a c t as a s y m b o l f o r t h e h o l y c i t y o r "New J e r u ­

s a l e m " w h i c h must be b e g u n t o be b u i l t i n t i m e . The i m a g i n a ­

t i v e power o f " P e a c e i n t h e W e l s h H i l l s " l i e s i n i t s a b i l i t y t o 

s h i f t b a c k and f o r t h b e t w e e n a p a s t o r a l l a n d s c a p e i n Wales and 

t h e p o e t ' s remembrance o f a n I t a l i a n f o u n t a i n i n a n U m b r i a n 

t o w n : 

To l i v e e n t w i n e d i n p a s t o r a l l o v e l i n e s s 
May r e s t t h e e y e s , t h r o w p i c t u r e s on t h e m i n d , 
B u t most we n e e d a m e t a p h o r o f s t o n e 
S u c h as t h o s e p a i n t e r s h a d whose m o u n t a i n - c i t i e s 
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C a s t l o n g , l o w shadows on t h e U m b r i a n h i l l s . 
T h e r e , i n some c o u r t y a r d on t h e c o b b l e d s t o n e , 
A f o u n t a i n p l a y s , and t h r o u g h a c h e r u b ' s mouth 
Ages a r e l i n k e d by w a t e r i n t h e s u n l i g h t . 

A l l o f g ood f a i t h t h a t f o u n t a i n may r e c a l l , 
Woman, m u s i c i a n , b o y , o r e l s e a s c h o l a r 
R e a d i n g a L a t i n b o o k . They seem d i s t i n c t , 
And y e t a r e o n e , b e c a u s e t r a n q u i l l i t y 
A f f i r m s t h e J udgment. So, i n t h e s e W e l s h h i l l s , 
I m a r v e l , w a k i n g f r o m a dream o f s t o n e , 
T h a t s u c h a p e a c e s u r r o u n d s me, w h i l e t h e c i t y 

F o r w h i c h a l l l o n g has n e v e r y e t b e e n b u i l t . (CA, p. 31) 

J u s t as f o r V a u g han and T r a h e r n e , t h e image o f t h e f o u n t a i n , 

b o t h as n a t u r a l s p r i n g and man-made a r t i f a c t , a p p e a r s a g a i n and 

a g a i n i n a t h e o l o g i c a l o r m y s t i c a l c o n t e x t i n W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y , 

c a r r y i n g w i t h i t a l l o f i t s a s s o c i a t e d i n f o r m a t i o n . 

" B e f o r e a B i r t h " (CA, p. 48) i s a more p e r s o n a l l y r i c t o 

t h e p o e t ' s w i f e . Y e t l i k e "The T u r n i n g o f t h e S t a r s " i t a d ­

d r e s s e s t h e q u e s t i o n o f how human e v e n t s c a n h a v e any s i g n i f i ­

c a n c e when s e t i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e v a s t a s t r o n o m i c a l s p a c e s . 

F o r W a t k i n s , hope l i e s i n t h e r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t b o t h e a r t h l y and 

h e a v e n l y m o t i o n s obey a s i n g l e l a w : 
H e a r t h e f i n g e r o f God, t h a t h a s f i x e d t h e p o l e o f t h e 

h e a v e n s . 
T h e r e t h e P l e i a d e s s p i n , and O r i o n , t h a t g r e a t h u n t e r . 
S t a r s s i l v e r t h e n i g h t , where H e r c u l e s moves w i t h A r c -

t u r u s . 
S p a w n i n g s y s t e m s amaze: t h e y r e s p o n d t o a n o r d e r e d 

m u s i c . 
U l t i m a t e d i s t a n c e v i b r a t e s , c l o s e t o t h a t i n t i m a t e s t r i n g . 

(CA, p. 48) 

I n "The C o n s t e l l a t i o n , " V a u g han w r i t e s i n t e r m s s i m i l a r t o t h o s e 

o f W a t k i n s o f t h e o r d e r e d m o t i o n s o f t h e s t a r s . B o t h p o e t s 

e m p l o y a s t r o l o g i c a l s y m b o l i s m : 

F a i r , o r d e r e d l i g h t s (whose m o t i o n w i t h o u t n o i s e 
R e s e m b l e s t h o s e t r u e j o y s 

Whose s p r i n g i s on t h a t h i l l where y o u do grow 
And we h e r e t a s t e s o m e t i m e s b e l o w , ) 
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W i t h what e x a c t o b e d i e n c e do you move 
Now b e n e a t h , and now above, 

And i n y o u r v a s t p r o g r e s s i o n s o v e r l o o k 
The d a r k e s t n i g h t , and c l o s e s t nook'^^ 

In s t a n z a t h r e e o f W a t k i n s ' poem, t h e p o e t r e m i n d s h i s p r e g n a n t 

w i f e t h a t " t h e s t a r s o f i n f i n i t e d i s t a n c e " have need o f e a r t h ; 

t h a t man and cosmos a r e l i n k e d i n d i s s o l u b l y b e c a u s e o f what 

Thomas and Henry Vaughan would have c a l l e d i n more H e r m e t i c 

l a n g u a g e , t h e " d o c t r i n e o f m y s t i c a l c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s " between 

th e w o r l d " a b o v e " and t h e w o r l d "below." Here W a t k i n s s p e a k s 

o f t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e o f " t i m e t o t h e t i m e l e s s " : 

Love, y o u r measure i s f u l l : t h e s t a r s o f i n f i n i t e 
d i s t a n c e , 

N e e d i n g t h e shade o f a b i r d t o k n i t o u r t i m e t o t h e 
t i m e l e s s , 

F e l l t o - n i g h t t h r o u g h t h e dusk. 

The p o e t has w i t n e s s e d t h e f a l l i n g o f t h e s t a r s , and t h u s c a n 

speak t o h i s w i f e o f t h e m y s t e r y o f e t e r n i t y ' s e n t r a n c e i n t o 

t i m e — w h i c h i s a l s o t h e m y s t e r y o f b i r t h . F o r e v e r y b i r t h i s a 

d e s c e n t o f a t i m e l e s s s o u l i n t o t i m e . H i s w i f e ' s f r u i t f u l n e s s , 

t h e n , becomes a s m a l l e r r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e f r u i t f u l n e s s o f t h e 

"spawning s y s t e m s , " b o t h s t a r s and m o r t a l s moving i n r e s p o n s e 

t o "an o r d e r e d m u s i c . " Her c a r r y i n g and n o u r i s h i n g o f new l i f e 

i s s a c r e d , even s a c r a m e n t a l ; f o r h e r body i s compared i n t h e 

f i n a l l i n e s t o t h e " e a r t h e n w a r e j u g " w h i c h b e a r s t h e w a t e r t h a t 

J e s u s t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o wine a t t h e wedding a t Cana i n t h e g o s ­

p e l o f John: 

L a t e I c a n h e a r one walk, a s t e p , and a f r u i t f u l s i l e n c e . 
Touch, f i n g e r o f Wine, t h i s w e l l o f c r y s t a l l i n e w a t e r 
And t h i s e a r t h e n w a r e j u g , t h a t knows t h e l a n g u a g e o f 

s i l e n c e ; 
Touch, f o r d a r k n e s s i s n e a r , t h a t b r i n g s y o u r g l o r y t o 

bed. (CA, pp. 4 8 - 4 9 ) 

I n "A C h r i s t e n i n g Remembered" (LU, p. 8 7 ) , W a t k i n s s p e a k s 
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s i m i l a r l y o f h i s w i f e ' s p r e g n a n t body as "a p i t c h e r doomed t o 

w i n e . " H e r e i n " B e f o r e a B i r t h , " he i s r e l a t i v e l y s u c c e s s f u l 

i n d e s c e n d i n g f r o m t h e c o s m o l o g i c a l i m a g e r y w i t h w h i c h t h e 

poem opens t o t h e human s i t u a t i o n o f i t s c l o s e . 

"The F o r g e o f t h e S o l s t i c e " (CA, p. 68) a l l u d e s t o t h r e e 

a r t i s t s and p e r s o n a l f r i e n d s o f W a t k i n s , D a v i d J o n e s ( s t a n z a 

1 ) , C e r i R i c h a r d s , p a i n t e r a nd m u s i c i a n ( s t a n z a 2 ) , and t h e 

p a i n t e r and f r i e n d o f D y l a n Thomas, A l f r e d J a n e s ( s t a n z a 3) as 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f " t h e a r t i f i c e r " o r a r t i s t who i s a m e d i a t o r 

o f e t e r n a l wisdom. The f i n a l s t a n z a c o m b i n e s t h e a s t r a l e v e n t 

o f t h e c h a n g i n g o f t h e e q u i n o x e s w i t h t h e B l a k e a n n o t i o n o f t h e 

a r t i s t as a s m i t h w o r k i n g a t a f i e r y f o r g e a t t h e g r o u n d o f 

c r e a t i o n . The i d e a o f " b e n d [ i n g ] t h e s o l s t i c e l i k e a bow" s u g ­

g e s t s t h e d e f e a t ( o r f r o m a n o t h e r p o i n t o f v i e w t h e r e g e n e r a ­

t i o n ) o f t i m e by a r t : 

L o v e g i v e s t h e i r a r t a b o d y i n w h i c h t h o u g h t 
D r a ws, n o t f r o m t i m e b u t w i s d o m , t i l l i t b e nd 
The s o l s t i c e l i k e a bow, and b r i n g t i m e r o u n d 
W h i t e w i t h y o u n g s t a r s , q u i c k f r o m t h e f o r g e t h e y h a v e 

f o u n d . (CA, p. 69) 

W a t k i n s u s e s t h e w o r d " q u i c k " i n i t s o l d e r s e n s e o f " l i v i n g " 

as V a u g han d o e s i n " Q u i c k n e s s " : B u t l i f e i s , what none c a n 
2 6 

e x p r e s s , / A q u i c k n e s s , w h i c h my God h a t h k i s s e d . The r e f e r ­

e n c e t o " w h i t e . . . y o u n g s t a r s " a g a i n r e m i n d s us o f Vaughan's 

i m a g e r y i n poems l i k e "The W o r l d , " "The C o n s t e l l a t i o n " a nd 

"They a r e a l l gone i n t o t h e w o r l d o f l i g h t ! " 

" B r e a d and t h e S t a r s " i s one o f W a t k i n s ' most s e r e n e l y 

m o v i n g and e v o c a t i v e poems. I t i s V a u g h a n e s q u e f o r i t s i n c o r ­

p o r a t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o u s s y m b o l i s m i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a 
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c e l e s t i a l s t a r s c a p e , i n i t s q u i e t l y e c s t a t i c o p e n i n g a nd i n 

i t s p r e s e n t a t i o n i n t h e o l o g i c a l t e r m s o f t h e d i a l e c t i c o f 

t i m e a nd e t e r n i t y . The poem b e g i n s w i t h a v i e w o f t h e s t a r s 

i n a w i n t r y l a n d s c a p e : 

How c l e a r t h e s t a r s t o - n i g h t , 
A l l t h e b r i g h t h e a v e n how s t i l l ! 
U n d e r d e n s e g r o v e s o f w h i t e 
T h i s g l i s t e n i n g s h e e t d i s p l a y s 
A f r o s t o f s p e l l b o u n d s t r e a m s . 
A l l i s a t r e s t . I g a z e 
Out o f t h e p a t h s and beams 

Of n i g h t ' s u n r e s t i n g m i l l . (CA, p. 79) 

W a t k i n s t a k e s up t h e m y t h i c I c e l a n d i c , N o r s e a nd M e d i e v a l sym­

b o l o f t i m e as t h e g i g a n t i c s t a r r y m i l l w h e e l o f t h e h e a v e n s , 

g r i n d i n g o u t t h e s e a s o n s , d a y s a nd h o u r s o f t h e c r e a t i o n . I n 

H a m l e t ' s M i l l , G i o r g i o de S a n t i l l a n a and H e r t h a v o n Dechend 

p o i n t o u t t h a t A m l o d h i , a f i g u r e f r o m I c e l a n d i c and N o r s e m y t h , 

was t h e o r i g i n a l owner o f t h e " f a b l e d m i l l " w h i c h " g r o u n d o u t 

p e a c e a nd p l e n t y " i n good t i m e s and s a l t i n b a d . They a r g u e 

i n t h e ab o v e w o r k on t h e t r a n s m i s s i o n o f human k n o w l e d g e 

t h r o u g h myth t h a t t h e m i l l i m a g e r y s t a n d s f o r "an a s t r o n o m i c a l 

p r o c e s s , t h e s e c u l a r s h i f t i n g o f t h e s u n t h r o u g h t h e s i g n s o f 
27 

t h e z o d i a c w h i c h d e t e r m i n e s w o r l d - a g e s . " The p r e c i s e i m a g e r y 

o f t h e poem s u g g e s t s t h a t W a t k i n s a l s o may h a v e b e e n aware o f 

t h e e s o t e r i c M e d i e v a l t r a d i t i o n o f C h r i s t as t h e c o s m i c m i l l 

o f h e a v e n g r i n d i n g o u t t h e s a c r a m e n t a l b r e a d a n d w i n e . An 

i c o n o g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e " M y s t i c a l M i l l " i s on d i s ­

p l a y a t V e z e l a y ( B a s i l i q u e de M a d e l e i n e ) i n . B u r g u n d y . S t . 

Am b r o s e , b a s i n g h i m s e l f on J o h n 12:24 and 6:33, a n d d e s c r i b i n g 
C h r i s t a s a g r a i n f i g u r e , may be t h e u l t i m a t e s o u r c e f o r t h i s 

2 8 
i c o n . I t i s o b v i o u s t h a t W a t k i n s h e r e c o m b i n e s t h e a n c i e n t 
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and u n i v e r s a l symbol o f t h e c o s m i c m i l l w i t h t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n 

and C h r i s t i a n symbols o f t h e s a c r e d b r e a d and wine o f t h e com­

munal m e a l , and p l a c e s them i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a c o s m i c 

s t a r s c a p e . 

C e l e s t i a l " w h i t e " t a k e s on a s i n i s t e r a s p e c t i n t h e n e x t 

s t a n z a , c o n n o t i n g f r o s t , w i n t e r and d e a t h as i n t h e " B a l l a d o f 

t h e M a r i Lwyd" where t h e p a l e M a r i i s a s s o c i a t e d b o t h w i t h 

d e a t h and l i f e , h o r r o r and s a n c t i t y . As W a t k i n s w r i t e s i n 

s t a n z a two: 

So d e a d l y w h i t e t h i s f r o s t 
I t k i l l s b o t h b i r d and mouse 
H i d where t h e swedes a r e t o s s e d 
I n t o an i r o n b a r n . 
Owls upon v e r m i n f e a s t . 

Here t h e d e s t r u c t i v e a s p e c t s o f w h i t e f r o s t a r e b r o u g h t t o ­

g e t h e r w i t h t h e p r e d a t o r y s i d e o f n a t u r e . W a t k i n s p r o c e e d s i n 

t h e n e x t s t a n z a t o speak o f t h o s e who d i e d as s o u l s who have 

r e u n i t e d w i t h " t h e i n a n e " i n t h e s e n s e o f t h e " i n f i n i t e s p a c e s " 

o f t h e h e a v e n s . T h e s e " d e a d " a r e now p a r t o f t h e " w h i t e m i l l -

s t r e a m " o f t h e m i l k y way: 

N o t h i n g now comes between 
The i n a n e and t h i s h a r d c r u s t 
C l o s e t o t h e r o o t s o f men 
As s h r o u d s a r e t o t h e i r d e a d . 
How p r e c i o u s now t h e l o s s 
Of s o u l s whose p r i n t l e s s t r e a d 
Where many f o o t p r i n t s c r o s s 
Takes t h e whole n i g h t on t r u s t . 

How f u l l t h e c l u s t e r e d s k y ! 
Beyond t h e u n c o u n t e d c r o p 
Of s t a r s I s t i l l d e s c r y 
Where t h e w h i t e m i l l s t r e a m r u n s 
G l i t t e r i n g i n g h o s t l y r a c e 
New m u l t i t u d e s o f s u n s , 
W h i l e h e r e g a l a c t i c s p a c e 
Hangs, l i k e a f r o z e n d r o p . (CA, pp. 78-80) 
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F a c e d w i t h t h e o v e r w h e l m i n g e n d l e s s n e s s o f t h e f r o z e n 

h e a v e n s , W a t k i n s s t a t e s t h a t t h e human f a c u l t i e s a r e numbed a t 

man's a p p a r e n t i n s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

The same u n e r r i n g w i l l 
T h a t c a l l e d c o n c e p t i o n f o r t h 

Now b i d s t h e b l o o d s t r e a m f r e e z e . 

In h i s d i r e c t c o n f r o n t a t i o n o f t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h e meaning-

l e s s n e s s o f human e n d e a v o r , W a t k i n s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y a man o f 

h i s t i m e h e r e . Y e t t h e poem's a p p r o a c h t o r e s o l u t i o n l i e s i n 

a t r a d i t i o n a l v i s i o n o f man p l a c e d w i t h i n t h e c o n f i n e s o f t i m e 

u n d e r t h e g u i d a n c e and c o n t r o l o f a b e n e f i c e n t power. The 

t u r n i n g p o i n t o f t h e poem comes i n s t a n z a s i x when t h e p o e t 

b e g i n s t o a c c e p t man's e a r t h b o u n d l i m i t a t i o n as n e c e s s a r y t o 

h i s s u s t e n a n c e and g r o w t h : 
Y e t men t o E a r t h a r e bound, 
To h e a t s f r o m w h i c h t h e y grew. 
They s i f t t h e s t a r s who pound 
The c o r n w i t h l e a v e n i n g y e a s t 
T i l l t h e whole b r e a d i s made; 
And p l e n t y crowns t h e i r f e a s t , 
Wine f r o m a c e l l a r ' s shade 
P r e s e r v i n g a l l t h a t ' s t r u e . 

The i m a g e r y i s s a c r a m e n t a l , h a v i n g b o t h p r e - C h r i s t i a n and 

C h r i s t i a n e u c h a r i s t i c o v e r t o n e s . We d i s c o v e r t h a t t h e c o s m i c 

m i l l g r i n d s o u t t h e s t a p l e s o f man's s p i r i t u a l n e e d — h i s 

" d a i l y b r e a d " and "wine." The b i b l i c a l symbols o f c o r n , l e a v ­

e n i n g y e a s t and b r e a d a r e drawn p r i n c i p a l l y f r o m C h r i s t ' s p a r ­

a b l e s o f t h e kingdom, and t h e b r e a d and wine f r o m t h e e v e n t o f 

the " l a s t s u p p e r . " W a t k i n s u n i t e s t h e metaphor o f t h e m i l l 

w i t h h i s C h r i s t i a n s y m b o l i s m by a r g u i n g t h a t t h o s e who a c c e p t 

t h e i r p l a c e on e a r t h by p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e p o u n d i n g o u t o f 

c o r n and making o f b r e a d f i n d t h a t t h e y a l s o " s i f t t h e s t a r s , " 



226 

t h a t i s , h a v e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o and c o m p r e h e n s i o n o f t h e l a r g e r 

o r d e r , s i n c e m i c r o c o s m and m acrocosm a r e u l t i m a t e l y r e l a t e d . 

I n t h e BBC f i l m , U n d e r a B r i g h t H e a v e n , W a t k i n s commented t h a t 

i n " B r e a d and t h e S t a r s " he w i s h e d t o c o n v e y t h e way i n w h i c h 

t h e "words o f t h e C h r i s t i a n g o s p e l o u t w e i g h a l l t h a t i s s p e c u ­

l a t i v e , " and t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h o s e w ords g i v e man a s s u r a n c e 

when l o o k i n g o u t i n t o t h e v a s t s p a c e s t h a t he i s " n o t i n s i g -
29 

n i f i c a n t . " I h a v e h i n t e d e a r l i e r t h a t W a t k i n s v i e w s t i m e 

f r o m t w o , n o n c o n t r a d i c t o r y p e r s p e c t i v e s : a s a n enemy t o be 

d e f e a t e d , a c o n d i t i o n o f r e s t r i c t i o n l e a d i n g t o d e a t h ; and as 

a c h a s t e n e r , r e f i n e r a nd p r o c e s s o r o f s o u l s . From t h e l a t t e r 

v i e w p o i n t t i m e i s t h e n e c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n b y w h i c h e t e r n i t y c a n 

be m e d i a t e d and known. I n t h i s poem t h e s e c o n d v i e w p r e v a i l s . 

The r e f e r e n c e t o " t h e e l e c t " i n s t a n z a s e v e n r e m i n d s me 

o f Vaughan's c h o s e n " b r i d e " who i s wed t o C h r i s t i n t h e " R i n g " 

o f e t e r n i t y i n "The W o r l d , " w h i c h c o n c l u d e s : " T h i s r i n g t h e 
30 

b r i d e - g r o o m d i d f o r none p r o v i d e / B u t f o r h i s b r i d e . " Wat­

k i n s w r i t e s : 

None n e e d l o o k f a r f o r p r o o f 
T h a t p a s s i o n b e a r s t h e s k y . 
The e l e c t , b e n e a t h t i m e ' s r o o f 
D r o p p i n g f r o m s t e a d f a s t e y e s 
The plummet o f t h e i r p e a c e , 
H o l d t o e a c h man t h a t d i e s 
A m e a s u r e o f i n c r e a s e , 
A cup t o j u d g e l i f e b y . (CA, p. 80) 

I do n o t b e l i e v e t h a t Vaughan's l a n g u a g e , any more t h a n W a t k i n s ' 

i s meant t o i m p l y a p r e d e t e r m i n i s t i c v i e w o f s a l v a t i o n i n t h e 

c r u d e r s e n s e . J u s t as t h e b r i d e i n Vaughan's poem r i s e s i n t o 

t h e " r i n g " b e c a u s e o f h e r a c t i v e c h o i c e o f " t r u e l i g h t " o v e r 

" d a r k n i g h t " ( s t a n z a 4 ) , so W a t k i n s ' s p e a k e r d e f i n e s t h e 
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" e l e c t , , b e n e a t h t i m e ' s r o o f " as t h o s e who have a c t i v e l y c h o s e n 

t o r e c e i v e t h e f r e e l y g i v e n b r e a d and cup, w h i c h t h e y now g i v e 

j u s t as f r e e l y t o " e a c h man t h a t d i e s . " He draws f o r t h t h e 

u n i v e r s a l meaning o f t h e communion f e a s t as God's s p i r i t u a l 

p r o v i s i o n f o r man's immediate need i n t i m e and p l a c e : 

B r e a d o f d e a r l i f e , and cup 
Or g l a s s made d u l l by b r e a t h , 
Those s p i n n i n g w o r l d s f a r up 
Whose f i e r y swarms r e c e d e , 
A l l c a n n o t match t h e w e i g h t 
Of y o u r immediate need, 
B r o u g h t on a m a n - f i r e d p l a t e 

To b r e a k h i s f a s t t o d e a t h . (CA, p. 81) 

W i t h a p l a y o f words on " c r u s t " s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Vaughan on 

t h e word " R i n g " i n "The W o r l d " ( i n d i c a t i n g b o t h t h e r i n g o f 

l i g h t and t h e m a r r i a g e r i n g o f t h e b r i d e ) , W a t k i n s r e v e a l s i n 

t h e l a s t s t a n z a t h a t t h e w i n t r y " h a r d c r u s t " o f f r o s t i s meta­

p h o r i c a l l y i d e n t i c a l w i t h t h e " c r u s t " o f s a c r a m e n t a l b r e a d . 

The s p e a k e r t u r n s f i n a l l y f r o m t h e v a s t and s o l i t a r y h eavens 

w h i c h h i s f i n i t u d e c a n n o t i n g e s t t o t h e more immediate r e a l i t y 

o f t h e " c r u s t " o f f r o s t ( r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e s a c r a m e n t a l b r e a d ) 

p l a c e d b e f o r e him: 

C l e a r n i g h t , g r e a t d i s t a n c e s , 
F a i t h , l i k e a p e s t l e , drums 
Your b a f f l i n g s i l e n c e s . 
H a r d t h o u g h t h e w i n t r y c r u s t , 
What t r u t h has man b u t l o a v e s ? 
B r e a d w i l l compel man's t r u s t , 
And n o t t h e s t a r r y g r o v e s : 
Wisdom i s h i d i n crumbs. (CA, p. 81) 

By t u r n i n g b a c k t o t i m e , W a t k i n s i s n o t r e j e c t i n g t h e i d e a t h a t 

man has a p l a c e i n t h e c o s m i c o r d e r , b u t a r g u i n g t h a t he must 

d i r e c t h i s a t t e n t i o n t o e a r t h and h i s s i t u a t i o n i n t h e immediate 

e n v i r o n m e n t b e f o r e he c a n a s c e n d t o t h e " b a f f l i n g s i l e n c e s " o f 

t h e s t a r s . F o r W a t k i n s , t h e symbols o f t h e C h r i s t i a n 
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e u c h a r i s t i c f e a s t p r o v i d e d a means o f r e a f f i r m i n g t h e v a l u e o f 

t i m e . 

Some o f W a t k i n s ' poems o f g r i e f f o r t h e d ead ( i n c l u d i n g 

Thomas) a r e s t r i k i n g l y l i k e Vaughan's e l e g i a c l y r i c s m o u r n i n g 

t h e d e a t h o f h i s b r o t h e r W i l l i a m , " J o y o f my l i f e ! w h i l e l e f t 

me h e r e , " " S i l e n c e , and s t e a l t h o f d a y s ! " and " I w a l k e d t h e 

o t h e r day t o spend my h o u r . " W a t k i n s ' " G r a v e s t o n e s " (LU, p. 

73), f o r i n s t a n c e , i d e n t i f i e s a f l o w e r ( t h e s u n f l o w e r o f t h e 

l a s t s t a n z a ) w i t h t h e l i f e o f " t h e d e a d " i n t h e same way 

Vaughan does i n " I w a l k e d . " Vaughan's s p e a k e r d i g s a r o u n d t h e 

r o o t s i n t h e s o i l where a " g a l l a n t f l o w e r " ( i d e n t i f i e d w i t h h i s 

l a t e b r o t h e r ) once f l o u r i s h e d , s e e k i n g i n n a t u r e f o r ' a n a p p r o ­

p r i a t e emblem o f t h e d e p a r t e d . U l t i m a t e l y , he t u r n s away from 

t h e "masques and shadows" o f n a t u r e t o seek h i s b r o t h e r ' s l i v ­

i n g s o u l " above" i n God. The poem c o n c l u d e s : 

And from t h i s c a r e , where dreams and s o r r o w s r e i g n 
L e a d me above 

Where l i g h t , j o y , l e i s u r e , and t r u e c o m f o r t s move 
W i t h o u t a l l p a i n , 

T h e r e , h i d i n t h e e , show me h i s l i f e a g a i n 
A t whose dumb u r n 

Thus a l l t h e y e a r I m o u r n . ^ 

W a t k i n s ' poem n o t o n l y employs a s i m i l a r v e r s e f o r m o f i a m b i c 

p e n t a m e t e r l i n e s a l t e r n a t i n g w i t h s h o r t e r i a m b i c l i n e s o f two 

and t h r e e f e e t , and s i m i l a r i m a g e r y o f r o o t e d p l a n t s and l i g h t , 

b u t t r a c e s t h e a s c e n t o f t h e d ead f r o m n a t u r e t o t h e i r t r a n s ­

c e n d e n t home. A t t h e end o f t h e poem he speaks o f t h e s o u l s o f 

t h e "meek" who a r e " b l e s t " as f o l l o w s : 

Y e t t h e y have l o v e r ' s e n d s , 
L o s e t o h o l d f a s t , as v i o l e t s r o o t i n f r o s t . 
W i t h s t r o n g e r hands 
I see them r i s e t h r o u g h a l l t h a t t h e y have l o s t . 
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I take a sunflower down, 
With l i g h t ' s f i r s t f a i t h persuaded and entwined. 
Break, buried dawn, 
For the dead l i v e , and I am of t h e i r k i n d . (LU, pp. 73-74) 

Both poems r e v e a l an intense i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h the dead, and 
dwell on the c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two realms of l i f e 
and death. 

I wish to look f i n a l l y at some ways i n which Watkins' use 
of nature lends i t s e l f to comparison w i t h that of Vaughan. In 
"Birds of Joy and Care," one of h i s many b i r d poems, he uses the 
way l a r k s , ptarmigans, and plovers w i l l s a c r i f i c e themselves to 
guard t h e i r young as a metaphor f o r C h r i s t i a n love. He a l s o 
develops t h i s theme i n "Art and the Ravens" (DB, p. 57) and 
"Means of P r o t e c t i o n " (F, p. 60). The t i t l e of the poem may be 
an echo of a l i n e from Vaughan's "The Timber" where that poet 
speaks approvingly of the man who has abandoned "vain joys and 
v a i n cares" (stanza 8). Watkins' poem, l i k e another by Vaughan, 
"The B i r d , " e x p l o i t s some of the p o s s i b l e analogies between the 
s p i r i t u a l , human and n a t u r a l orders. In both "Birds of Joy and 
Care" and "The B i r d , " f o r instance, the " b i r d s of joy" represent 
that part of the created order which f r e e l y celebrates God. 
Watkins contrasts the b i r d s to men whose songs a l l too o f t e n 
"Follow the fashion's guise." We may r e c a l l that i n Vaughan's 
"And do they so?", the seventeenth-century poet a l s o laments 
man's f a i l u r e to match the creatures and s e n t i e n t n a t u r a l things 
i n p r a i s e : 

I would I were a stone, or t r e e , 
Or flower by pedigree, 

Or some poor high-way herb, or spring 
To flow, or b i r d to sing!,. 9 
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I n "Man," he compares t h e " b i r d s l i k e w a t c h f u l c l o c k s " w h i c h 

a r e i n i n n a t e a n d i n s t i n c t u a l harmony w i t h t h e C r e a t o r t o 

" r e s t l e s s a n d i r r e g u l a r " man, who i s so made t h a t he c a n f i n d 

no r e s t i n t h e w o r l d u n t i l he r e t u r n s t o h i s " M a k e r . " The f i g ­

u r e o f S t . F r a n c i s i n W a t k i n s ' poem s e r v e s t o draw f o r t h t h i s 

same s e n s e t h a t man's e s s e n t i a l b u s i n e s s i s t o r e a l i g n h i m s e l f 

w i t h God. S t . F r a n c i s s p e a k s a t t h e poem's c l o s e : 

....'0 C h r i s t , h e a r me: 
Y o u r a n g e l s i n t h e c l o u d 
T a k e f r o m t h i s t r e e 
The h a r p t h e y p l a y t h a t g i v e s t h e s e w i n g s t h e i r symmetry. 

P l e d g e w i t h y o u r h e a v e n l y r i n g 
T h e s e b i r d s , by f a i t h made w i s e , 
T h a t t h o u g h t h e s o n g s men s i n g 
F o l l o w t h e f a s h i o n ' s g u i s e , 
They s t i l l may c l e a v e t o h e a v e n , a nd s i n g w i t h p r a i s i n g 

e y e s . ' ( L U , p. 76) 

The s a i n t p r a y s t o C h r i s t t h a t t h e b i r d s may c o n t i n u e t o be l i v ­

i n g s y m b o l s o f t h a t w h i c h man's a r t and l i f e s h o u l d b e — a s p o n ­

t a n e o u s and f r e e l y g i v e n a c t o f p r a i s e . He a s k s t h a t t h e y may 

c o n t i n u e t o make what t h e M e d i e v a l s c a l l e d t h e " n a t u r a l i s m u s i c a 

m u n d i . " 

"The T r i b u t a r y S e a s o n s " (CA, p. 70) i s one o f W a t k i n s ' 

many s e a s o n a l c e l e b r a t i o n s , m o v i n g f r o m autumn t o w i n t e r a n d 

summer, and t h e n b a c k a g a i n t o autumn t o make a c o m p l e t e 
33 

c i r c l e . The s e c t i o n on summer as " T h a t Eden s t a t e o f l a s t i n g 

t i m e . . . . " when men heap t h e i r " t r i b u t e s , b r e a d a n d w i n e . . . . " 

c o n c l u d e s w i t h a p a s s a g e r e m i n i s c e n t o f some o f Vaughan's 

more H e r m e t i c s t a t e m e n t s . "Time's k e y s " h e r e ( as we may r e c a l l 

t h r o u g h a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e Z a c c h a e u s poems) a r e t h e f l o a t i n g 

s e e d s o f t h e s y c a m o r e t r e e — t h e " k e y s " o r s e e d s t h a t u n l o c k t h e 

" y e a r ' s e t e r n a l f o r m s . " L i k e V a u g h a n , W a t k i n s i s a m y s t i c a l 
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p o e t i n h i s e n d l e s s f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h t h e h i d d e n and i n n e r l i f e 

o f t h i n g s : 

A t l a s t l a t e l e a v e s b r i g h t - c o l o u r e d b r i n g , 
T u r n i n g t i m e ' s k e y s , 
T h o s e f r u i t s f o r e s h a d o w e d by t h e S p r i n g . 
A c o r n s and n u t s r e s t o r e t h e i r t r e e s . 
As c e r t a i n j e w e l s h a v e t h e power  
To m a g n e t i z e and g u i d e t h e h o u r , 
So s e e d s b e f o r e o u r e y e s a r e s t r e w n 
F a s t h i d d e n i n t h e pod's c o c o o n . (CA, p. 72) ( i t a l i c s 

m i n e ) 

And l i k e h i s p r e d e c e s s o r , he a p p r o a c h e s t h e m y s t e r y o f g r o w t h 

f r o m w i t h i n t h e s e e d t h r o u g h t h e H e r m e t i c image o f m a g n e t i c 

s t o n e s o r j e w e l s t h a t " m a g n e t i z e and g u i d e t h e h o u r " f r o m w i t h ­

i n . We may r e c a l l t h a t V aughan u s e s t h e s y m b o l o f t h e l o d e -

s t o n e o r magnet s i m i l a r l y i n " C o c k - C r o w i n g " t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e 

b i r d , a C h r i s t i a n emblem o f r e s u r r e c t i o n , c a r r i e s w i t h i n i t ­

s e l f a " s e e d " o r a l c h e m i c a l " g r a i n " o f l i g h t t h a t draws i t s 

b e i n g t o t h e " F a t h e r o f l i g h t s " ( s e e James 1:17) l i k e a magnet 

t o d e n s e m e t a l : 

F a t h e r o f l i g h t s ! what s u n n y s e e d , 
What g l a n c e o f d a y h a s t t h o u c o n f i n e d 
I n t o t h i s b i r d ? To a l l t h e b r e e d 
T h i s b u s y r a y t h o u h a s t a s s i g n e d ; 

T h e i r m a g n e t i s m w o r k s a l l n i g h t , 
And dreams o f P a r a d i s e and l i g h t . ^ 

And T r a h e r n e t o o t a k e s up t h e s y m b o l o f t h e magnet i n "The 

F i r s t C e n t u r y " (2) where l o v e i s t h a t power w h i c h draws man t o 

God l i k e i r o n t o a l o d e s t o n e . 

A f i n a l s y m b o l f r o m n a t u r e u s e d b o t h by V a u ghan and W a t k i n s 

i s t h a t o f t h e w a t e r f a l l , i l l u s t r a t e d h e r e by Vaughan's "The 

W a t e r - f a l l " a nd W a t k i n s ' " W a t e r f a l l s " (A, p. 1 1 ) . B o t h p o e t s 

a r e i n t r i g u e d w i t h t h e m y s t i c a l e l e m e n t o f w a t e r , w h e t h e r i n t h e 

f o r m o f n a t u r a l s p r i n g , f o u n t a i n , f a l l o r s e a . W a t k i n s ' poem 
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i s a b o u t a r e t u r n t o a s c e n e o f e a r l y c h i l d h o o d , and c o n c e n ­

t r a t e s on an e x a c t p r e s e n t a t i o n o f remembered d e t a i l : 

A lways i n t h a t v a l l e y i n Wales I h e a r t h e n o i s e 
Of w a t e r s f a l l i n g . 

T h e r e i s a clump o f t r e e s 
We c l i m b e d f o r n u t s ; and h i g h i n t h e t r e e s t h e boys 

L o s t i n t h e r o o k e r y ' s c r i e s 
Would c r o s s , and b r a n c h e s c r a c k i n g u n d e r t h e i r 

k n ees 

Would b r e a k , and make i n t h e w i n t e r wood new g a p s . 

(A, p. 11) 

Vaughan's poem, on t h e o t h e r hand, d e v e l o p s a c o n s c i o u s l y t h e o ­

l o g i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n between w a t e r v i e w e d as a symbol o f human 

t r a n s i e n c e , and w a t e r s i g n i f y i n g t h e " F o u n t a i n s o f L i f e , " t h e 

e t e r n a l w e l l s p r i n g s i n C h r i s t . He w r i t e s : 

As t h i s l o u d b r o o k ' s i n c e s s a n t f a l l 
I n s t r e a m i n g r i n g s r e s t a g n a t e s a l l , 
Which r e a c h by c o u r s e t h e bank, and t h e n 
A r e no more s e e n , j u s t so p a s s men. 
0 my i n v i s i b l e e s t a t e , 
My g l o r i o u s l i b e r t y , s t i l l l a t e ! 
Thou a r t t h e c h a n n e l my s o u l s e e k s , 

Not t h i s w i t h c a t a r a c t s and c r e e k s . 

Vaughan ends by c h o o s i n g t h e s p i r i t u a l o v e r t h e n a t u r a l w a t e r ­

f a l l , w h i l e W a t k i n s s e t s up no s u c h d i c h o t o m y . Y e t he does 

a s s o c i a t e t h e memory o f " w a t e r s f a l l i n g " w i t h t h e i n e v i t a b l e 

p a s s i n g o f t i m e i n a way s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Vaughan. The poem 

s u c c e e d s i n c r e a t i n g an i n t e n s e n o s t a l g i a f o r what seems i r r e ­

c o v e r a b l y l o s t . 

I n "The R e p l i c a , " however, W a t k i n s e s t a b l i s h e s t h e w a t e r ­

f a l l c l e a r l y as a symbol n o t o n l y o f t r a n s i e n c e and l o s s , b u t 

o f t h a t i n n a t u r e w h i c h i s s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g and s e l f - r e n e w i n g , 

and h e n c e e m b l e m a t i c o f t h e C h r i s t i a n l i f e . I n s t a n z a two, he 

u s e s t h e w a t e r f a l l t o d e v e l o p h i s by now f a m i l i a r argument t h a t 

t h i n g s i n t i m e a r e " r e p l i c a s " o r p a t t e r n s o f t h e e t e r n a l w o r l d . 
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He u s e s t h e f o a l , as i n t h e o t h e r "mare and f o a l " poems, as 

" t h e p e r f e c t p a t t e r n " o f f o a l n e s s i n s t a n z a o n e , and r e b o r n man 

as t h e r e p l i c a o f C h r i s t i n s t a n z a t h r e e . The w a t e r f a l l b e ­

comes, p a r a d o x i c a l l y , a r e p l i c a o f b o t h man's t r a n s i e n c e and 

h i s t i m e l e s s n e s s , a s y m b o l o f c h a n g e w i t h i n a n a b i d i n g u n i t y : 

S u c h i s t h e w a t e r f a l l ; and t h o u g h we w a t c h i t 
F a l l i n g f r o m r o c k t o r o c k and a l w a y s c h a n g i n g , 
C a s t t o a w h i r l p o o l , p e n t by r o c k , p u r s u i n g 
A r e c k l e s s p a t h , h e a d l o n g i n r a d i a n t m i s t 
L e a p i n g w i t h i n t h e r o a r o f i t s own c h a i n s , 
We know i t l i v e s by b e i n g consumed, we know 
I t s v o i c e i s new and a n c i e n t , and i t s f o r c e 
F l i e s f r o m a s i n g l e i m p u l s e t h a t b e l i e v e s , 
N o t h i n g i s v a i n , t h o u g h a l l i s c a s t f o r s o r r o w . 
T h e r e hangs t h e image o f o u r l i f e , t h e r e f l i e s 
The image o f o u r t r a n s i e n c e . (CA, PP- 87-88) 

Vaughan t o o u s e s h i s " w a t e r - f a l l " i n a s i m i l a r l y c o m p l e x way 

when he s u g g e s t s t h a t w a t e r r u n s n o t m e r e l y t o i t s d e a t h , b u t 

b a c k t o i t s s o u r c e i n God. From t h i s p e r s p e c t i v e w a t e r becomes 

a " u s e f u l e l e m e n t and c l e a r " ( l i n e 23) l i k e t h e " F o u n t a i n s o f 

L i f e " t h a t go w i t h t h e Lamb o f J o h n ' s R e v e l a t i o n . He w r i t e s : 

D e a r s t r e a m ! d e a r b a n k , where o f t e n I 
Have s a t , and p l e a s e d my p e n s i v e e y e , 
Why, s i n c e e a c h d r o p o f t h y q u i c k s t o r e 
Runs t h i t h e r , whence i t f l o w e d b e f o r e , 
S h o u l d p o o r s o u l s f e a r a s h a d e o r n i g h t , 
Who came ( s u r e ) f r o m a s e a o f l i g h t 

F o r b o t h p o e t s , w a t e r f a l l s a r e what Vaughan c a l l s , " m y s t i c a l 

deep s t r e a m s ! / S u c h as d u l l man c a n n e v e r f i n d / U n l e s s t h e 
37 

s p i r i t l e a d h i s m i n d . . . . " 

T r a h e r n e , a p o e t a l s o o b s e s s e d w i t h t h e w h i t e n e s s o f i n n o ­

c e n c e , s p r i n g i n g f o u n t a i n s o f e v e r l a s t i n g l i f e , a n d w h i t e 

l i g h t , i s p e r h a p s c l o s e s t t o W a t k i n s among t h e s e v e n t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y r e l i g i o u s p o e t s i n t h e e s s e n t i a l c l a r i t y and s i m p l i c i t y 

o f h i s v i s i o n . W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e i d e n t i f i e d w i t h h i m as a 
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spokesman o f t h e n o n p r i e s t l y , p e r s o n a l m y s t i c a l t r a d i t i o n , as 

t h e s o n o f a H e r e f o r d shoemaker who r e m a i n e d u n i n f l u e n t i a l d u r ­

i n g h i s l i f e t i m e , and as a t h e o c e n t r i c p o e t i n s e a r c h o f t h e 

i n f i n i t e , t h e a b s o l u t e w i t h i n t h e s o u l o f man. W a t k i n s a l s o 

s h a r e s w i t h T r a h e r n e many o f t h e P l a t o n i c and N e o p l a t o n i c 

s o u r c e s m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r . T r a h e r n e 1 s s o u r c e s i n c l u d e P l a t o , 

P l o t i n u s , Hermes T r i s m e g i s t u s , A u g u s t i n e , F i c i n o , P i c o and t h e 
3 8 

Cambridge P l a t o n i s t s . B o t h t e x t u a l and e x t e r n a l e v i d e n c e 

i n d i c a t e n o t o n l y t h a t T r a h e r n e was f a m i l i a r w i t h t h e works o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y P l a t o n i s t s l i k e W h i c h c o t e , S m i t h , C u l v e r w e l , Cud-

w o r t h and More, b u t t h a t he k e p t n o t e b o o k s on F i c i n o and i n c o r ­

p o r a t e d i d e a s f r o m P i c o ' s O r a t i o de D i g n i t a t e H o m i n i s i n t o "The 
39 

F o u r t h C e n t u r y " o f h i s C e n t u r i e s o f M e d i t a t i o n s . I would 

a r g u e t h a t W a t k i n s most c l e a r l y a p p r o a c h e s T r a h e r n e i n h i s u s e 

o f an a b s t r a c t , i n t a n g i b l e v o c a b u l a r y w i t h many r e f e r e n c e s t o 

e t e r n i t y , l i g h t , t h e mind, t h e s o u l and so on, and i n h i s s e n s e 

o f c h i l d h o o d as a s t a t e o f o r i g i n a l w h o l e n e s s and p u r i t y . I n 

t h e pages t h a t r e m a i n , I s h a l l be d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h e s e l i k e n e s s e s 

by l o o k i n g a t some o f W a t k i n s ' poems on c h i l d h o o d and on h i s 

v e r s i o n o f what T r a h e r n e c a l l s t h e " k i n g l y " o r " r o y a l e s t a t e " 

o f man. 

One o f W a t k i n s ' poems from LU, " F i r s t J o y , " t a k e s up t h e 

theme o f t h e e s s e n t i a l j o y o f c h i l d h o o d i n a way s i m i l a r t o 

t h a t o f T r a h e r n e i n t h e C e n t u r i e s and poems. W a t k i n s ' u s e 

o f t h e c h i l d as a symbol o f i n n o c e n c e and p e r f e c t i o n c a n be 

t r a c e d t h r o u g h o u t h i s w o r k . ^ He r e f e r s s p e c i f i c a l l y t o T r a ­

h e r n e b e i n g w i t h Wordsworth one o f t h e g r e a t spokesmen f o r t h e 

s a n c t i t y o f c h i l d h o o d i n h i s F o r e w o r d t o The G o l d e n Age 
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and Dream Days by K e n n e t h Grahame. I n s e t t i n g up t e x t u a l 

c o m p a r i s o n s b e t w e e n W a t k i n s and T r a h e r n e , I s h a l l be d r a w i n g 

m a i n l y f r o m T r a h e r n e ' s C e n t u r i e s , w h i c h i t i s c e r t a i n t h a t Wat-
42 

k i n s knew, t h o u g h he w o u l d h a v e e n c o u n t e r e d t h e poems a l s o 

t h r o u g h H. J . S. G r i e r s o n ' s w e l l - k n o w n O x f o r d Book o f S e v e n ­

t e e n t h C e n t u r y V e r s e ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n P r e s s , 1 9 3 4 ) . G r i e r -

s o n ' s p i o n e e r a n t h o l o g y , M e t a p h y s i c a l L y r i c s a nd Poems o f t h e  

S e v e n t e e n t h C e n t u r y ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n P r e s s , 1 9 2 1 ) , c a u s e d 

q u i t e a s t i r when i t a p p e a r e d , b e i n g r e c o g n i z e d as i m p o r t a n t 

by Y e a t s and i n s p i r i n g E l i o t ' s i m p o r t a n t e s s a y , "The M e t a p h y s i ­

c a l P o e t s " i n S e l e c t e d E s s a y s , 1917-1932 (New Y o r k : H a r c o u r t 

B r a c e , 1 9 3 2 ) . 

The t i t l e o f W a t k i n s ' poem, " F i r s t J o y , " s u g g e s t s a n i m ­

p o r t a n t p a s s a g e i n T r a h e r n e f r o m "The T h i r d C e n t u r y " (2) where 

he d e s c r i b e s t h e " f i r s t l i g h t " o f i n f a n c y as f o l l o w s : 
A l l a p p e a r e d New, and S t r a n g e a t t h e f i r s t , i n e x p r e s s ­
i b l y r a r e , a nd D e l i g h t f u l l , a n d B e a u t i f u l l . I was a 
l i t t l e S t r a n g e r w h i c h a t my E n t r a n c e i n t o t h e W o r l d 
was S a l u t e d and S u r r o u n d e d w i t h i n n u m e r a b l e J o y s . 
My k n o w l e d g e was D i v i n e . I knew by I n t u i t i o n t h o s e 
t h i n g s w h i c h s i n c e my A p o s t a s i e , I C o l l e c t e d a g a i n , 
by t h e H i g h e s t R e a s o n . ^ 

He g o e s on i n t h a t m e d i t a t i o n ( w h i c h s o much r e s e m b l e s Words­

w o r t h ' s " I m m o r t a l i t y Ode") t o e m p h a s i z e how t h e " E s t a t e o f 

I n n o c e n c e , " man's l o s t E d e n , i s a c o n d i t i o n o f s p o n t a n e o u s 

p r a i s e : 

I saw a l l i n t h e P e a c e o f E d e n ; H e a v e n and E a r t h d i d 
s i n g my C r e a t o r s P r a i s e s a n d c o u l d n o t make more M e l o d y 
t o Adam, t h e n t o me. A l l Time was E t e r n i t y , a nd a P e r ­
p e t u a l S a b b a t h . I s i t n o t S t r a n g e , t h a t a n I n f a n t 
s h o u l d be H e i r o f t h e W o r l d , and see t h o s e M y s t e r i e s 
w h i c h t h e Books o f t h e L e a r n e d n e v e r u n f o l d ? ^ 

The a b o v e p a s s a g e s c o n t a i n most o f T r a h e r n e ' s c e n t r a l i d e a s on 
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c h i l d h o o d : t h e i n t u i t i v e n e s s o f o r i g i n a l p e r c e p t i o n , t h e P l a ­

t o n i c n o t i o n o f t h e s o u l ' s r e c o l l e c t i o n o f e t e r n i t y , and t h e 

s e n s e o f man's e v e n t u a l l o s s o f Eden t h r o u g h an " a p o s t a s i e " o r 

f a l l i n g away o f t h e s o u l i n a d u l t h o o d . I n 3.7 we r e c a l l t h a t 

he d e s c r i b e s t h i s a p o s t a s y as a n e c l i p s e o f t h e l i g h t . Though 

W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e f o u n d many o f t h e s e i d e a s e x p r e s s e d w i t h 

e q u a l power i n t h e R o m a n t i c p o e t s W o r d s w o r t h and B l a k e , i t i s 

c e r t a i n t h a t he a p p r e c i a t e d them h e r e e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e i r e a r ­

l i e r , more c o n s c i o u s l y t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t . I n W a t k i n s ' poem, 

" F i r s t J o y , " t h e p o e t " r e c o l l e c t s " c h i l d h o o d as a s t a t e where 

t i m e i s e t e r n i t y and a s t a t e o f p e r p e t u a l p r a i s e , a c o n d i t i o n 

where d e a t h i s i n c o n c e i v a b l e : 

F i r s t j o y t h r o u g h eye and l i m b 
S h o o t s u p w a r d . G r o u n d r o o t s d r i v e 
T h r o u g h shadow and c r u s t a s h e a t h . 
I p r a i s e God w i t h my b r e a t h 
As h a r e s l e a p , f i s h e s swim, 
And b e e s b r i n g h o n e y t o t h e h i v e . 

On t h e s a n d s , c h i l d r e n p i c k 
B r i g h t s h e l l s , who s t o p p i n g , know 
N o t h i n g o f E a r t h ' s w h i t e d e a d ; 
They r u n w i t h g r a c e f u l t h r e a d 
Of l i g h t , a nd a r e made q u i c k 

By e a r l i e r s t r e a m s t h a t s w e e t l i e r f l o w . ( L U , p. 13) 

W a t k i n s f o l l o w s t h o s e " e a r l i e r s t r e a m s " b a c k t o h i s g r a n d ­

f a t h e r ' s h o u s e i n C a r m a r t h e n i n " R e t u r n i n g t o G o l e u f r y n , " one 

o f h i s few d i r e c t l y a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l poems. The poem ( p u b ­

l i s h e d i n 1948) b e a r s t h e m a t i c and i m a g i s t i c s i m i l a r i t i e s t o 

Thomas' " F e r n H i l l " ( p u b l i s h e d i n 1946 i n D e a t h s and E n t r a n c e s ) 

i n i t s d r e a m l i k e r e c o l l e c t i o n o f c h i l d h o o d on a n i d y l l i c f a r m 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h E d e n , t h o u g h i t i s u n c e r t a i n w h i c h poem was 

w r i t t e n f i r s t : 
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R e t u r n i n g t o my g r a n d f a t h e r ' s h o u s e , a f t e r t h i s e x i l e 
From t h e c o r a c l e - r i v e r , l o n g l e f t w i t h a c o i n t o be g o o d , 
R e t u r n i n g w i t h h u s k s o f t h o s e v e n t u r i n g e a r s f o r f o o d 
To l o v e l y C a r m a r t h e n , I t o u c h and remember t h e t u r n s t i l e 
Of t h i s d e a t h - b o u n d r i v e r . . . . 

. . . . I t i s G o l e u f r y n , t h e h o u s e on t h e h i l l ; 
And p i c k i n g a c h i l d ' s p a t h i n a t u r n o f t h e Towy I meet 

t h e p r o d i g a l t o w n . ( L U , p. 15) 

" G o l e u f r y n " i s W e l s h f o r " H i l l o f L i g h t . " The w o r d " p r o d i g a l " 

i s a t r a n s f e r r e d e p i t h e t , s u g g e s t i n g t h e p r o d i g a l i t y o f t h e 

s p e a k e r h i m s e l f , who l i k e t h e p r o d i g a l s o n o f t h e p a r a b l e ( L u k e 

1 5 ) , s a t among t h e " h u s k s " w i t h s w i n e ( l i n e 3) b e f o r e r e t u r n i n g 

t o h i s f a t h e r ' s h o u s e . W a t k i n s has r e t u r n e d " a f t e r t h i s e x i l e 

/ From t h e c o r a c l e - r i v e r " t o v i e w a g a i n t h e p a r a d i s a l w o r l d o f 

h i s y o u t h . B i b l i c a l r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e h o u s e " s h u t , l i k e a book 

o f t h e P s a l m s " and a " s a l m o n " w h i c h "has s w a l l o w e d t h e t r i b u t e -

money" (2.7) g i v e n t o P e t e r i n t h e g o s p e l , r e i n f o r c e t h e p o e t ' s 

s e n s e o f t h e h o l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e p l a c e , and a l s o r e m i n d us 

o f Thomas' u s e o f b i b l i c a l i m a g e r y i n " F e r n H i l l . " The s u b s t i ­

t u t i o n o f v e r b a l f o r m s f o r a d j e c t i v e s as i n " v e n t u r i n g e a r s " 

a l s o s u g g e s t s Thomas' k i n d o f w o r d p l a y , t h o u g h b o t h p o e t s w e re 

c a p a b l e o f t h i s s o r t o f v e r b a l i n v e n t i v e n e s s . I n W a t k i n s ' poem, 

more t h a n i n Thomas', h o w e v e r , t h e p o e t a p p e a r s as a w i s t f u l 

o u t s i d e r , s h u t o u t f r o m b l i s s t h r o u g h what T r a h e r n e w o u l d c a l l 

h i s " a p o s t a s i e . " I n a l l t h r e e p o e t s , W a t k i n s , Thomas and T r a ­

h e r n e , t h i s d e f e c t i o n i s b r o u g h t a b o u t n o t s o much by " o r i g i n a l 

s i n " as by t h e i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f g r o w i n g u p , t h a t i s , by t i m e , 

and t h e c o r r u p t i n g i n f l u e n c e o f t h e a d u l t w o r l d , T r a h e r n e ' s 

" o u t w a r d Bondage o f O p i n i o n a n d C u s t o m " ( 3 . 8 ) . W a t k i n s as t h e 

r e t u r n i n g p r o d i g a l r e a l i z e s t h a t G o l e u f r y n i t s e l f , t h o u g h s t i l l 

r e t a i n i n g i t s c h i l d h o o d a s s o c i a t i o n s , i s s u b j e c t t o c o r r u p t i o n 
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and d e c a y : 

Y e t now I am l o s t , l o s t i n t h e w a t e r - w o u n d looms 
Where b r i e f , s q u a r e windows b r e a k on a g a r d e n ' s d e c a y . 
G o l d b u t t e r i s s h i n i n g , t h e t a b l e c l o t h s p e c k l e d w i t h 

c r u m b s . 
The k e t t l e t h r o b s . I n t h e c a l e n d e r h a r v e s t i s shown, 
S t a n d i n g i n s h e a v e s . 

The r e f e r e n c e t o t h e h a r v e s t " S t a n d i n g i n s h e a v e s , " l i k e T r a ­

h e r n e 's r e m a r k on h i s c h i l d h o o d v i s i o n o f t h e c o r n as " O r i e n t 

and I m m o r t a l Wheat, w h i c h n e v e r s h o u l d be r e a p e d , n o r was e v e r 
45 

sown" ( 3 . 3 ) , r e c a l l s t h e b i b l i c a l m e t a p h o r o f t h e h a r v e s t o f 

s o u l s i n t h e g o s p e l s and s u g g e s t s a t i m e l e s s f u l f i l l m e n t . The 

c l a r i t y o f W a t k i n s ' p a r a d i s a l v i s i o n h e r e i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f 

T r a h e r n e , a l o n g w i t h h i s s e n s e o f t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f s u s t a i n i n g 

i t i n t o a d u l t h o o d . I n t h e l a s t l i n e s he s t a t e s t h a t he w o u l d 

n o t r e n o u n c e t h e e x p e r i e n c e s a n d p e o p l e ( " s o u l s " ) he h a s known 

i n t i m e , t o r e g a i n h i s e a r l i e r i n n o c e n c e . The i m p l i c a t i o n i s 

c l e a r l y t h e B l a k e a n one t h a t a p e r s o n c a n n o t r e g a i n " I n n o c e n c e " 

w i t h o u t p a s s i n g t h r o u g h " E x p e r i e n c e . " He a s k s , 
W h i c h way w o u l d I do y o u wrong? 

Low, c r u m b l i n g d o o r w a y o f t h e i n f i r m t o t h e m a n s i o n s o f 
e v e n i n g , 

And p o o r , s h r u n k e n f u r r o w where t h e p o t a t o e s a r e sown, 
I s h a l l n o t unnumber one s o u l I h a v e s t o o d w i t h and known 
To r e g a i n y o u r s t a r s s t r u c k by h o r s e s , y o u r s o n s o f God 

b r e a k i n g i n s o n g . ( L U , p. 16) 

The poem " S e r e n a , " c e l e b r a t i n g t h e b i r t h o f W a t k i n s ' s o n 

T r i s t a n , p r e s e n t s i n f a n c y as a s t a t e o f s p i r i t u a l w h o l e n e s s . 

L i k e T r a h e r n e , he a s s o c i a t e s c h i l d h o o d w i t h l i g h t — t h e p r i m a l 

l i g h t o f t h e L o g o s t h a t " s h i n e s i n d a r k n e s s " o f t h e o p e n i n g o f 

J o h n ' s g o s p e l : 

The c r a d l e s t i r s . 
T h e r e l i f e , t h e r e i n n o c e n c e , t h e r e t h e m i r a c l e s h i n e s . 
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O l d , he i s o l d : 
L i f e ' s e a r l i e s t w o r d , t h e f i r s t . L i g h t h a s c r e a t e d h i m 
Out o f i n s c r u t a b l e d e e p s . (CA, p. 45) 

The i n f a n t , e n s c o n c e d s a f e l y i n " c a l m , " s a i l s a c r o s s t h e m y t h -
46 

i c a l w a t e r s o f c h a o s i n t o t i m e l i k e a m i n i a t u r e Noah: 

The s o u r c e o f t i m e 
S t i l l b i n d s t h e f l y i n g g a l a x i e s t o r o c k . 
N o t h i n g s h a l l c h a n g e 
The d i a m o n d f i x e d b e t w e e n v i n e - m a s t e d Noah 
And t h e f i r s t d e l u g e d r o p . 
He w i l l be c a l m 
I n t h e f i r s t c a l m t h a t g l i t t e r e d b e f o r e k n o w l e d g e . 
N o t h i n g s h a l l c h a n g e 
The Primum M o b i l e ' s e f f e c t u a l m u s i c 
P l a n t e d w i t h i n t h e b r e a s t . 
He w i l l be c a l m , 
Not t h r o u g h a r e a s o n known t o man, n o r f a v o u r , 
B u t t h r o u g h t h a t g i f t 
The f i r s t C ause l e f t , p r i n t i n g u p o n h i s f o r e h e a d 
The w o r d " S e r e n a " . (CA, pp. 46-47) 

The r e f e r e n c e t o " v i n e - m a s t e d Noah" i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y t y p o l o g i ­

c a l , b e i n g b o t h a n a l l u s i o n t o Noah, k e e p e r o f v i n e s i n t h e O l d 

T e s t a m e n t , and C h r i s t , t h e t r u e v i n e o f I s r a e l , hung f r o m a 

m a s t - l i k e v i n e o r t r e e — t h e c r o s s . The i m p r i n t o f t h e " F i r s t 

C a u s e " i n t h e f o r e h e a d o f t h e c h i l d i n d i c a t e s t h a t e a c h s o u l 

i s a p r i m o r d i a l b e i n g whose m i n d and s o u l m i r r o r t h e e t e r n a l . 

W a t k i n s , l i k e T r a h e r n e , d e v e l o p s h i s P l a t o n i c i d e a s i n a C h r i s ­

t i a n c o n t e x t . He s u g g e s t s h e r e t h a t t h e A r i s t o t e l i a n • 

and M e d i e v a l "Primum M o b i l e " o r " f i r s t moved" t h a t g e n e r a t e s 

t h e m u s i c o f t h e s p h e r e s d w e l l s i n w a r d l y i n t h e " b r e a s t " o f t h e 

c h i l d . T h i s s e n s e t h a t e a c h s o u l i s a w o r l d , a s p h e r e o r a 

r e p l i c a t i o n o f e t e r n i t y i s one o f T r a h e r n e ' s most p o w e r f u l and 

a l l - p e r v a s i v e t h emes. He w r i t e s i n "The S e c o n d C e n t u r y " ( 2 3 ) , 

f o r i n s t a n c e , t h a t , 
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Man i s made i n t h e Image o f God, and t h e r e f o r e i s a 
M i r r o r a n d R e p r e s e n t a t i v o f H i m . ^ 

And he s p e a k s i n t h e poem " I n n o c e n c e " o f how t h e s o u l i s "A 
48 

l i t t l e Adam i n a S p h e r e . " S i m i l a r l y , W a t k i n s 1 n o t i o n i n 

" S e r e n a " t h a t t h e p u r e image o f God p l a n t e d w i t h i n t h e s o u l i s 

p a r a d i s e i s c e n t r a l t o h i s r e l i g i o u s v i s i o n . I t d e t e r m i n e s h i s 

b e l i e f t h a t t h e image o f God i n man's c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s h i s most 

i n n a t e a n d f u n d a m e n t a l " I d e a " i n b o t h t h e J u n g i a n a n d P l a t o n i c 

s e n s e . I n " F o r a C h r i s t e n i n g " (CA, p. 8 4 ) , W a t k i n s u s e s t r a ­

h e r n e ' s image o f t h e s o u l as s p h e r e as e x p r e s s e d i n "The S e c o n d 

C e n t u r y " (80) where he w r i t e s : 
....my S o u l i s a n I n f i n i t e S p h e r e i n a C e n t r e . . . 

God h a t h made y o u r S p i r i t a C e n t r e i n E t e r n i t y Compre­
h e n d i n g a l l . . . ' , 

The i d e a o f t h e s o u l as s p h e r e c a n be t r a c e d t o P l a t o n i c a n d 

N e o p l a t o n i c s o u r c e s ( s e e K e i t h C r i t c h l o w ' s The S o u l as S p h e r e  

and A n d r o g y n e , G o l g o n o o z a P r e s s , 1980) a n d has b e e n a p a r t o f 

C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c i s m t h r o u g h o u t t h e c e n t u r i e s . S e t t i n g t h e above 

p a s s a g e a g a i n s t t h e f i f t h s t a n z a o f W a t k i n s ' poem where he 

d e s c r i b e s t h e c h r i s t e n i n g o f a c h i l d , t h e p a r a l l e l i s o b v i o u s i n 

b o t h c o n c e p t and s y m b o l c h o s e n : 

W o r s h i p p e r s h e r e , 
We a r e come t o see t h a t p r i s m [ t h e s u n ' s ] 
Take f i r e , w here C h r i s t ' s own t e a r 
I n y o u r b a p t i s m 
C o n s e c r a t e s , f i r s t e a c h d r o p , t h e n a l l t h e s p h e r e . 

(CA, p. 84) 

I n " E a r t h - D r e s s " (BML, p. 45) and "The I m m o r t a l i n N a t u r e " 

(CA, p. 5 3 ) , W a t k i n s d e v e l o p s h i s s e n s e o f what T r a h e r n e c a l l s 

" t h e R o y a l E s t a t e " o f m a n — t h e i d e a ( d e r i v e d i n p a r t f r o m t h e 

book o f R e v e l a t i o n ) t h a t man a t h i s i n n e r m o s t c e n t r e i s e n ­

t h r o n e d w i t h God i n d i v i n e m a j e s t y . I n "The F o u r t h C e n t u r y " 
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( 7 1-72) T r a h e r n e w r i t e s , "To s i t i n t h e T h r o n e o f God i s t o 

i n h a b i t E t e r n i t y . T h i s l o s t image o f man as k i n g o r p r i n c e 

a t t h e c e n t r e o f c r e a t i o n , T r a h e r n e a r g u e s , has b e e n h i d d e n 

f r o m man by h i s " a p o s t a s i e " ; y e t i t i s p o s s i b l e f o r h i m t o r e ­

c o v e r i t . I n " T h a n k s g i v i n g s f o r t h e Body," f o r e x a m p l e , he 

d e s c r i b e s t h e s o u l ' s " R e g e n t L i f e . . . . T h a t makes o u r c e n t r e 

e q u a l t o t h e H e a v e n s , " ^ and i n "The F i r s t C e n t u r y " he p r o m i s e s 

t o u n f o l d t h e s e n s e i n w h i c h man c a n d i s c o v e r h i m s e l f as " h e i r 
5? 

o f t h e w o r l d . " I n "The S e c o n d C e n t u r y " ( 9 2 ) , he d e v e l o p s t h e 

theme t h a t man's i n t e r i o r b e i n g opens o u t i n t o t i m e l e s s n e s s , 

m a r v e l l i n g a t " t h e u n s e a r c h a b l e E x t e n t and i l l i m i t e d G r e a t n e s s 

o f e a c h s o u l . " 5 3 And he w r i t e s i n "The T h i r d C e n t u r y " (46) 

t h a t h i s " S t u d y o f F e l i c i t y " h a s e n a b l e d h i m t o r e g a i n t h e 

" k i n g l y l i f e " o f e t e r n i t y w h i l e s t i l l i n t i m e : 
So t h a t t h r o u g h H i s [ G o d ' s ] b l e s s i n g I l i v a f r e e and 
a K i n g l y L i f e , as i f t h e W o r l d were t u r n e d a g a i n i n t o 
E d e n , o r much more, as i t i s t h i s D a y . ^ 

W a t k i n s u s e s a s i m i l a r n o t i o n i n " E a r t h - D r e s s , " r e l a t i n g i t t o 

B l a k e ' s c o n c e p t o f s p i r i t u a l o r " f o u r f o l d man" ( 1 . 1 0 ) . H e r e , 

l i k e T r a h e r n e , he a s s o c i a t e s r e g e n e r a t e d man w i t h s y m b o l s o f 

r o y a l t y and k i n g s h i p : 

B u t t h e s p i r i t i s l o y a l 
To w h a t , b e f o r e t i m e s t o o d , 
Was s i n g l e and r o y a l , 

A l o n e i n m u l t i t u d e . (BML, p. 45) 

T r a h e r n e a l s o e m p h a s i z e s t h e s i n g l e n e s s o f t h e s o u l i n i t s p r i s ­

t i n e s t a t e , and t h e s o l i t a r i n e s s i t must e n d u r e i n q u e s t o f 

p e r f e c t i o n when he w r i t e s i n "The F o u r t h C e n t u r y " ( 1 3 ) : 
A man t h a t s t u d i e s H a p p i n e s s must s i t a l o n e l i k e a 
S p a r r o w u p o n t h e h o u s e Top, and l i k e a P e l i c a n i n t h e 
W i l d e r n e s s . ^ 
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Again in "The Immortal in Nature" Watkins speaks like Traherne 
of nature's royal estate; for with his predecessor he believes 
that nature, like man, has a timeless core encompassed by eter­
nity : 

Where time is not, a l l nature is undone, 
For nature grows in grandeur of decay. 
These royal colours that the leaves put on 
Mark the year living in his kingly way; 
Yet, when he dies, not he but time is gone. (CA, p. 5 3 ) 

I would argue, in fact, that i t is in Watkins' constant recur­
rence to the idea of a timeless paradise—partly attainable in 
and through time—that he most resembles this most mystical of 
the seventeenth-century poets discussed. 

In summary, I wish to suggest that Watkins is not only a 
metaphysical poet, but a theological one in the sense that his 
imagination expresses i t s e l f within the symbols and paradigms 
of a traditionally theistic, Christological view of the world. 
By his own definition in his prose, he sets up "theological" 
poetry (like that found in the book of Job) as his ideal: 

Poetry is really closer to theology [than to philosophy]. 
The Book of Job is f u l l of theology, and i t is f u l l of 
contradictions, the clash of imagination with greater 
imagination, the journey of integrity through the dark 
night of the soul, the equating of arrogance and humil­
ity, the reconciliation of opposites through the un­
known dimensions of forgiveness and love. This is po-
e t r y . 5 6 

He is arguing here that poetry (which is akin to theology in 
its use of myth and symbol) is distinct from philosophy in 
its full-bodied expression of the complexities of l i f e , the 
Yeatsian "clash of opposites," and in i t s f u l l inclusion of the 
human condition with a l l i t s contradictions and paradoxes. He 
is speaking of a theology of universal poetic symbols within a 
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m e a n i n g f u l c o n t e x t o f b e l i e f , r a t h e r t h a n a t h e o l o g y b a s e d on 

p u r e l y r a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

Though poems l i k e "The S t r a n g l e d P r a y e r " and "Dust i n t h e 

B a l a n c e " a d d r e s s t h e i s s u e e x p l o r e d i n J o b o f man's s p i r i t u a l 

dilemma, and t h o u g h W a t k i n s was d e e p l y moved by t h e s t r u g g l e s 

o f t h e C h r i s t i a n e x i s t e n t i a l i s t , K i e r k e g a a r d , more o f t e n h i s 

poems move t o w a r d t h e moment o f r e l e a s e f r o m t e n s i o n and c o n ­

f l i c t when t h e s o u l , a l m o s t u n e x p e c t e d l y , e n t e r s on t h e b o r d e r s 

o f p a r a d i s e . I n terms o f t h e a b o v e - c i t e d s t a t e m e n t on p o e t i c 

t h e o l o g y , W a t k i n s ' d e e p e s t c o n c e r n i s w i t h what he c a l l s " t h e 

unknown d i m e n s i o n s o f f o r g i v e n e s s and l o v e . " He s t a n d s as one 

o f t h e few modern p o e t s c o n c e r n e d w i t h " c o n v e r s i n g w i t h P a r a ­

d i s e " i n any a u t h e n t i c s e n s e . When s p e a k i n g o f r e l i g i o u s 

a u t h e n t i c i t y h e r e I mean t h a t W a t k i n s ' C h r i s t i a n symbols a r e 

n o t m e r e l y a r b i t r a r y c o u n t e r s o f h i s i m a g i n a t i o n , b u t r e f l e c t 

h i s d e e p e s t g r a s p o f t h e v e r y s t r u c t u r e o f t h e w o r l d . Rosemond 

Tuve, i n h e r s t u d y o f H e r b e r t d i s t i n g u i s h e s H e r b e r t ' s u s e o f 

r e l i g i o u s symbols f r o m t h a t o f many o f t h e moderns: 

Not o n l y a c c e p t a n c e o f u n i v e r s a l m e a n i n g f u l n e s s b u t 
s y s t e m a t i c c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s between m e a n i n g s — t h e s e a r e 
b a s i c a s s u m p t i o n s r e g a r d i n g t h e n a t u r e o f r e a l i t y w h i c h 
u n d e r l i e a l l w r i t i n g o r o t h e r a r t s i n t h e s y m b o l i c a l 
mode.... 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , a l t h o u g h t h e r e a r e many s u c h p a t t e r n s 
o f s y m b o l s , i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o b e l i e v e w h a t e v e r s e t 
b e l o n g s t o u s . One d e s p e r a t e modern s u b s t i t u t e f o r 
b e l i e f — i n v e s t i g a t i n g and c o m p a r i n g t h e v a r i o u s s e t s 
o f m e a n i n g f u l s y m b o l s , and t h e n d r e s s i n g o u r s e l v e s up 
w i t h a s e t we f i n d " i n t e r e s t i n g " — i s j u s t a n o t h e r f o r m 
o f t h e d e s c r i p t i v e , c r i t i c a l , r a t i o n a l i s t i c a p p r o a c h 
t o what i s r e a l . ^ y 

W a t k i n s " b e l i e v e s i n " h i s s y m b o l s , t h a t i s , i n t h e r e a l i t i e s t o 

w h i c h t h e y r e f e r , i n t h e manner o f a H e r b e r t o r a Vaughan o r 

T r a h e r n e , and i s u n l i k e t h o s e among t h e modern w r i t e r s who 
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do not. His r e l a t i o n to the o l d e r w r i t e r s , then, i s not merely 
a matter of l i t e r a r y i n f l u e n c e , but a sharing of a s i m i l a r r e ­
l i g i o u s outlook which a t t r a c t e d him n a t u r a l l y to the k i n d of 
meditative s t r u c t u r e s , b i b l i c a l symbols and t h e o l o g i c a l i n ­
s i g h t s w i t h which they f e l t at home. 

" C h r i s t and Charon" i s a f i n e example of a r e l i g i o u s son­
net on the theme of the soul's release and entry i n t o paradise 
that shows Watkins handling C h r i s t i a n , Dantesque symbolism and 
Greek myth i n h i s own unique way. Through the C h r i s t f i g u r e or 
C h r i s t i a n soul who i s the speaker of the poem, Watkins captures 
the moment of t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n i n which t e r r o r opens out i n t o 
s a n c t i t y . The phrase "mutual f o r g i v e n e s s " ( l i n e 7 ) i s one used 
fr e q u e n t l y by Blake i n the "Prophetic Books" to i n d i c a t e a con-

5 8 

d i t i o n of human freedom and s p i r i t u a l attainment. The land­
scape i s Dantesque (see Inferno, Canto I I I ) and u l t i m a t e l y V i r -
g i l i a n (Aeneid, Book V I ) , but the tone i s that of a seventeenth-
century meditation on the overwhelming and unexpected g i f t of 
d i v i n e grace. I c i t e the poem i n i t s e n t i r e t y to i l l u s t r a t e 
Watkins working with t r a d i t i o n a l m a t e r i a l i n a f r e s h manner: 

A f t e r more t e r r o r s than the sea has waves ' 
Where v u l t u r e s black beyond redemption stood 
C i r c l i n g the boatman f o r h i s t i t h e of blood 
Guiding to H e l l h i s boat's e t e r n a l s l a v e s , 
I l e f t that nightmare shore, and woke to naves 
Of daybreak; there men walked i n brotherhood, 
Mutual f o r g i v e n e s s , love; t h e i r speech was good, 
Being governed by the music of t h e i r graves. 
Then death's rank odour changed to scented balm, 
The sweat of horror to a holy gum, 
F i e r c e lamentations to that l i v i n g psalm; 
There stood a c r a d l e where time's waves were dumb 
Above which angels sighed: 'Your l i f e i s come'; 
And every s i g h a ship destined to calm. (CA, p. 5 7 ) 

L e s l i e N o r r i s detects v e r b a l echoes of F. T. Prince's poem, 
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" C a m p a n e l l a , " i n " C h r i s t and C h a r o n . " Y e t he i s f o r c e d t o 

p o i n t o u t t h a t , t h o u g h s i m i l a r i n theme, t h e two poems d i f f e r 

r a d i c a l l y i n t h e i r c o n c l u s i o n s . W a t k i n s ' s p e a k e r t u r n s t o t h e 

" c r a d l e " o f B e t h l e h e m (an image o f man's s p i r i t u a l r e b i r t h ) f o r 

r e s o l u t i o n , w h i l e P r i n c e ' s h e r o r e t r e a t s i n t o s e l f - i r o n y and 

doubt c o n c e r n i n g h i s momentary hope f o r " a b j e c t government r e -
6 0 

b o r n i n b r o t h e r h o o d . " 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t W a t k i n s ' t h e o l o g i c a l g r o u n d l e n d s h i s 

work a s p i r i t o f a c h i e v e d s e r e n i t y and " c a l m . " Y e t u n l i k e H e r ­

b e r t , who spoke o u t o f t h e r o l e o f p r i e s t t o a w e l l - d e f i n e d 

C h r i s t i a n f l o c k i n a C h r i s t i a n age ( s e e t h e poems " A a r o n " and 

"The C o l l a r " f r o m The Temple as w e l l as A P r i e s t t o t h e Temple, 

o r t h e C o u n t r y P a r s o n ) , W a t k i n s as a t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y p o e t , 

f a c e d t h e p r o b l e m s h a r e d by E l i o t , J o n e s and o t h e r s o f t h e ab­

sen c e o f a c o h e s i v e C h r i s t i a n community and t h e l a c k o f a 

s h a r e d b a s i s o f b e l i e f i n h i s a u d i e n c e . I n s p i t e o f t h i s l i m i ­

t a t i o n , we have s e e n t h a t he w r i t e s p u r e l y d e v o t i o n a l poems i n 

r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n . 

I would a r g u e a l s o t h a t he s u c c e e d s i n p r o d u c i n g r e l i g i o u s 

p o e t r y i n t h e b r o a d e r s e n s e E l i o t u s e s i n " R e l i g i o n and L i t e r a ­

t u r e " when he d i s t i n g u i s h e s between r e l i g i o u s v e r s e o f a r e ­

s t r i c t e d s u b j e c t m a t t e r t h a t i s s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y d e v o t i o n a l , 

and p o e t r y t h a t i s u n c o n s c i o u s l y r e l i g i o u s b e c a u s e i t t r e a t s 

" t h e whole s u b j e c t m a t t e r o f p o e t r y i n a r e l i g i o u s s p i r i t . " ^ 1 " 

He w r i t e s : 
What I want i s a l i t e r a t u r e w h i c h s h o u l d be u n c o n s c i o u s l y , 
r a t h e r t h a n d e l i b e r a t e l y and d e f i a n t l y C h r i s t i a n . ^ 

I n many o f W a t k i n s ' b e s t r e l i g i o u s poems, t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
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C h r i s t i a n s y m b o l s a r e s o i n f u s e d w i t h h i s e x p e r i e n c e t h a t one 

i s n o t i m m e d i a t e l y c o n s c i o u s o f a " r e l i g i o u s " o r s a c r a m e n t a l 

o u t l o o k . T h i s i s e v i d e n t i n a n e a r l y poem, "The M o t h e r and 

C h i l d " (BML, p. 64) where t h e "Madonna and c h i l d " theme r e m a i n s 

i m p l i c i t i n t h e i m a g e r y o f t h e n a t u r a l r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e 

p o e t ' s w i f e and h i s i n f a n t . An i m p l i c i t l y r e l i g i o u s o u t l o o k i s 

p r e s e n t i n a l a t e r e l e g i a c poem f o r Thomas, "The Snow C u r l e w " 

( F , p. 5 9 ) , where a s a c r a m e n t a l a t t i t u d e t o w a r d n a t u r e i s c o n ­

v e y e d i n d i r e c t l y t h r o u g h t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n and j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f 

i m a g e s — t h e w h i t e " m a n u s c r i p t o f snow," t h e c u r l e w ' s c r y , and 

t h e p o e t ' s e f f o r t t o l i g h t a f i r e on t h e b e a c h . The poem i s 

a b o u t t i m e s o f s p i r i t u a l and a r t i s t i c a r i d i t y , b u t r e s o n a t e s 

w i t h t h e p o t e n t i a l i t y o f r e n e w a l t h r o u g h i t s s u b t l e h a n d l i n g 

o f i m a g e r y and t o n e . "The M a r e , " f r o m CA, o s t e n s i b l y a poem 

d e s c r i b i n g a p r e g n a n t mare a s l e e p on t h e g r a s s , c o n v e y s a s e n s e 

o f t h e f r a g i l i t y a n d h o l i n e s s o f u n b o r n l i f e , t h e b e a u t y o f 

c r e a t e d t h i n g s . The h o r s e image c a r r i e s w i t h i t h e r e i t s a n ­

c i e n t C e l t i c , m y t h i c a l u n d e r t o n e s t o become a s y m b o l o f t h e 

f e m i n i n e , c r e a t i v e p r i n c i p l e : 

H e r body [ t h e m a r e ' s ] i s u t t e r l y g i v e n t o t h e l i g h t , 
s u r r e n d e r e d i n p e r f e c t a b a n d o n 

To t h e h e a v e n a b o v e h e r shadow, s t i l l a s h e r f i r s t - b o r n 
d a y . 

S o f t l y t h e w i n d r u n s o v e r h e r . . . . 

Do n o t p a s s h e r t o o c l o s e . I t i s e a s y t o b r e a k t h e c i r c l e 
And l o s e t h a t i n d o l e n t f u l l n e s s r o u n d e d u n d e r t h e r a y 
F a l l i n g on l i g h t - e a r e d g r a s s e s y o u r f o o t s t e p must n o t 

y e t wake. 
I t i s e a s y t o d a r k e n t h e s u n o f h e r u n b o r n f o a l a t p l a y . 

(CA, p. 24) 

The i m a g e r y o f l i g h t a n d c i r c u l a r i t y ( i n t h e f u l l h o r i z o n , t h e 

mare's f u l l b e l l y , a n d t h e i m a g i n a r y c i r c l e d r a w n a r o u n d h e r 



247 

by t h e s p e a k e r ) c o n v e y s a s e n s e o f t h e c o n d i t i o n o f p e r f e c t , 

b u t p r e c a r i o u s l y m a i n t a i n e d w h o l e n e s s i n w h i c h t h e mare r e ­

s i d e s . W i t h o u t s t r a i n i n g f o r s y m b o l i c e f f e c t , t h e poem c r e a t e s 

a s e n s e o f an u n f a l l e n , p a r a d i s a l c o n d i t i o n . 

Though b a s i c a l l y a p o e t o f a f f i r m a t i v e v i s i o n , W a t k i n s ' 

s e n s e o f s p i r i t u a l a l i e n a t i o n f r o m t h e m a j o r i t y o f h i s contem­

p o r a r i e s may e x p l a i n why he was so c o n c e r n e d t o c o n s t r u c t o u t 

o f t r a d i t i o n and t h e p o e t r y o f t h e p a s t a s e n s e o f a t i m e l e s s 

community o f p o e t s . I n t u r n i n g t o t h e more r e l i g i o u s and mys­

t i c a l o f t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p o e t s f o r s u p p o r t , a f f i r m a t i o n 

and i n s p i r a t i o n , I would a r g u e t h a t he i s n o t m e r e l y b a c k w a r d -

l o o k i n g , o r " t r a d i t i o n a l " i n t h e p e j o r a t i v e s e n s e . E l i o t p i n ­

p o i n t s t h e way i n w h i c h t h e d e s i r e f o r t r a d i t i o n c a n be p o e t ­

i c a l l y damaging i n A f t e r S t r a n g e Gods when he w r i t e s t h a t one 

o f t h e d a n g e r s i s , 

t o a s s o c i a t e t r a d i t i o n w i t h t h e immovable; t o t h i n k o f 
i t as s o m e t h i n g h o s t i l e t o a l l change; t o aim t o r e t u r n 
t o some p r e v i o u s c o n d i t i o n w h i c h we i m a g i n e as h a v i n g 
been c a p a b l e o f p r e s e r v a t i o n i n p e r p e t u i t y , i n s t e a d o f 
a i m i n g t o s t i m u l a t e t h e l i f e w h i c h p r o d u c e d t h a t c o n d i ­
t i o n i n i t s t i m e . £ 2 

T h a t W a t k i n s s e i z e s t h e v i t a l a s p e c t s o f t h e p a s t t o remake 

them i n terms o f t h e p r e s e n t i n many o f h i s p r a y e r - l i k e and 

m e d i t a t i v e poems has been p a r t i a l l y d e m o n s t r a t e d i n t h i s c h a p ­

t e r . L i k e Vaughan and T r a h e r n e e s p e c i a l l y : , he r e s t r i c t s t h e 

r a n g e , b u t n o t t h e d e p t h o f p o e t r y , i n t e g r a t i n g h i s p o e t i c i n ­

f l u e n c e s i n t o h i s own u n i q u e v i s i o n . As i n " C h r i s t and C h a r o n , " 

he u t i l i z e s t h e C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n i n an i n d i v i d u a l manner and 

s p e a k s i n a p o e t i c i d i o m t h a t i s d e c i d e d l y o f h i s own t i m e . 

A p a s s a g e f r o m P a r t Two o f " O r b i t s , " ("The R e v o l u t i o n o f t h e 
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H e a r t " ) s h o u l d s u f f i c e t o d e m o n s t r a t e h i s a b i l i t y t o u n i t e 

t h e p a s t (Rome a t t h e t i m e o f t h e third - c e n t u r y C h r i s t i a n p e r ­

s e c u t i o n s d e s c r i b e d i n P a r t One, "The C o l o s s e u m a n d t h e O u t e r 

S p a c e s " ) a nd t h e p r e s e n t , t h e a n c i e n t and t h e modern: 

I s t h e r e a h e a r t i n s p a c e ? I s h e a v e n ' s w i d e s p a n 
K i n d l y d i s p o s e d t o man, 
M a s s i n g new s a t e l l i t e s on t h e d y n a m i c s l o p e 
Of h i s f a r - t r a v e l l i n g h o p e , 
Who s e e s t h e i r r e t u r n , l i k e p l a n e t s , v o u c h s a f e d by 
O r b i t s i n t h e s t a r - s o w n s k y ? ( F , p. 94) 

The r e s o l u t i o n o f t h i s q u e s t i o n , w h i c h o c c u r s i n t h e r e c o g n i ­

t i o n t h a t " i n C h r i s t i s t h e o r b i t o f l o v e , " i s r e a c h e d o n l y 

a f t e r a s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h e " o u t e r d a r k n e s s " o f p h y s i ­

c a l s p a c e , and o f man ( l i k e h i s s a t e l l i t e s ) as an " o u t c a s t 

p r o d i g a l s o n " l o s t i n a s e e m i n g l y m e a n i n g l e s s v o i d . T h r o u g h a 

modern r e c l a m a t i o n o f t h e o l d s y m b o l i s m o f m i c r o c o s m and m a c r o ­

cosm, W a t k i n s i s a b l e t o a f f i r m t h a t t h e o u t e r a n d i n n e r r e v o ­

l u t i o n s , t h e o u t e r and i n n e r s p a c e s a r e p a r t o f one v a s t mo­

t i o n . L i k e Donne, who s t r u g g l e d w i t h t h e c h a l l e n g e o f t h e 

"new s c i e n c e " i n "The A n n i v e r s a r i e s " ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n "An A n a t o m i e 

o f t h e W o r l d " ) , W a t k i n s a t t e m p t s t o come t o t e r m s w i t h t h e new 

t e c h n o l o g y o f h i s age i n a r e l i g i o u s c o n t e x t . As R a i n e a r g u e s i n 

" I n t u i t i o n ' s L i g h t n i n g " : 

I n mood, o f t e n e v e n ( a s i n The D e a t h B e l l ) i n h i s 'meta­
p h y s i c a l ' i m a g e r y , V e r n o n W a t k i n s c a l l s t o m i n d Vaughan 
o r H e r b e r t o r T r a h e r n e ; b u t t h e s c o p e o f h i s v i s i o n b e l o n g s 
p e c u l i a r l y t o h i s own t i m e , w i t h t h e c o s m o l o g y o f T e i l a r d 
de C h a r d i n a n d t h e p o e t r y o f S t . J o h n P e r s e . ^ 

R a i n e ' s comment i s p a r t i c u l a r l y a p t i n r e l a t i o n t o " O r b i t s " 

w here W a t k i n s i n c o r p o r a t e s t h e t e c h n o l o g y o f h i s d a y , t h e i m a g e r y 

o f modern s a t e l l i t e s , i n t o a n o l d e r c o s m o l o g y o f a m e a n i n g f u l 

and p u r p o s e f u l u n i v e r s e . He c o n c l u d e s : 

What may t h e w a n d e r i n g m i n d 
Of t r u e s u b s t a n c e i n o u t e r d a r k n e s s f i n d ? 
I n C h r i s t i s t h e o r b i t o f l o v e . Where a c a n d l e t h r o w s 
L i g h t o n woman o r man, o r a b a b e ' s r e p o s e , 
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T r u e man r e - e n t e r s h i s p a t h , where monuments q u i v e r , 
B a c k t h r o u g h h i s a n c i e n t b o n d s , f o r bonds t o d e l i v e r . 

O r b i t s : t h e s e c r e t m a r k i n g o f s h e l l o r u r n 
S p e a k s o f t h e h e a r t ' s r e t u r n . ( F , p. 95) 

. T h a t h i s themes and s y m b o l s a r e t i m e l e s s a n d e x c l u d e much 

o f t h e c o n f l i c t and u n c e r t a i n t y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e modern 

age c a n be s e e n as a m o n i t o r o f W a t k i n s ' s p i r i t u a l m a t u r i t y . 

W i t h o u t m a k i n g a s a i n t o f t h e man (as W a l t o n a t t e m p t e d t o do i n 

h i s L i f e o f H e r b e r t ) , one c a n a r g u e i t i s t o h i s c r e d i t i n a n 

age t h a t r e v e l l e d i n f u l l e x p o s u r e o f t h e s u b l i m i n a l s e l f , t h e 

f r a c t u r e d e g o , t h a t W a t k i n s u p h e l d a p o e t r y and a p o e t i c s o f 

s p i r i t u a l i d e a l i s m . As Thomas e x p r e s s e d i t i n a l e t t e r t o Wat­

k i n s d a t e d A p r i l 20, 1936, W a t k i n s ' s i m p l i c i t y i s n o t t h a t o f 

n a i v e t y , b u t o f a h a r d - w o n i n n o c e n c e : 

B u t y o u a r e — e v e n i f o n l y m o m e n t a r i l y — t h e one h a p p y 
p e r s o n I know, t h e one who, c o n t r a r y t o f a c t s a n d , i n 
a c e r t a i n way, t o c i r c u m s t a n c e s , seems t o be a l m o s t 
e n t i r e l y u n c o m p l i c a t e d : n o t , e i t h e r , t h e u n c o m p l i c a t i o n 
o f a b e g i n n i n g p e r s o n , b u t t h a t o f a p e r s o n who h a s 
w o r k e d t h r o u g h a l l b e g i n n i n g s and f i n d s h i m s e l f a new 
b e g i n n i n g i n t h e m i d d l e . . . . ^ 

I w o u l d s u g g e s t , f i n a l l y , t h a t t h e r e l a t i v e a b s e n c e o f 

d e e p - r o o t e d c o n f l i c t i n h i s work i s l e s s an i n d i c a t i o n o f a 

f l i g h t f r o m r e a l i t y , t h a n t h e r e s u l t o f a c o n s c i o u s c h o i c e t o 

p r o d u c e a modern p o e t r y o f p r a i s e t h a t m i r r o r s t h e h i g h e s t 

l e v e l s o f t h e s e l f . No more t h a n T r a h e r n e w i t h h i s " P e l a g i a n " 

s e n s e o f man's i n h e r e n t p u r i t y a nd t h e o r i g i n a l s i n l e s s n e s s o f 

t h e s o u l , c a n W a t k i n s j u s t l y be i n d i c t e d f o r a f a i l u r e t o plumb 
6 6 

t h e d a r k e r r e a c h e s o f t h e p s y c h e . I n t h e poem, " B e l i e f and 

P r a i s e , " he makes h i s c h o i c e o f a n a f f i r m a t i v e v i s i o n c l e a r . I 

c i t e o n l y t h e f i r s t two s t a n z a s , t h o u g h t h e poem goes on t o 

d e v e l o p h i s theme o f p r a i s e t h r o u g h t h e b i b l i c a l s t o r y o f t h e 
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j o u r n e y o f t h e w i s e men t o t h e s c e n e o f t h e n a t i v i t y . I n i t s 

t r e a t m e n t o f t h i s theme, t h e poem s t a n d s i n c l e a r c o n t r a s t t o 

E l i o t ' s "The J o u r n e y o f t h e M a g i " w i t h i t s e m p h a s i s on t h e am­

b i v a l e n c e a n d u n c e r t a i n t y o f t h e s p e a k e r ( t h e Magus) and h i s 

f a i l u r e t o i n t e r p r e t t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e e v e n t o f t h e I n c a r ­

n a t i o n . W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 

Who b u t a f o o l b e l i e v e s 
D e s p a i r g i v e s s t r e n g t h ? 
L o o k a t t h a t w a l l : 
The h a n g i n g l i g h t o f l e a v e s 
Knows b e t t e r t h a n t h e y a l l 
Who c r y a g a i n s t t h e l e n g t h 
Of l i f e , o r mock i t s f a l l . 

A t r e e w i l l t e s t i f y 
Whose r i p e n e s s g i v e s 
The f r u i t l i f e r a i s e d 
T h r o u g h s t o r m - d i s f i g u r e d s k y . 
B e l i e f i s n o t e r a s e d . 
The man who p r a i s e s l i v e s , 
A l t h o u g h he d i e s u n p r a i s e d . ( F , p. 75) 
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CHAPTER V 

WATKINS AS TWENTIETH-CENTURY METAPHYSICAL POET 
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C h a p t e r V 

W a t k i n s as T w e n t i e t h - C e n t u r y M e t a p h y s i c a l P o e t 

P a r t I : The E x a m p l e o f Y e a t s 

W a t k i n s ' l o v e o f t h e g r e a t c l a s s i c a l , r o m a n t i c and r e l i ­

g i o u s p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e p a s t , and h i s i n t e n s e i d e n t i f i ­

c a t i o n w i t h e a r l i e r p o e t s l e a d h i m on s e v e r a l o c c a s i o n s t o d e n y 

t h e i n f l u e n c e o f l i v i n g c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . I n " C o n t e x t , " a r e ­

s p o n s e t o a q u e s t i o n n a i r e p u t o u t by L o n d o n M a g a z i n e ( F e b r u a r y 

1 9 6 2 ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , he w r i t e s : 

I s u p p o s e e v e r y w r i t e r , i n a p p l a u d i n g a n o t h e r ' s w o r k , 
u n d e r g o e s a m o d u l a t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y , b u t I c a n n o t 
s e e how a n y p o e t whose r o o t s a r e deep c a n be fundamen­
t a l l y i n f l u e n c e d by a l i v i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y . I n e v e r 
t h i n k a t r u e s t y l e c a n be l e a r n t f r o m c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . ^ 

He was t o r e s t a t e t h i s theme i n p o e t r y , p r o s e a n d c o n v e r s a t i o n , 

i n s i s t i n g u p o n t h e n e e d o f t h e t r u e a r t i s t t o i g n o r e " f a s h i o n " 

and p u r s u e h i s own t i m e l e s s v i s i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o t h a t o f t h e 

g r e a t p o e t s o f t h e p a s t . We h a v e s e e n how h i s s e a r c h f o r a 

u n i f i e d C h r i s t i a n o u t l o o k t i e s h i m more d i r e c t l y t o t h e s e v e n ­

t e e n t h - c e n t u r y M e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t s t h a n t o t h o s e among h i s c o n ­

t e m p o r a r i e s who r e j e c t e d e i t h e r a C h r i s t i a n o r a t r a d i t i o n a l 

m e t a p h y s i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e . W h i l e i t i s t r u e t h a t W a t k i n s was 

l i t t l e a f f e c t e d b y modern movements and c r i t i c a l s c h o o l s , and 

p u r s u e d i n r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n t h e themes t h a t were t o o b s e s s 

h i m f r o m t h e " o t h e r M i n d , " o r h i s t i m e l e s s "Muse," s u r e l y he 

e x a g g e r a t e s when he d e n i e s u n e q u i v o c a l l y t h e i n f l u e n c e o f c o n ­

t e m p o r a r y m i n d s . 

W. B. Y e a t s among t h e moderns o f t h e p r e v i o u s g e n e r a t i o n , 

whom W a t k i n s f i r s t r e a d i n 1 9 3 1 , h a d a p r o f o u n d e f f e c t on t h e 
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s t y l e and many o f t h e t h e m a t i c p a t t e r n s o f t h e y o u n g e r p o e t ' s 

work. I s h a l l be a r g u i n g t h a t i t t o o k h i m y e a r s t o b r e a k f r e e 
2 

o f o b v i o u s Y e a t s i a n m a n n e r i s m s . N e x t t o Y e a t s , I w o u l d s u g ­

g e s t t h a t D y l a n Thomas i s t h e s e c o n d most i m p o r t a n t e x a m p l e o f 

a l i v i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y whose p e r s o n a l i t y and p o e t i c i d i o m h a d a 

p o w e r f u l i m p a c t on W a t k i n s f r o m h i s f i r s t e n c o u n t e r w i t h h i m i n 

1935. T h e s e two p o e t i c p r e s e n c e s , c o m i n g a p p r o x i m a t e l y a t t h e 

same t i m e i n W a t k i n s ' l i f e f o u r t o e i g h t y e a r s a f t e r h i s d e p a r ­

t u r e f r o m C a m b r i d g e and h i s e s t a b l i s h m e n t a t t h e bank i n Swan­

s e a , were t o r e m a i n w i t h h i m t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e . I i n t e n d i n 

t h i s c h a p t e r t o f o c u s on t h e p r e s e n c e s o f Y e a t s ( P a r t I ) and 

Thomas ( P a r t I I ) i n W a t k i n s ' w o r k i n a n e f f o r t t o d e m o n s t r a t e 

t h a t t h e i n f l u e n c e o f Y e a t s was t h e more a b i d i n g o f t h e two on 

W a t k i n s ' s t y l e . I s h a l l be a r g u i n g t h a t t h o u g h Thomas and 

Y e a t s h e l p e d h i m f o r g e a s t y l e , he emerges ( r o u g h l y f r o m t h e 

p u b l i c a t i o n o f The D e a t h B e l l , 1954) w i t h a v o i c e and a v i s i o n 

t h a t a r e d e c i d e d l y i n d i v i d u a l , e a r n i n g h i m s e l f a u n i q u e p l a c e 

among t h e m o d e r n s . 

Though I s h a l l be n a r r o w i n g my d i s c u s s i o n t o t h e i n f l u e n c e 

o f Thomas and Y e a t s , W a t k i n s a l s o f e l t r e p e r c u s s i o n s f r o m t h e 

w ork o f T. S. E l i o t , i d e n t i f y i n g e s p e c i a l l y w i t h t h e E l i o t o f 

t h e l a t e r F o u r Q u a r t e t s whose theme, l i k e W a t k i n s ' , was t h a t o f 

t h e t i m e l e s s moment i n t i m e w i t h i n a c o n t e x t o f o r t h o d o x C h r i s ­

t i a n b e l i e f . I t i s a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t W a t k i n s ' s e v e n v o l ­

umes o f v e r s e w e re p u b l i s h e d by F a b e r and F a b e r a t E l i o t ' s i n ­

s t i g a t i o n . E l i o t must h a v e r e c o g n i z e d i n t h i s y o u n g e r W e l s h 

c o n t e m p o r a r y a v o i c e o f s u b s t a n t i a l p o e t i c p r o m i s e — b o t h t e c h ­

n i c a l l y a n d i n d e p t h o f c o n t e n t . The l i t e r a r y p a t h o f t h e 
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e a r l y E l i o t as a d i s p l a c e d A m e r i c a n s e e k i n g r o o t s i n B r i t i s h 

and E u r o p e a n t r a d i t i o n i s c l e a r l y d i s t i n c t f r o m t h a t o f W a t k i n s , 

who more r e s e m b l e s Y e a t s i n h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e m y t h o l o g i c a l a n d 

C e l t i c t r a d i t i o n s o f h i s n a t i v e l a n d and i n f i d e l i t y t o t h e 

p l a c e o f h i s b i r t h . I c a n d e t e c t few d i r e c t v e r b a l e c h o e s o f 

E l i o t o r t e x t u a l e v i d e n c e o f a s t y l i s t i c i n f l u e n c e on W a t k i n s , 

whose more f l u i d , l y r i c a l v o i c e s e p a r a t e s h i m f r o m t h e new, l e s s 

f o r m a l way o f w r i t i n g i n i t i a t e d by t h e more s a t i r i c E l i o t o f 

" P r u f r o c k " and The Waste L a n d . W a t k i n s h i m s e l f w r i t e s o f 

E l i o t ' s i n f l u e n c e on t h e age i n a s h o r t e l e g i a c commentary ( J a n . 

10, 1965) as " l i b e r a t i n g a nd c o n s t r i c t i n g a t t h e same t i m e " : 

E l i o t h a d b r o k e n up t h e f o r m a l r h y t h m and rhyme o f r e g u ­
l a r s t a n z a s f o r t h e s a k e o f a new m u s i c c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
more c l o s e l y t o t h e movement o f l i f e . He s u b s t i t u t e d 
an o f t e n i r r e g u l a r l i n e o f h i s own, i t s c a d e n c e d e ­
p e n d i n g on s p e e c h r h y t h m s and t h e demands o f h i s s u b ­
j e c t . He a c c e p t e d e v e r y d a y l i f e as m a t e r i a l f o r p o ­
e t r y ; he b a n i s h e d a r t i f i c i a l p o e t i c d i c t i o n , and t e s t e d 
a poem by one t h i n g o n l y : " I s i t g e n u i n e ? " ^ 

Though W a t k i n s c o u l d a d m i r e E l i o t ' s u s e o f f r e e r v e r s e f o r m s 

and t h e g e n u i n e n e s s o f h i s v o i c e , t h i s l e s s a r t i f i c i a l s t y l e was 

n o t a m e n a b l e t o h i s own p a r t i c u l a r g e n i u s — w h i c h (more l i k e t h a t 

o f t h e e a r l y Y e a t s ) e x p r e s s e d i t s e l f i n a s t r i c t and i n t r i c a t e 

r h y t h m i c a l ( o f t e n i n c a n t a t o r y ) c a d e n c e . L i k e t h e Y e a t s o f t h e 

B y z a n t i u m poems, he b e l i e v e d t h a t a r t s h o u l d c r e a t e a w o r l d o f 

a r t i f i c e i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e r e a l i t y o f " e v e r y d a y l i f e . " Y e t 

E l i o t ' s s e n s e o f e t e r n i t y ' s p e n e t r a t i o n o f t i m e ( p a s t , p r e s e n t 

and f u t u r e ) t h r o u g h t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i n The F o u r Q u a r t e t s , and 

h i s i d e a o f t h e p o e t ' s n e e d f o r a c o n t i n u o u s h i s t o r i c a l and 

l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n as d e s c r i b e d i n " T r a d i t i o n and t h e I n d i v i d u a l 

T a l e n t " a p p e a l e d s t r o n g l y t o W a t k i n s who w r o t e o f E l i o t i n t h a t 
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same commentary: 

I t h i n k h i s [ E l i o t ' s ] i n f l u e n c e w i l l a l w a y s be i m m e d i a t e 
and n o t r e t r o s p e c t i v e , a nd t h a t i s t h e mark o f a g r e a t 
p o e t . C r i t i c s t h i n k i n t e r m s o f d e c a d e s , p o e t s i n t e r m s 
o f c e n t u r i e s . I b e l i e v e t h a t i n w h a t e v e r c e n t u r y E l i o t ' s 
w ork w i l l be a c c e s s i b l e , h i s i n f l u e n c e w i l l be i m m e d i a t e , 
and i t s e f f e c t p r o f o u n d . ^ -

W a t k i n s ' "Ode t o T. S. E l i o t " i n A f f i n i t i e s r e s p e c t f u l l y a c ­

k n o w l e d g e s h i s l i t e r a r y d e b t and t h e d e b t o f t h e a g e : 

Who c a n b e t t e r t e a c h how l i t t l e i s v i s i b l e 
S ave i n t h e eye o f God? 
T e n t a t i v e l y y o u s t r u g g l e d , 

M a p p i n g o u t s l o w l y t h e l a n d we know. (A, p. 39) 

Though t h e s c o p e o f t h i s c h a p t e r d o e s n o t p e r m i t a n i n v e s t ­

i g a t i o n o f o t h e r t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y f i g u r e s who may h a v e b e e n 

i m p o r t a n t t o W a t k i n s , i t s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t he s h a r e s w i t h 

a n o t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y , t h e S c o t t i s h p o e t E d w i n M u i r ( 1 8 8 7 - 1 9 5 9 ) , 

a c o n c e r n w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n o f t i m e and e t e r n i t y , a l o v e o f 

m y t h i c t h e m e s , a n i n t e r e s t i n P l a t o n i s m and a r e s p e c t f o r t h e 

German p o e t H o l d e r l i n . J u s t as W a t k i n s was a c t i v e l y e n g a g e d i n 

h i s t r a n s l a t i o n s o f c o n t i n e n t a l p o e t r y , so M u i r t r a n s l a t e d 

K a f k a ' s The C a s t l e and The T r i a l . Though W a t k i n s r e f e r s t o E z r a 

Pound's r e m a r k t h a t p o e t s a r e " t h e a n t e n n a e o f t h e r a c e , " 5 he 

i s n o t c l o s e t o Pound i n s u b j e c t m a t t e r o r s t y l e . He r e m a i n e d 

u n a f f e c t e d a l i k e by t h e " v e r s l i b r e " a n d i m a g i s t movements and 

by Pound's u s e o f l a r g e r " o p e n - f o r m s " as i n The C a n t o s . Y e t he 

was q u i c k t o a c k n o w l e d g e t h e g e n i u s o f t h o s e who w r o t e i n a 

s t y l e a n d i d i o m d i f f e r e n t f r o m h i s own. W a t k i n s ' p r o s e comments 

i n d i c a t e t h a t he a d m i r e d t h e w o r k o f Auden and t h e A m e r i c a n 

p o e t s , M a r i a n n e M o o r e , J o h n Crowe Ransom, R o b e r t L o w e l l and 

T h e o d o r e R o e t h k e . I n s p i t e o f h i s s e n s e o f h i s own i s o l a t i o n , 
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h i s w o r k was w e l l r e c e i v e d b o t h i n B r i t a i n and i n A m e r i c a , p a r ­

t i c u l a r l y a t t h e end o f h i s l i f e , b e i n g p r a i s e d i n t h e S t a t e s 

by M a r i a n n e M o o r e , R o b e r t L o w e l l and o t h e r s . ' ' T h e r e f o r e t h e 

i l l u s i o n W a t k i n s h e l p e d t o c r e a t e o f h i s c o m p l e t e d e t a c h m e n t 

f r o m t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y s c e n e i s e r r o n e o u s and n e e d s t o be 

amended by t h e p r o p o s e d i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h e c e n t r a l l y i m p o r ­

t a n t i n f l u e n c e s o f Y e a t s and T h o m a s — p o e t s who a f f e c t e d so many 

w r i t i n g b e t w e e n t h e " f o r t i e s " and t h e " s i x t i e s . " 

Though W a t k i n s l i m i t e d h i s r e a d i n g t o t h e R o m a n t i c s ( p a r ­

t i c u l a r l y B l a k e a nd S h e l l e y ) and e a r l i e r p o e t s i n h i s e a r l y 

t w e n t i e s , he b e g a n r e a d i n g Y e a t s i n 1931 when he p i c k e d up a 
8 

c o p y o f The Tower (1928) i n a l o c a l s h o p . I n a l e c t u r e on 

modern p o e t r y a t U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e , Swansea, 1966, he i n d i c a t e s 

h i s h i g h e s t i m a t i o n o f Y e a t s d a t i n g f r o m t h a t t i m e : 
When I met D y l a n Thomas [ i . e . 1935] I h a d f o r n i n e 

o r t e n y e a r s b e e n s o d e e p l y a b s o r b e d i n c e r t a i n p o e t s 
who were d e a d t h a t I d i d n o t pay much a t t e n t i o n t o t h e 
l i v i n g o n e s . T h e r e was, h o w e v e r , one l i v i n g e x c e p t i o n . 
T h i s was W. B. Y e a t s , whom I r e g a r d e d t h e n a nd s t i l l 
r e g a r d as t h e g r e a t e s t l y r i c p o e t o f o u r a g e . ^ 

A f t e r h i s i n i t i a l d i s c o v e r y o f Y e a t s , W a t k i n s b o u g h t a l l o f h i s 

b o o k s and r e a d h i m i n t e n s i v e l y , a p p r e c i a t i n g e s p e c i a l l y t h e 

poems w r i t t e n a f t e r Y e a t s ' f i f t i e t h y e a r . * " ^ The w h o l e o f Y e a t s ' 

c a n o n was e x t a n t b e f o r e W a t k i n s p u b l i s h e d h i s f i r s t v o l u m e o f 

v e r s e i n 1 9 4 1 ; t h e r e f o r e we c a n e x p e c t t o f i n d e v i d e n c e o f 

Y e a t s ' i n f l u e n c e i n many o f t h e poems f r o m t h e p u b l i s h e d v o l ­

umes . 

W a t k i n s saw i n t h e o l d e r p o e t t h e e p i t o m e o f t h e " s e l f -

r e n e w i n g " a r t i s t , and f o u n d Y e a t s ' l a t e r more a u s t e r e and i n ­

t e n s e l y c h i s e l l e d s t y l e t o h a v e a d r a m a t i c i m p a c t on h i s own 
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s e n s e o f what g r e a t p o e t r y s h o u l d be l i k e . I n a n a d d r e s s t o 

t h e P o e t r y S o c i e t y o f G r e a t B r i t a i n , May 7, 1 9 6 6 , he w r i t e s 

t h a t Y e a t s ' p o e t r y 

became p u r e r and f r e s h e r as he r e n e w e d h i m s e l f t o t h e 
v e r y week o f h i s d e a t h , " m o v i n g " as he s a i d , " L i k e 
S w edenborg's a n g e l s , t o w a r d t h e d a y s p r i n g o f t h e i r 
y o u t h . "-^ 

He i s h e r e , i n f a c t , e c h o i n g Y e a t s ' own words f r o m "The B o u n t y 

o f Sweden" i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s : 

I am o l d and r h e u m a t i c , and n o t h i n g t o l o o k a t , b u t my 
Muse i s y o u n g . I am e v e n p e r s u a d e d t h a t s he i s l i k e 
t h o s e A n g e l s i n Swedenborg's v i s i o n , and moves p e r p e t u ­
a l l y " t o w a r d s t h e d a y - s p r i n g o f h e r y o u t h . 

W a t k i n s s p o k e w i t h a u t h o r i t y on t h e s u b j e c t o f Y e a t s i n s e v e r a l 
13 

a r t i c l e s and two l o n g e r e s s a y s . The m a j o r e s s a y , "W. B. 

Y e a t s — T h e R e l i g i o u s P o e t , " r e a d p u b l i c a l l y i n 1948 and f i r s t 

p r i n t e d i n F r e n c h i n 1 9 5 3 , 1 4 moves o u t o f a deep i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

w i t h h i s I r i s h h e r o . W a t k i n s h a d , i n f a c t , v i s i t e d Y e a t s i n 

t h e s p r i n g o f 1938 i n h i s R i v e r s i d e home n e a r D u b l i n w i t h h i s 

f r i e n d F r a n c i s D u f a u - L a b e y r i e , and was r e c e i v e d g r a c i o u s l y by 

t h e s e v e n t y - t h r e e y e a r o l d p o e t and h i s w i f e . He made a t r a n ­

s c r i p t o f t h e i n t e r v i e w w h i c h h a s b e e n p u b l i s h e d i n t h e S p r i n g 

1977 i s s u e o f P o e t r y W a l e s . 1 " 5 Out o f t h e s e n o t e s came W a t k i n s ' 

l o n g poem, " Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " p u b l i s h e d l a t e r i n LV ( 1 9 4 5 ) . I t 

i s , l i k e Auden's " I n Memory o f W. B. Y e a t s , " a n e l e g i a c t r i b u t e 

t o Y e a t s a n d a t t e m p t s t o c a p t u r e i n s t a t e l y Y e a t s i a n s o n o r i t i e s 

( i n t e r s p e r s e d w i t h t a u t c o l l o q u i a l i s m s ) t h e d i g n i t y a n d wisdom 

o f t h e a g e d p o e t . W a t k i n s ' u s e o f Y e a t s ' s i x - l i n e b a l l a d 

s t a n z a w i t h i t s s h o r t , t h r e e a n d f o u r - b e a t l i n e s i s d e l i b e r ­

a t e l y i m i t a t i v e o f poems l i k e " S i x t e e n Dead Men" o r "The Rose 

16 
T r e e . " The poem t e n d s t o be m e r e l y d e s c r i p t i v e o f t h e a c t u a l 
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e n c o u n t e r , and i s weakened by i t s t o o l i t e r a l r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f 

t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n . W a t k i n s h e r e p u t s i n Y e a t s ' mouth a s t a t e ­

ment on " l u c k " t h a t , as we n o t e d i n C h a p t e r I I I , was t o become 

h i s own c a t c h - p h r a s e f o r t h e e s s e n t i a l e l e m e n t o f t h e u n e x p e c t e d 

t h a t a r r i v e s as a " r e w a r d o f t e n a c i t y " : * ^ 

T h e r e must a l w a y s be a q u a l i t y 
Of n o n c h a l a n c e i n t h e w o r k. 
The i n t e l l e c t i s i m p o t e n t 
L a b o u r i n g i n t h e d a r k , 
F o r a poem i s a l w a y s 

A p i e c e o f l u c k . ( L U , p. 8) 

T h i s q u a l i t y o f a p p a r e n t n o n c h a l a n c e was t h e e l e m e n t o f Y e a t s ' 

l a t e r s t y l e t h a t W a t k i n s p a r t i c u l a r l y a d m i r e d and a t t e m p t e d t o 

e m u l a t e . 

I n t h e p a ges t h a t f o l l o w , I p r o p o s e t o e x a m i n e some i m p o r ­

t a n t p a r a l l e l s b e t w e e n W a t k i n s and Y e a t s , f o c u s i n g on t h e i r 

f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h C e l t i c m y t h , t h e i r s h a r e d l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s , 

t h e i r d e v e l o p m e n t as c o m p l e x " s y m b o l i s t " p o e t s , t h e i r s i m i l a r ­

i t i e s o f s t y l e , a n d t h e i r s e n s e o f t h e c o n s o l a t i o n o f g r e a t a r t . 

I s h a l l be l o o k i n g a t some o f W a t k i n s ' poems t h a t s t a n d as 

s e l f - c o n s c i o u s t r i b u t e s t o Y e a t s , as w e l l as poems where W a t k i n s 

m e r e l y b o r r o w s Y e a t s i a n r h e t o r i c , r h y t h m s o r v o c a b u l a r y , o r 

t a k e s up a Y e a t s i a n s t a n c e , theme o r p o i n t o f v i e w . F i n a l l y , I 

s h a l l be a t t e m p t i n g t o e x a m i n e some o f W a t k i n s ' poems w h i c h , 

t h o u g h i n d e b t e d t o Y e a t s i n s t y l e , c o n t e n t o r b o t h , r e v e a l h i m 

d i s a g r e e i n g w i t h o r e v e n c h a l l e n g i n g h i s p o s i t i o n . I n many o f 

t h e s e poems, I b e l i e v e W a t k i n s s u c c e e d s i n s u c c e s s f u l l y i n c o r ­

p o r a t i n g Y e a t s ' i n f l u e n c e i n t o h i s own i n d i v i d u a l s t y l e a nd 

v i s i o n . 

L i k e t h e e a r l y Y e a t s o f The C e l t i c T w i l i g h t (1893) o r t h e 
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Y e a t s who c o n t r i b u t e d so v i g o r o u s l y t o I r e l a n d ' s C e l t i c r e v i v ­

a l , W a t k i n s t o o , t h o u g h a p o l i t i c a l , was c o n c e r n e d w i t h f i n d i n g 

i n h i s n a t i v e l a n d a m y t h o l o g y and a l a n d s c a p e f o r h i s p o e t r y . 

T h i s n e e d i s most e v i d e n t i n t h e e a r l y d r a m a t i c poem, " B a l l a d 

o f t h e M a r i Lwyd," where we r e c a l l t h a t he r e v i v e s a n a n c i e n t 

W e l s h f o l k c u s t o m i n o r d e r t o b r i n g t o g e t h e r t h e Y e a t s i a n a n t i n ­

o m i e s o f t h e w o r l d s o f t h e d e a d a nd t h e l i v i n g . We h a v e s e e n 

t h a t t h e C e l t i c i n t e r e s t i s o b v i o u s a l s o i n t h e T a l i e s i n poems 

where he r e v i t a l i z e s t h e h e r o i c f i g u r e o f t h e s i x t h - c e n t u r y 

b a r d . I n h i s p r o s e , he s p e a k s o f t h e M a r i Lwyd c u s t o m as a 

" r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f c o n t r a r i e s , " e x p l o r i n g i n h i s own t e r m s t h e 

s e a r c h f o r what Y e a t s c a l l e d " U n i t y o f B e i n g , " t h e c o m p l e t e i n ­

t e g r a t i o n o f " h i s t o r y , r e l i g i o n , a e s t h e t i c a n d p r a c t i c a l 

l i f e " : 1 8 

. . . . i t seemed t o me t h a t t h e o l d c u s t o m assumed t e r r i f y ­
i n g p r o p o r t i o n s , f o r n o t o n l y d r u n k e n and h o l y p e o p l e , 
b u t t h e d e a d t h e m s e l v e s , seemed t o h a v e come t o t h e 
h o u s e . T h i s , t o o , was a k i n d o f r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f c o n ­
t r a r i e s , a n e t e r n a l moment o f c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , a n d my 
" B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd" b e g a n t o t a k e s h a p e . 

L i k e Y e a t s a l s o , he m a i n t a i n e d a n i n t e r e s t i n t h e f o l k b a l l a d 

and b a l l a d t e c h n i q u e s t h r o u g h o u t h i s c a r e e r . 

W a t k i n s ' s e n s e o f " t h e Muse" as a n o t h e r n e s s , e v i d e n t i n 

poems l i k e t h e p r e v i o u s l y - d i s c u s s e d "Demands o f t h e Muse" ( s e e 

C h a p t e r I I I ) , i s c l o s e t o Y e a t s ' n o t i o n o f t h e "Daimon" o r a n t i ­

t h e t i c a l s e l f who s p u r s t h e p o e t t o s o n g a nd s t r e n g t h e n s h i m 

t h r o u g h o p p o s i t i o n . W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s t h i s o p p o s i t i o n i n t h e 

v o i c e o f h i s Muse: 

Y e t , t h o u g h a s c h o o l i n v o k e me, i t i s he 
I c h o o s e , f o r o p p o s i t i o n g i v e s t h o s e w ords 
T h e i r s t r e n g t h . . . . (A, p. 22) 
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F o r W a t k i n s , however, t h e Muse i s more u n a m b i g u o u s l y " o t h e r , " 

more M i l t o n i c , and n o t m e r e l y a h i d d e n a s p e c t o f t h e s e l f as 

Y e a t s s u g g e s t s i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s when he w r i t e s : " I b e l i e v e d 

t h a t t h i s e n i g m a t i c s e n t e n c e came f r o m my own Daimon, my own 

b u r i e d s e l f . . . , " o r f u r t h e r f r o m t h a t same volume, 

I know now t h a t r e v e l a t i o n i s f r o m t h e s e l f . . . t h a t g e­
n i u s i s a c r i s i s t h a t j o i n s t h a t b u r i e d s e l f f o r c e r ­
t a i n moments t o o u r t r i v i a l d a i l y m i n d ^ Q 

As K a t h l e e n R a i n e has p o i n t e d o u t , W a t k i n s ' a p p r o a c h t o t r a d i ­

t i o n i s l e s s h i s t o r i c a l and i n t e l l e c t u a l t h a n t h a t o f E l i o t , who 

sometimes seems t o s u g g e s t t h a t i t c a n be a c q u i r e d t h r o u g h 

l e a r n i n g , and c l o s e r t o Y e a t s ' i d e a o f t r a d i t i o n as a few i n ­

t e n s e l y c o n c e i v e d h e r o i c themes and v i t a l symbols c o n t a i n e d 

w i t h i n a " G r e a t Memory" o r r e p o s i t o r y o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s t r a n -
21 

s c e n d i n g t h e mind o f a s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l . Y e a t s d e f i n e s t r a ­

d i t i o n a l a r t i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s as f o l l o w s : 
Supreme a r t i s a t r a d i t i o n a l s t a t e m e n t o f c e r t a i n h e r o i c 
and r e l i g i o u s t r u t h s , p a s s e d on f r o m age t o age, modi­
f i e d by i n d i v i d u a l g e n i u s , b u t n e v e r abandoned. 2 2 

Y e t Y e a t s , W a t k i n s and t h e l a t e r E l i o t o f t h e F o u r Q u a r t e t s 

a r e a l l c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e i l l u m i n a t e d moment w h i c h g i v e s man 

a c c e s s t o t h e u n i v e r s a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s as W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s i t 

i n t h e T a l i e s i n poems when T a l i e s i n r e c e i v e s t h e t h r e e d r o p s o f 

i n s p i r a t i o n , and w h i c h Y e a t s p o r t r a y s i n " V a c i l l a t i o n " as a 

sudden b l a z i n g o f t h e body l i k e t h a t o f t h e m y t h i c a l t r e e o f t h e 

Ma.binogion a l l u d e d t o i n p a r t I I o f t h e same poem: 

W h i l e on t h e shop and s t r e e t I g a z e d 
My body o f a sudden b l a z e d ; 
And t w e n t y m i n u t e s more o r l e s s 
I t seemed, so g r e a t my h a p p i n e s s , 
T h a t I was b l e s s e d and c o u l d b l e s s . ^ 
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T h i s r e c u r r e n t l o n g i n g i n Y e a t s f o r moments o f t r a n s c e n ­

dence as t h e y emerge o u t o f t h e v i o l e n t o p p o s i t i o n s between 

s e l f and s o u l l e a d s W a t k i n s t o d e s i g n a t e him a " r e l i g i o u s 

p o e t . " He a r g u e s i n "W. B. Y e a t s — T h e R e l i g i o u s P o e t " t h a t 

Y e a t s was r e l i g i o u s b e c a u s e he n e v e r r e s i g n e d t h e s t r u g g l e f o r 

" U n i t y o f B e i n g , " and b e c a u s e " r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t " l a y a t t h e 

h e a r t o f a l l h i s l a t e work. I n "The P o e t r y o f W. B. Y e a t s , " 

W a t k i n s s u g g e s t s t h a t Y e a t s n e v e r f u l l y r e n o u n c e s t h e way o f 

t h e " s a i n t , " n o r f u l l y r e s o l v e s t h e e a r l y c o n f l i c t between S t . 

P a t r i c k and t h e h e r o i c O i s i n o f The Wanderings o f O i s i n (1888) 
25 

w h i c h emerges metamorphosed i n R i b h o f S u p e r n a t u r a l Songs. 

He i m p l i e s i n t h e f o r m e r e s s a y on Y e a t s , " t h e r e l i g i o u s p o e t , " 

t h a t t h e C h r i s t i a n o p t i o n was n e v e r u l t i m a t e l y r e j e c t e d i n s p i t e 

o f Y e a t s ' r e s p e c t f u l d i s m i s s a l o f Von H u g e l , t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

o f t h e C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c , a t t h e c o n c l u s i o n o f " V a c i l l a t i o n . " 

W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 
P a r a d o x i c a l l y Y e a t s b r i n g s a pagan s t r e n g t h t o t h e 
poems w h i c h d e a l d i r e c t l y w i t h C h r i s t i a n i t y , and he 
b r i n g s C h r i s t i a n i t y t o h i s poems o f pagan theme. 
"Wisdom," "The M o t h e r o f God," "A P r a y e r f o r My Son," 
and " V e r o n i c a ' s N a p k i n " a r e n o t o n l y d e v o t i o n a l poems 
b u t a l s o d i a l o g u e s between S e l f and S o u l . F o r Y e a t s 
i s a p o e t o f r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t i n a l l t h e l a t e w o r k ^ g 

W a t k i n s had a t e n d e n c y t o make C h r i s t i a n h e r o e s o f a l l t h e p o e t s 

he most d e e p l y a d m i r e d , and i t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t Y e a t s would have 

d e s c r i b e d h i s l a t e r poems as " d e v o t i o n a l " i n t h e C h r i s t i a n 

s e n s e . Y e t i t i s o b v i o u s t h a t W a t k i n s i d e n t i f i e d s t r o n g l y w i t h 

Y e a t s i n h i s r e l i g i o u s s t r u g g l e and a d m i r e d h i s l i f e l o n g e f f o r t 

t o r e s o l v e t h e a n t i n o m i e s o f s e l f and s o u l , s a i n t and swordsman. 

Y e a t s o f t e n e x p l o r e d t h e c o n f l i c t o r d i a l o g u e o f s e l f and 

s o u l by u n i t i n g t h e w o r l d s o f H o m e r i c Greek myth w i t h C e l t i c 
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myth a n d l e g e n d — U s n a a n d T r o y — a n d j u x t a p o s i n g t h e s e a g a i n s t 

i mages o f C h r i s t i a n s a n c t i t y . W a t k i n s ' u n i o n o f C e l t i c a n d 

C h r i s t i a n m o t i f s i n t h e T a l i e s i n poems f o l l o w s t h e Y e a t s i a n 

p r e c e d e n t . I n W a t k i n s ' poems, h o w e v e r , t h e h e r o i c v a l u e s a r e 

u s u a l l y s u p e r s e d e d by C h r i s t i a n " c a r i t a s " a n d a new s y n t h e s i s 

o f h e r o a n d s a i n t e m e r g e s . I n poems l i k e " N i o b e , " " P l e d g e s t o 

D a r k n e s s " (DB) and "The Muse o f Homer" (BW) we c a n see W a t k i n s 

u n i t i n g C e l t i c w i t h c l a s s i c a l a n d E u r o p e a n ( i n t h e f o r m e r c a s e 

E g y p t i a n ) myth i n a way s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Y e a t s who, as W a t k i n s 

p o i n t s o u t i n h i s e s s a y on h i s l a t e r poems, c h e r i s h e d "a v i s i o n 
27 

o f t h e u n i o n o f a l l m y t h s . . . . " "The Muse o f Homer" i s a t y p ­

i c a l l y Y e a t s i a n s o n n e t on t h e h e r o i c s u f f e r i n g o f t h e G r e e k s . 

I n t h e poem " N i o b e , " W a t k i n s i d e n t i f i e s a r o c k on t h e W e l s h 

s e a c o a s t w i t h t h e s o r r o w s o f t h e w e e p i n g m o t h e r f i g u r e o f c l a s ­

s i c a l t r a d i t i o n . The poem's t w i n e p i g r a p h s i n v o k e b o t h D a n t e ' s 

N i o b e i n The D i v i n e Comedy ( P u r g . X I I , 37) and t h e b i b l i c a l 

" R a c h e l w e e p i n g f o r h e r c h i l d r e n " ( M a t t . 2:18) t o draw a t t e n ­

t i o n t o t h e u n i v e r s a l i t y o f t h e m o t i f . I n h i s c h o i c e o f N i o b e , 

W a t k i n s may be r e c a l l i n g Y e a t s ' c o m p a r i s o n o f h e r i n A V i s i o n 

t o a c i v i l i z a t i o n i n d e c l i n e : 
A c i v i l i z a t i o n i s a s t r u g g l e t o k e e p s e l f - c o n t r o l , and 
i n t h i s i t i s l i k e some g r e a t t r a g i c p e r s o n , some N i o b e 
who must d i s p l a y a n a l m o s t superhuman w i l l o r t h e c r y 
w i l l n o t t o u c h o u r sympathy.£g 

" P l e d g e s t o D a r k n e s s " ( i n c l u d i n g " N e f e r t i t i " a n d " E g y p t i a n 

B u r i a l — R e s u r r e c t i o n i n W a l e s " ) r e p r e s e n t s W a t k i n s ' e f f o r t t o 

u n i t e E g y p t i a n a n d W e l s h myth. The u s e o f "mummy" i m a g e r y i n 

t h i s poem, "The Mummy" (BM L ) , a n d "Time's D e a t h b e d " (DB) may 

owe s o m e t h i n g t o Y e a t s ' r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e E g y p t i a n d e a d i n poems 
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l i k e " B y z a n t i u m " o r " A l l S o u l ' s N i g h t . " I n t h e l a t t e r he 

w r i t e s : 

S u c h t h o u g h t — s u c h t h o u g h t h a v e I t h a t h o l d i t t i g h t 
T i l l m e d i t a t i o n m a s t e r a l l i t s p a r t s . . . , 

I n e e d no o t h e r t h i n g , 
Wound i n m i n d ' s w a n d e r i n g 
As mummies i n t h e mummy-cloth a r e w o u n d . ^ 

"The Mummy," w r i t t e n i n 1940, i s , i n f a c t , a d i s g u i s e d e l e g y t o 
30 

Y e a t s . I n t h i s e a r l y poem, t h e Y e a t s i a n r h e t o r i c o v e r p o w e r s 

W a t k i n s ' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y more d e l i c a t e r h y t h m s a nd p h r a s i n g . 

H i s o v e r u s e o f a f a m i l i a r Y e a t s i a n c o n s t r u c t i o n ("what...what") 

a t i t s c l o s e , t o my m i n d a t l e a s t , weakens t h e poem i n s p i t e o f 
31 

t h e s u p e r b l a s t l i n e : 
What s h u d d e r o f m u s i c u n f u l f i l l e d v i b r a t e s ? 
What draws t o a d u s t - g r a i n ' s f a l l most d i s t a n t s t a r s ? 
I n t h e l a s t t a p e r ' s l i g h t what shadow m e d i t a t e s ? 
What s i n g l e , a t h l e t i c s h a p e n e v e r c a s t on w a l l o r v a s e ? 
What s h u d d e r o f b i r t h and d e a t h ? What s h a k e s me most? 
J o b h i s M a k e r a n s w e r i n g , t h e s t r i c k e n e x c l a i m i n g ' R e j o i c e ! ' 
G r i p p i n g l a t e i n t h e s h i f t i n g moment g i a n t E a r t h , m a k i n g 

E a r t h a g h o s t , 
Who h e a r d a g r e a t f r i e n d s ' d e a t h w i t h o u t a change o f v o i c e . 

(BML, pp. 41-2) 

Though " P l e d g e s t o D a r k n e s s " i n c l u d e s some s l i g h t l y Y e a t s i a n 

m a g n i l o q u e n c e i n l i n e s l i k e , " I n d e a t h she knows, f i n e t h i n g s 

a r e f i n e l y made," t h e s t y l e and t r e a t m e n t by t h i s t i m e (1954) 

a r e W a t k i n s ' own. H e r e he t r a n s f o r m s t h e image o f t h e m u m m i f i e d 

body o f N e f e r t i t i i n t o a p r e - C h r i s t i a n s y m b o l o f s a c r i f i c e : 

Y e t now she w h i s p e r s c l o s e : ' D i s p e n s e 
No p r e c i o u s o i n t m e n t h e r e ; my b o d y h a s c a s t a l l . 
H e r e , i f t h e t a p e r b u r n i n t e n s e , 
I t may i n s t r u c t y o u r e y e s 
To s e e k t h a t h o l i e s t t r e a s u r e l a i d 
A S y r i a n widow o n c e l e t f a l l . 
T h i s c o n t r i t e d a r k n e s s n e v e r h a s b e t r a y e d 
L o v e ' s p e r f e c t s e c r e t whose d i s g u i s e 
S l e e p s i n my l e t t e r e d p a l l . ' (DB, p. 22) 
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W a t k i n s i m a g i n e s t h e b u r i e d d e a d o f t h e p a g a n w o r l d w a k i n g i n 

a C h r i s t i a n W a l e s . N e f e r t i t i ' s d e a t h p o i n t s t o t h e a r c h e t y p a l 

d e a t h a nd r e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t w h i c h i s p o t e n t i a l l y t h a t o f 

e a c h i n d i v i d u a l . H e r w h i s p e r e d p r a y e r i s t h a t h e r d e a t h may 

d i r e c t o t h e r s t o " t h a t h o l i e s t t r e a s u r e " — t h e c o i n d r o p p e d by 

t h e " S y r i a n widow" o f t h e g o s p e l s who gave a l l h e r l i v i n g f o r 

l o v e (Mark 1 2 : 4 2 - 4 3 ) . L i k e Y e a t s , W a t k i n s i s c o n c e r n e d t o 

u n i t e h e t e r o g e n e o u s m y t h o l o g i e s w i t h t h o s e o f h i s n a t i v e l a n d , 

b u t i n h i s poems h e r o i c v a l u e s a r e more c l e a r l y s u b o r d i n a t e d t o 

t h e theme o f C h r i s t i a n s a c r i f i c e . 

A l t h o u g h W a t k i n s u s e s h i s m y t h o l o g i c a l b a c k g r o u n d s i n a 

manner d i f f e r e n t f r o m Y e a t s , i t i s c l e a r t h a t he d e r i v e d a num­

b e r o f h i s i m p o r t a n t p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n d l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s f r o m 

h i m . We h a v e n o t e d a l r e a d y t h a t W a t k i n s r e a d P l o t i n u s i n t h e 

MacKenna t r a n s l a t i o n b e c a u s e i t was one o f Y e a t s ' m a j o r e n -
32 

t r a n c e s i n t o N e o p l a t o n i c t h o u g h t ; and i t i s p r o b a b l e t h a t Wat­

k i n s ' r e f e r e n c e s t o H e r a c l i t u s i n " P o e t and G o l d s m i t h " (CA) and 

Von H u g e l o f The M y s t i c a l E l e m e n t i n R e l i g i o n i n " D i s c o v e r i e s " 

(BML) a r e due t o Y e a t s . I n " D i s c o v e r i e s , " f o r i n s t a n c e , a poem 

w h i c h e c h o e s Y e a t s ' t i t l e f o r a book o f c r i t i c i s m ( D i s c o v e r i e s , 

1907) a n d u s e s a t w o - l i n e s t a n z a s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Y e a t s i n "A 
33 

N a t i v i t y " o r "The F o u r Ages o f Man," W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 
' S o l i c e , i n f l i g h t , ' o l d H e r a c l i t u s c r i e s , 

L i g h t c h a n g i n g t o Von H u g e l ' s b u t t e r f l i e s . (BML, p. 65) 

I n t h a t same poem ( c i t e d b e l o w ) , W a t k i n s i n c l u d e s B l a k e among 

h i s h e r o e s . We may r e c a l l t h a t he b o r r o w s B l a k e a n s y m b o l s i n 

t h e T a l i e s i n poems t o p r e s e n t h i s c o n c e p t o f t h e i d e a l p o e t -

p r o p h e t : 
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B l a k e , on t h e w o r l d a l i g h t i n g , h o l d s t h e s k i e s , 
And a l l t h e s t a r s s h i n e down t h r o u g h human e y e s . 

(BML, p. 65) 

B l a k e , S h e l l e y and D a n t e were i m p o r t a n t t o W a t k i n s l o n g b e ­

f o r e he r e a d Y e a t s ; y e t i t i s c e r t a i n he was d e l i g h t e d t o h a v e 

h i s p e r s o n a l l i t e r a r y t a s t e s c o n f i r m e d by t h e o l d e r p o e t he so 

much a d m i r e d . D u r i n g t h e t i m e W a t k i n s e x p e r i e n c e d t h e m e n t a l 

c o l l a p s e o f h i s e a r l y t w e n t i e s (1927) r e f e r r e d t o i n t h e b i o ­

g r a p h i c a l s k e t c h , and was c o n f i n e d b r i e f l y i n a n u r s i n g home i n 

D e r b y , he i s s a i d t o h a v e b e e n so d e e p l y i m m e r s e d i n B l a k e t h a t 

he k e p t " t h e o t h e r p a t i e n t s awake a t n i g h t by h i s e n d l e s s r e c i -
3 A-

t a t i o n " o f h i m . B l a k e a n i d e a s , s y m b o l s and d i r e c t r e f e r e n c e s 

t o t h e E n g l i s h v i s i o n a r y p o e t c o n t i n u e d t o a p p e a r i n t h e work 

o f h i s m a t u r i t y , and h i s widow has c o n f i r m e d i n c o n v e r s a t i o n 

t h a t he was s t i l l r e a d i n g and s t u d y i n g B l a k e ' s " P r o p h e t i c B o o k s " 

t o w a r d t h e end o f h i s l i f e . We r e c a l l t h a t Y e a t s d i d an immense 

s t u d y o f B l a k e ' s p r o p h e t i c s y m b o l s w i t h E d w i n E l l i s i n h i s e a r l y 

y e a r s , and t h a t t h e B l a k e a n i d e a o f c o n t e n d i n g o p p o s i t e s w i t h i n 

t h e s e l f , t h e B l a k e a n n o t i o n o f t h e I m a g i n a t i o n as d i v i n e , and 

t h e B l a k e a n u s e o f s y m b o l s h e l p e d h i m t o d e v e l o p h i s own c o n -
35 

c e p t s o f a s y m b o l i c a l p o e t r y . 

What W a t k i n s p a r t i c u l a r l y s o u g h t i n B l a k e t h a t was l e s s 

c e n t r a l t o Y e a t s was a c o n c e p t o f t h e i d e a l C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c a l 

p o e t and a more m y s t i c a l and e x p e r i e n t i a l image o f C h r i s t t h a n 

t h a t o f t h e C h u r c h ; f o r W a t k i n s o f t e n f o c u s e d on B l a k e a n i d e a s 

o f f o r g i v e n e s s , i n n o c e n c e and t h e e t e r n a l n e s s o r " f o u r f o l d n e s s " 
3 6 

o f man i n h i s redeemed s t a t e , a t t e m p t i n g t o p l a c e them i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f h i s own r e l i g i o u s i d e a s and e x p e r i e n c e s . I n "Re­

v i s i t e d W a t e r s , " f o r i n s t a n c e , a n o c c a s i o n a l poem w r i t t e n f o r 
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t h e Q u a r t e r c e n t e n a r y o f R e p t o n S c h o o l , t h e p u b l i c s c h o o l he 

a t t e n d e d i n h i s y o u t h i n D e r b y s h i r e , W a t k i n s w r i t e s a t t h e c o n ­

c l u s i o n o f t h e poem o f t h e moment i n w h i c h man c o n f r o n t s t h e 

S a t a n i c powers w i t h i n h i m s e l f . The r e f e r e n c e t o " f r i e n d d y i n g 

f o r f r i e n d " i s a n a l l u s i o n t o B l a k e ' s J e r u s a l e m where J e s u s 
37 

(a f o r m o f L o s ) g i v e s h i m s e l f t o redeem A l b i o n : 
Then a t l a s t man e n c o u n t e r e d h i m s e l f , h i s A c c u s e r a n d e n d . 
He saw h i s own H e l l and t h e l a b o u r i n g l u s t s t h a t d e s t r o y , 
And J e r u s a l e m showed h i m t h e p a s t u r e s w here f r i e n d d i e s 

f o r f r i e n d , 

And t h e end o f a l l l a b o u r s i s j o y . (A, p. 98) 

W a t k i n s ' f i n e s o n n e t , " B l a k e , " a l s o r e v e a l s h i m e x p l o r i n g i n h i s 

own t e r m s B l a k e ' s v i s i o n a r y c o n c e p t i o n o f " J e s u s t h e I m a g i n a ­

t i o n " : 

B l a k e was i m m o r t a l . When h i s e y e s were b e n t 
On m o r t a l f o r m s he knew t h a t E a r t h was h e a v e n . 
The s t o n e s o f l a w were l o v e ' s n e g a t i o n s g r a v e n , 

And C h r i s t was e a c h f o r g i v i n g l i n e a m e n t . ( L U , p. 88) 

I n t h e s e s t e t he u s e s t h e image o f t h e two t h i e v e s a t t h e c r u c i ­

f i x i o n as a d r a m a t i z a t i o n o f t h e i m a g i n a t i v e c h o i c e b e t w e e n 

good and e v i l , t i m e i n f o r m e d by e t e r n i t y o r n e g a t i n g i t : 

'Now i s u n d y i n g ' was B l a k e ' s e t e r n a l theme. 
He knew t h a t t h i e f who mocked C h r i s t , a n d d e s p a i r e d , 
And t h a t good t h i e f who l o o k e d f o r P a r a d i s e ; 
He knew t h e e v i l a n d t h e n o b l e d ream, 
The e t e r n a l h e a v e n t h a t b r e a k s on l o v e d e c l a r e d . 

( L U , p. 88) 
W a t k i n s was n o t o n l y a t t r a c t e d t o B l a k e b e c a u s e o f h i s i d e a 

o f t h e p u t t i n g o f f o f s e l f i n m u t u a l f o r g i v e n e s s , b u t , l i k e 

Y e a t s , b e c a u s e o f h i s n o t i o n t h a t s p i r i t u a l g r o w t h o c c u r s 

t h r o u g h c h a l l e n g e a n d o p p o s i t i o n , o r i n B l a k e ' s w o r d s : " o p p o s i ­

t i o n i s t r u e f r i e n d s h i p " ; " W i t h o u t c o n t r a r i e s i s no p r o g r e s -

3 8 

s i o n . " Y e a t s w r i t e s o f t h e v a l u e o f s u c h o p p o s i t i o n i n t h e 

f o r m o f t h e "unknown c o m m u n i c a t o r s " i n A V i s i o n : 
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I t was p a r t o f t h e i r [ t h e s p i r i t s ' ] p u r p o s e t o a f f i r m 
t h a t a l l t h e g a i n s o f man come f r o m c o n f l i c t w i t h t h e 
o p p o s i t e o f t r u e b e i n g . 

From t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n he was t o d e v e l o p h i s d o c t r i n e o f t h e 

"mask," w h i c h i n v o l v e s t h e d r a m a t i c p r o j e c t i o n o f a l l t h e 

e v e r y d a y s e l f i s n o t ; o r as he p u t s i t i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s : 

I t h i n k t h a t a l l h a p p i n e s s d e pends on t h e e n e r g y t o 
assume t h e mask o f some o t h e r s e l f . . . . / n 

4 0 

I n W a t k i n s ' " B u r i e d L i g h t , " a much more Y e a t s i a n poem i n s t y l e 

t h a n " R e v i s i t e d W a t e r s , " t h e B l a k e a n - Y e a t s i a n c o n t r a r i e s a r e 

p r e s e n t i n t h e f o r m o f f a l c o n and d o v e : 
A l l h u n t i n g o p p o s i t e s I p r a i s e . 
I p r a i s e t h e f a l c o n and t h e d o v e . 
N i g h t ' s i n t e n s e d a r k n e s s g i v e s t o d a y s 
T r u e p i c t u r e s o f r e g e n e r a t e l o v e . . . . 

Sons o f t r u e s a c r i f i c e a r e t h e r e . 
R i v e r s a n d h i l l s a r e i n t h e i r h a n d s . 
The h i g h e s t p e t a l t h e w i n d s b e a r 

Has mocked t h e S e r p e n t ' s s w a d d l i n g - b a n d s . (CA, p. 82) 

Though t h i s i s a n e l e g y f o r D y l a n Thomas, t h e f o u r - l i n e t e t r a ­

m e t e r s t a n z a f o r m and t h e p h r a s i n g o f t h e l a s t l i n e q u o t e d s u g -
41 

g e s t B l a k e ' s " I n f a n t S o r r o w " i n Songs o f E x p e r i e n c e ; y e t we 

a r e a l s o r e m i n d e d o f Y e a t s i n t h e r h y t h m o f t h e t e t r a m e t e r s , t h e 

s y n t a x and d i c t i o n ("mocked") and t h e b o l d r h e t o r i c a l s t a n c e 

("I p r a i s e " ) . H e r e W a t k i n s t a k e s up Y e a t s ' B l a k e a n i d e a as 

d e v e l o p e d i n "The D i a l o g u e o f S e l f a nd S o u l , " "Ego Dominus T u u s , " 

" V a c i l l a t i o n , " a nd "The Man and t h e E c h o " t h a t U n i t y o f B e i n g 

emerges o u t o f t h e c l a s h o f c o n t e n d i n g c o n t r a r i e s — p r i m a r y and 

a n t i t h e t i c a l man, s e l f a nd s o u l , swan and d o v e . As Y e a t s p u t s 

i t i n A V i s i o n : 
I h a d n e v e r r e a d H e g e l , b u t my m i n d h a d b e e n f u l l o f 
B l a k e f r o m b o y h o o d up and I saw t h e w o r l d as a c o n f l i c t — 
S p e c t r e and E m a n a t i o n — a n d c o u l d d i s t i n g u i s h b e t w e e n a 
c o n t r a r y and a negation.,„ 
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The main d i f f e r e n c e between Watkins and Yeats with regard 

to t h e i r f a s c i n a t i o n with the c l a s h of opposites i s that Wat­

k i n s sought a union of the c o n t r a r i e s i n r e l i g i o u s s y n t h e s i s , 

while Yeats tended to s u s t a i n a s c e p t i c i s m that enabled him to 

waver c o n t i n u a l l y between the poles of pagan d e f i a n c e and 

C h r i s t i a n r e s i g n a t i o n . The " t r a g i c j o y " of the Last Poems r e ­

presents Yeats' f i n a l approach toward a r e s o l u t i o n of the te n ­

sions w i t h i n the s e l f through an acceptance of c o n f l i c t as the 

ba s i s of l i f e . Yet h i s p o s i t i o n there i s s t i l l a great d i s ­

tance from Watkins' more t r a d i t i o n a l l y C h r i s t i a n sense of r e ­

l i g i o u s a f f i r m a t i o n and commitment, i n s p i t e of Watkins' pro­

t e s t a t i o n s to the c o n t r a r y . 

Watkins l i k e Yeats invokes Blake f r e q u e n t l y , not merely 

f o r h i s ideas and symbols, but because he rep r e s e n t s to both 

the p r o p h e t i c poet mediating h i s v i s i o n s of E t e r n i t y t o man. 

In the opening of the e a r l y long poem, "The Broken Sea," Wat­

k i n s makes the fundamental ground of h i s a f f i n i t y with Blake 

c l e a r . Again he uses a Y e a t s i a n three-beat rhymed measure such 

as we f i n d i n Yeats' "The Cat and the Moon." I t i s c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c of him to borrow a Y e a t s i a n cadence i n h i s poems about 

Blake: 

And calm above d i s a s t e r s 
In the confused wake 
Of p i t i l e s s h i s t o r y 
I see the v i s i o n s of Blake 
In t h e i r s e l f - b r i d l e d power. 
Upon the regenerate sea 
Among the great Masters 

He measured the passin g hour. (LV, p. 35) 

Blake, l i k e Yeats and a l l Watkins' great models, was h e r o i c i n 

h i s eyes because of h i s a b i l i t y to conquer time through the 

v i s i o n a r y powers of im a g i n a t i v e a r t . In Ideas of Good and E v i l , 
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Y e a t s makes c l e a r — i n terms t h a t W a t k i n s would have a c c e p t e d — 

h i s s e n s e t h a t B l a k e , w i t h h i s complex s y m b o l i c i m a g i n a t i o n , 

was an a p p r o p r i a t e model f o r t h e t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y p o e t . 
4 3 

Y e a t s , i n f a c t , saw him as an e a r l y " s y m b o l i s t " p o e t , e v o c a ­

t i v e and s u g g e s t i v e i n h i s t i g h t l y - w o v e n u n i v e r s e o f i n t e r c o n ­

n e c t e d symbols r e l a t i n g t o a h i d d e n o r d e r o f r e a l i t y . Though 

W a t k i n s w o u l d n o t have wanted t o make a r e l i g i o n o f a r t o r t o 

deny t h e r e l e v a n c e o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l J e s u s t o B l a k e ' s " J e s u s 

t h e I m a g i n a t i o n " as Y e a t s seemed t o do i n t h e e a r l y w r i t i n g s 

when he was most u n d e r t h e p r e - R a p h a e l i t e s w a y , 4 4 he would have 

a g r e e d w i t h him t h a t f o r B l a k e and f o r t h e t r u e p o e t , 
t h e i m a g i n a t i v e a r t s w e r e . . . t h e g r e a t e s t o f D i v i n e r e v ­
e l a t i o n s , and t h a t t h e sympathy w i t h a l l l i v i n g t h i n g s , 
s i n f u l and r i g h t e o u s a l i k e , w h i c h t h e i m a g i n a t i v e a r t s 
awaken, i s t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s o f s i n s commanded by C h r i s t . ^ 

We c a n s e e , t h e n , t h a t W a t k i n s was n o t o n l y drawn t o many 

o f t h e same f i g u r e s named by Y e a t s i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , A V i s i o n 

and t h e poems and e s s a y s , b u t t h a t he i s l i k e him i n h i s need t o 

i n v o k e s u c h a p a n t h e o n o f l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c h e r o e s , and t o 

b u i l d h i s a r t o u t o f r e s p o n s e and o p p o s i t i o n t o t h o s e who 

s t i r r e d h i s i m a g i n a t i o n . 

T h r e e o f W a t k i n s ' poems, " L o v e r and G i r l " ( L U ) , " A n g e l and 

Man" ( C A ) , and " D i a l o g u e " ( F ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , r e v e a l him h a n d l i n g 

h i s B l a k e a n c o n t r a r i e s i n a manner b o t h s i m i l a r t o and d i s t i n c t 

f r o m t h a t o f Y e a t s . H i s d i a l o g u e s o f t e n e x p r e s s two p o l e s o f 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s i n o r d e r t o a r r i v e a t a s y n t h e s i s i n w h i c h t h e 

c l a i m s o f s o u l a r e s e e n as more c o m p r e h e n s i v e t h a n t h o s e o f s e l f . 

I n Y e a t s ' " D i a l o g u e o f S e l f and S o u l " and " V a c i l l a t i o n , " on t h e 

o t h e r hand, S e l f h o l d s t h e a s c e n d e n c y . Here i n t h e " D i a l o g u e " 
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S e l f has t h e f i n a l word: 

When s u c h as I c a s t o u t r e m o r s e 
So g r e a t a s w e e t n e s s f l o w s i n t o t h e b r e a s t 
We must l a u g h and we must s i n g , 
We a r e b l e s t by e v e r y t h i n g , 

E v e r y t h i n g we l o o k upon i s b l e s t . ^ 

W a t k i n s ' " A n g e l and Man," t h o u g h w r i t t e n i n a d e c i d e d l y Y e a t s i a n 

c o n v e r s a t i o n a l s t y l e , i s c l o s e r i n c o n t e n t t o some s e v e n t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y d i a l o g u e s l i k e H e r b e r t ' s " D i a l o g u e " o r Vaughan's 

"De a t h : A D i a l o g u e " where God o r e t e r n i t y c o n f r o n t s t h e f i n i t e 

s o u l . I n t h e f o l l o w i n g p a s s a g e f r o m W a t k i n s ' poem, t h o u g h t h e 

Man's d o u b t s a r e v i a b l e , and t h o u g h he t o o s p e a k s t h e f i n a l 

word, t h e A n g e l s p e a k s from a h i g h e r l e v e l , h a v i n g a g r e a t e r 

knowledge o f t h e r e a l i t y o f l i f e b eyond t h e g r a v e . H e r e , t h e 

Man r e s p o n d s t o t h e A n g e l ' s i n s i s t e n c e t h a t h i s Y e a t s i a n moment 

o f " a n n u n c i a t i o n " has come: 

Man: Do n o t l o o k a t me, f o r I am i l l , 
I w o uld b e l i e v e y o u , b u t I c a n n o t . 
Too much i s h i d d e n . 
I h e a r y o u r s p e e c h , b u t when y o u r s p e e c h has 

f a d e d 
I t i s t h e e a r t h t h a t c o u n t s , where t h e s e men 

l i v e d . 
A l l t h e s e t h e e y e l i d b u r i e d , 
T h e s e t h e r o u g h e a r t h h i d e s , 
Where a r e t h e y , t h e n ? 

A n g e l : They a r e gone t o t h e r o o t o f t h e t r e e . 
J u s t as t h e r e d sun went b e h i n d t h e h i l l , 
They p i e r c e d t h e shadows o f i m a g i n e d r e s t . 

Man: I f s i g h s a r e ended t h e y s h o u l d wake now, t o o . 
A n g e l : They do wake, t h o u g h y o u r e a r s a r e n o t a t t u n e d 

To t h o s e sunk v o i c e s w h i c h t h e g r o u n d t r a n s ­
f i g u r e s . 

They a r e l i k e l i g h t n i n g , o r t h e t i m e i n s l e e p 
C i r c l i n g t h e e a r t h f r o m w h i c h t h e s l o w l e a f 

b r e a k s . 
They do wake, i n t h e murmur o f t h e l e a v e s . 

(CA, pp. 58-59) 

The Man's a c c e p t a n c e o f h i s human l i m i t a t i o n b e f o r e s p i r i t u a l 

f o r c e s more p o w e r f u l t h a n he c a n g r a s p , and h i s d e s i r e t o a b i d e 
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w i t h i n t h e c o n f i n e s o f a known e a r t h l y r e a l i t y p a r a l l e l s 

T a l i e s i n ' s s t a t e m e n t i n " T a l i e s i n a n d t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n " 

f r o m t h i s same v o l u m e : 

. . . . O m n i s c i e n c e i s n o t f o r man. 
C h r i s t e n me, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t my a c t s i n t h e d a r k may be 

j u s t , 
And a d a p t my p a r t i a l v i s i o n t o t h e l i m i t a t i o n o f t i m e . 

(CA, p. 21) 

The Man's f i n a l s t a t e m e n t , h o w e v e r , i s n o t a r e j e c t i o n o f t h e 

wisdom o f t h e A n g e l , w h i c h he r e c o g n i z e s as t r a n s c e n d i n g h i s 

own, b u t a n a c c e p t a n c e o f man's r e l a t i v e c o n d i t i o n i n t i m e — h i s 

a p p r o p r i a t e a n d j u s t i f i e d f e a r o r awe b e f o r e t h e A b s o l u t e t o 

w h i c h he i s b u t a s p a r k o r embryo i n " s o l i t a r y d a r k " : 

I a c c e p t t h i s f o r my p o r t i o n . G r i e f was t h e i r s , 
And g r i e f , t h e i r l o t , i s l i k e l y t o be m i n e . 
Y e t i n t h e l a s t , most s o l i t a r y d a r k 
T h e r e l i v e s a n e q u i l i b r i u m i n t h e s o u l 
D e p e n d i n g on f o r g i v e n e s s . G r a n t me t h i s , 
And I s h a l l h o l d t r u t h f a s t w i t h o u t r e m o r s e 
U n d e r t h e t u r n i n g s t a r s . (CA, p. 59) 

L i k e Y e a t s ' S e l f o f "The D i a l o g u e o f S e l f and S o u l , " W a t k i n s ' 

Man c a s t s o u t " r e m o r s e . " The Y e a t s i a n s e l f h o o d , h o w e v e r , c o n ­

q u e r s by a c t i v e l y c e l e b r a t i n g t h e u p h e a v a l s and i m p u r i t i e s o f 

t h e t e m p o r a l c y c l e s e v e n i n " t h e f r o g - s p a w n o f a b l i n d man's 

d i t c h , " w h i l e W a t k i n s ' h u m a n i t y o r Man f i n d s a q u i e t e r " e q u i ­

l i b r i u m o f t h e s o u l " i n " f o r g i v e n e s s . " He i s a s k i n g , i n e f f e c t , 

t o be h e l d w i t h i n t i m e i n a s t a t e o f g r a c e as i n t h e r e l a t e d 

poem " B r e a d a nd t h e S t a r s " ( s e e C h a p t e r I V ) w h i c h a l s o e x p l o r e s 

man's c o n d i t i o n " u n d e r t h e t u r n i n g s t a r s . " 

W a t k i n s w r o t e a n e a r l y masque o v e r t h e p e r i o d 1935-1947 

e n t i t l e d The I n f l u e n c e s w h i c h r e v e a l s h i m e x p l o r i n g t h e Y e a t s i a n 

f o r m o f t h e s h o r t , s y m b o l i c , l y r i c a l drama. A y e t u n p u b l i s h e d 
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v e r s i o n o f t h e p l a y was p r o d u c e d i n 1939 by Thomas T a i g a t t h e 

Swansea L i t t l e T h e a t r e , a n d a f i n a l v e r s i o n , a s c r i p t f o r r a d i o 

c o m p l e t e d i n 1 9 4 7 , h a s b e e n p u b l i s h e d by B r a n ' s Head P r e s s 

( 1 9 7 7 ) . A g a i n , t h e theme o f t h i s e a r l y p l a y i s t h e Y e a t s i a n -

B l a k e a n one o f t h e u n i o n o f c o n t r a r i e s — t h i s t i m e e n a c t e d 

t h r o u g h t h e s y m b o l i c f i g u r e s o f a g i r l ( a d a n c e r ) and a n o l d man, 

r e p r e s e n t i n g r e s p e c t i v e l y t h e p o l e s o f y o u t h a nd a g e , j o y 

( a c t i o n ) and r e f l e c t i o n , f o l l y a n d wisdom, o r as W a t k i n s w r i t e s 

i n t h e P r o l o g u e , " t h e l i f e b e y o n d t i m e " a n d " t h e moment o f 

t i m e . " ^ ' 7 I t s s i m p l i c i t y o f s t a g i n g s u g g e s t i n g t h e J a p a n e s e Noh 

drama, i t s u s e o f (two) m u s i c i a n s , and t h e o p e n i n g s t a g e b u s i ­

n e s s o f t h e f o l d i n g a n d u n f o l d i n g o f a b l a c k c l o t h a r e p u r e 
48 

p a s t i c h e o f Y e a t s . W a t k i n s b o r r o w s d e v i c e s u s e d i n p l a y s l i k e 

A t t h e Hawk's W e l l , C a l v a r y a n d P u r g a t o r y . E v e n h i s f i g u r e s 

o f t h e d a n c e a nd d a n c e r , w h i c h he u s e s e l s e w h e r e i n " T o u c h w i t h 

Y o u r F i n g e r s " (CA) and "The D a n c e r i n t h e L e a v e s " (BOD), s u g ­

g e s t Y e a t s ' s y m b o l i c u s e o f t h e d a n c e i n b o t h t h e p l a y s , a n d i n 

poems l i k e "The D o u b l e V i s i o n o f M i c h a e l R o b a r t e s " a n d "Sweet 

D a n c e r . " Though t h e p l a y i s t o o s t r o n g l y i m i t a t i v e o f Y e a t s 

t o d i s p l a y W a t k i n s a t h i s b e s t , i t does r e v e a l a g a i n h i s c l o s e 

c o n c e r n w i t h t h e p r o b l e m o f u n i t i n g a n t i t h e t i c a l p o l e s o f 

b e i n g , a p r o b l e m he was t o a d d r e s s more c l e a r l y i n h i s own v o i c e 

i n " B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd." T h e r e t h e c o n t r a r i e s a r e r e p r e ­

s e n t e d by t h e i n m a t e s o f t h e h o u s e , o r t h e l i v i n g , a n d t h e p a r t y 

o f s i n g e r s b e a r i n g t h e M a r i , o r t h e d e a d . I n The I n f l u e n c e s as 

i n t h e " B a l l a d , " W a t k i n s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h what he c a l l s i n a 

n o t e t o t h e b a l l a d , " t h e p r o f a n e a n d s a c r e d moment i m p o s s i b l e t o 



273 

r e a l i z e w h i l e t h e c l o c k - h a n d s d i v i d e t h e L i v i n g f r o m t h e Dead" 

(BML, p. 5 5 ) . I n b o t h t h e p l a y and t h e poem t h e moment o f po­

t e n t i a l u n i o n and t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i s f l e e t i n g . The o l d man 

a c h i e v e s i t o n l y a t t h e moment o f d e a t h , and t h e " l i v i n g " o f 

t h e b a l l a d f a i l t o a c h i e v e i t a t a l l by r e f u s i n g t o a d m i t t h e 

" h o l y M a r i " t o t h e i r f e a s t . T h e r e f o r e , W a t k i n s ' c o n c e r n w i t h 

man's r e l a t i o n t o t h e t i m e l e s s moment i s v i t a l t o him c o n s i s ­

t e n t l y w h e t h e r o r n o t he c l o t h e s h i s a n t i n o m i e s i n Y e a t s i a n 

f o r m . E x c e p t f o r t h i s b r i e f e x c u r s i o n i n t o t h e t h e a t r e , h i s 

u s e o f t h e l o n g e r d r a m a t i c poem i n t h e " B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i 

Lwyd" and i t s s e q u e l t h e " B a l l a d o f t h e O u t e r D a r k , " and h i s 

e x p e r i m e n t s w i t h t h e t h r e e l o n g l y r i c s f r o m LV, W a t k i n s r e ­

mained a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y a m a s t e r o f t h e s h o r t l y r i c poem. To 

my mind, h i s e x p e r i m e n t s w i t h l o n g e r forms a r e i n t e r e s t i n g , and 

h e l p r e v e a l t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f h i s v i s i o n , b u t a r e u l t i m a t e l y 

l e s s s u c c e s s f u l t h a n t h e c o n d e n s e d l y r i c s where h i s n a t u r a l l y 

l i g h t e r and more f l u e n t p a t t e r n s f i n d t h e i r most mature e x p r e s ­

s i o n . The f a c t t h a t he d i d e x p e r i m e n t w i t h o t h e r f o r m s , how­

e v e r , d e m o n s t r a t e s t h a t he was a more v a r i e d p o e t t h a n i s u s u ­

a l l y assumed. 

W a t k i n s ' c o n c e n t r a t i o n on a few i n t e n s e images, l i k e t h a t 

o f d a n c e r and aged man i n The I n f l u e n c e s , has shown him t o be, 

l i k e Y e a t s , a p o e t i n s e a r c h o f what B r i a n K e e b l e has c a l l e d , 
49 

"a l y r i c a l e x p r e s s i o n o f s y m b o l i c a l c o n t e n t . " B e c a u s e o f 

Y e a t s ' e a r l y i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h B l a k e and t h e P r e - R a p h a e l i t e s , 

h i s l o v e o f s y m b o l i s t drama and h i s a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e F r e n c h 

p o e t s M a l l a r m e , V e r l a i n e and V a l e r y , he has been c l a s s i f i e d as a 

p o s t - s y m b o l i s t p o e t . I b e l i e v e t h e u s e o f t h a t l a b e l c a n be a 
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v a l i d way o f a p p r o a c h i n g h i s e a r l y w ork i n p a r t i c u l a r . Y e t i t 

i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i z e t h a t Y e a t s d e v e l o p e d as a p o e t by 

s t e e p i n g h i m s e l f i n C e l t i c , N e o p l a t o n i c , C h r i s t i a n , o c c u l t a nd 

I n d i a n s o u r c e s , t h u s w o r k i n g f r o m a d e e p e r p h i l o s o p h i c a l b a s e 

t h a n t h a t o f t h e s y m b o l i s t s who were c o n c e r n e d p r i m a r i l y w i t h 

t h e e v o c a t i o n o f s y m b o l s i n a more p r i v a t e o r s u b j e c t i v e c o n ­

t e x t . I n h i s m a t u r e work d a t i n g f r o m t h e t i m e o f R e s p o n s i b i l ­

i t i e s ( 1 9 1 4 ) , and i n l a t e poems l i k e "News f o r t h e D e l p h i c 

O r a c l e " and "The C i r c u s A n i m a l ' s D e s e r t i o n , " he was c a p a b l e o f 

a s e v e r e l y a m b i v a l e n t a t t i t u d e t o w a r d h i s own e a r l i e r s y m b o l s 

and m y t h i c a p p a r a t u s . A f t e r s u c h q u e s t i o n i n g , he w o u l d o f t e n 

r e t u r n t o them w i t h r e n e w e d v i g o u r and i n s i g h t as i n " C u c h u l a i n 

C o m f o r t e d . " I w i s h t o d e s i g n a t e h i m a s y m b o l i s t p o e t , h o w e v e r , 

i n t h e s e n s e t h a t i n t h e w h o l e o f h i s c a n o n he w o r k s and r e ­

w o r k s h i s m e t a p h o r s w i t h s u c h i n t e n s i t y and p r e c i s i o n t h a t t h e y 

become h e i g h t e n e d s y m b o l s . He d i s t i n g u i s h e s s u c h s y m b o l s f r o m 

m e t a p h o r s i n t h e e a r l y e s s a y , "The S y m b o l i s m o f P o e t r y " : 

. . . . m e t a p h o r s a r e n o t p r o f o u n d enough' t o be m o v i n g , 
when t h e y a r e n o t s y m b o l s , and when t h e y a r e s y m b o l s 
t h e y a r e t h e most p e r f e c t , b e c a u s e t h e most s u b t l e , 
o u t s i d e o f p u r e s o u n d . . . . 

S u c h u n i v e r s a l s y m b o l s u s e d t o i n v o k e c o m p l e x i n t e r m i x t u r e s o f 

i d e a s and e m o t i o n s a r e m y s t e r i o u s , and t h e i r u s e c o r r e s p o n d s t o 

a v i e w o f t h e w o r l d t h a t assumes m y s t e r y a t i t s v e r y h e a r t . 

I w i s h t o a r g u e t h a t i n t h e a b o v e s e n s e a l o n e W a t k i n s i s , 

l i k e Y e a t s , a s y m b o l i c a l p o e t , t h o u g h he s h a r e d w i t h h i m a 

k n o w l e d g e o f t h e F r e n c h s y m b o l i s t movement. I n h i s c a s e , a 

r e l a t e d n e x u s o f k e y i m a g es c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e o v e r t h r o w o f 
51 

t i m e i s u s e d s y m b o l i c a l l y . L i k e t h e work o f Y e a t s , W a t k i n s ' 
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poems must be r e a d whole i f one i s t o a p p r e c i a t e t h e f u l l mean­

i n g o f e a c h one i n d i v i d u a l l y . I n Y e a t s , t h e symbols o f swan, 

H e l e n o f T r o y , t h e dome and t o w e r , and so on, r e c u r i n ever-new 

c o n t e x t s , and one must assume t h e p r e s e n c e o f c r o s s - r e f e r e n c i n g 

from poem t o poem. I n W a t k i n s , where t h i s i s a l s o t h e c a s e , we 

have a l r e a d y s e e n how t h e sycamore ( r e p r e s e n t i n g l o n g e v i t y , f e r ­

t i l i t y , i m m o r t a l i t y ) and Z a c c h a e u s , images o f w h i t e f l o w e r s and 

w h i t e l i g h t , t h e f o u n t a i n , t h e s t r e a m and t h e s e a r e a p p e a r i n 

poem a f t e r poem, g a i n i n g r i c h n e s s when r e a d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f 

t h e whole o f h i s work. Though he does n o t i n v e n t h i s symbols 

l i k e B l a k e , W a t k i n s assumes t h a t t h e y a r e i n B l a k e ' s words, "a 

R e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f what E t e r n a l l y E x i s t s R e a l l y and Unchange-
52 

a b l y . " As Y e a t s e x p r e s s e s i t i n h i s e s s a y on B l a k e ' s i l l u s ­

t r a t i o n s t o Dante when d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between a l l e g o r y and 

v i s i o n , 
A symbol i s i n d e e d t h e o n l y p o s s i b l e e x p r e s s i o n o f some 
i n v i s i b l e e s s e n c e , a t r a n s p a r e n t lamp a b o u t a s p i r i t u a l 
f l a m e ; w h i l e a l l e g o r y i s one o f many p o s s i b l e r e p r e s e n ­
t a t i o n s o f an embodied t h i n g , o r f a m i l i a r p r i n c i p l e , 
and b e l o n g s t o f a n c y and n o t t o i m a g i n a t i o n : t h e one 
i s a r e v e l a t i o n , t h e o t h e r an a m u s e m e n t . ^ 

A g a i n , t h e i n h e r e n t r e l i g i o s i t y o f W a t k i n s ' v i s i o n l e d him t o 

c h o o s e symbols t h a t were r e v e l a t o r y i n t h i s s e n s e ; and i t was 

t h i s u s e o f symbol i n Y e a t s t h a t c a u s e d him t o d e c l a r e Y e a t s a 

r e l i g i o u s p o e t . 

The i m p a c t o f Y e a t s ' l a t e r s t y l e was r e v o l u t i o n a r y on Wat­

k i n s ' own i n h e l p i n g him t o move l i k e Y e a t s f r o m a h i g h l y Ro­

m a n t i c , i m a g e - l a d e n v e r s e t o a more a u s t e r e , t i g h t and r e f i n e d 

mode o f e x p r e s s i o n . When he s p e a k s i n t h e e s s a y , "The P o e t r y 

o f W. B. Y e a t s , " o f how Y e a t s ' Muse f r e e d t h e I r i s h p o e t f r o m 
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" t h a t e a r l y a f f e c t a t i o n , t h a t a r t i f i c i a l i t y o f p o e t i c d i c -
54 

t i o n , " one f e e l s t h a t W a t k i n s i s s p e a k i n g s i m u l t a n e o u s l y o f 

h i s own s t r u g g l e t o a c h i e v e a more c o n t e m p o r a r y i d i o m . As Gwen 

W a t k i n s h a s s t a t e d i n a n o t e , ' 
. . . . t h e f a c t t h a t m u s i c c o u l d be made o u t o f b a r e a nd 
o r d i n a r y l a n g u a g e — ' t h e t o n g u e o f t h e common p e o p l e ' — 
was a r e v o l u t i o n i n s t y l e f o r h i m as g r e a t as t h e ' d o l c e 
s t i l n u o v a ' o f D a n t e , a nd t h i s was n e c e s s a r y t o c o m p l e t e 
t h e ' r e v o l u t i o n o f s e n s i b i l i t y ' w h i c h VW r e f e r s t o as 
t a k i n g p l a c e i n h i s 2 1 s t y e a r . U n t i l h i s s t y l e c a u g h t 
up w i t h h i s f e e l i n g s t h e r e a l p o e t c o u l d n ' t b e g i n t o 
d e v e l o p , a n d t h i s was what Y e a t s d i d f o r h i m . ^ 

W a t k i n s ' i n i t i a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h Y e a t s was i n c r e a s e d 

when he f o u n d t h a t t h e y b o t h b e l i e v e d i n t h e v a l u e o f a s t r o n g 

f o r m a l s t r u c t u r e and a s t r i c t m u s i c a l i t y . L e s l i e N o r r i s h a s 

n o t i c e d t h a t t h e i n c a n t a t o r y s t y l e common t o b o t h i s b a s e d on a 

s i m i l a r s e n s i t i v i t y t o so u n d a nd r h y t h m . He p o i n t s o u t t h a t i n 

h i s e a r l y v e r s e W a t k i n s h a n d l e s some o f Y e a t s ' p e r s o n a l r h y t h m s 

a w k w a r d l y , as i n " P o r t r a i t o f a F r i e n d " (BML) where he b o r r o w s 

t h e s h o r t Y e a t s i a n l i n e o f t h r e e a c c e n t e d s y l l a b l e s and t h r e e 

o r f o u r u n a c c e n t e d as u s e d i n " E a s t e r 1 916" a n d "The F i s h e r -
5 6 

man." W a t k i n s must h a v e b e e n p l e a s e d t o d i s c o v e r n o t o n l y 

t h a t Y e a t s composed a u r a l l y ( w i t h e m p h a s i s on sound) as he d i d , 

b u t t h a t t h e i r h a b i t s o f r e v i s i o n were a l m o s t i d e n t i c a l . I n 

"New Y e a r 1 9 6 5 , " W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s Y e a t s ' method o f c o m p o s i t i o n : 
F i r s t o f a l l he w o u l d make a p r o s e d r a f t , a n d t h e n move 
i t i n t o a l y r i c a l s h a p e , u n t i l s l o w l y , s o m e t i m e s c h a n t i n g 
t h e l i n e s a l l t h r o u g h t h e n i g h t , he had a r r i v e d a t t h e 
p u r e s t f o r m o f h i s t h o u g h t , i t s most d i r e c t a n d m u s c u l a r 
e x p r e s s i o n . A t l a s t t h e w h o l e poem w o u l d come t o g e t h e r 
i n a moment, l i k e a c l i c k o f a b o x , as he o n c e d e s c r i b e d 
i t . 5 ? 

W a t k i n s was t o s p e a k f r e q u e n t l y o f t h e p r o b l e m o f " r e s o l v i n g a 

poem," t h a t i s , o f how t o d i s c o v e r t h r o u g h s u c h a p r o c e s s as 



277 

Y e a t s c a l l s " s e d e n t a r y t o i l " ( s e e "Ego Dominus Tuus") i t s f i n a l 
t= 58 f o r m . 

Many o f W a t k i n s ' t r i b u t e s t o Y e a t s , l i k e t h e e a r l i e r -

m e n t i o n e d " Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " seem t o s u f f e r f r o m a t o o o b v i o u s 

e m u l a t i o n o f h i s m a s t e r . " Y e a t s ' T ower," " I n Memory o f E l i z a ­

b e t h C o r b e t Y e a t s " (BML) and "The L a s t Poems o f Y e a t s " (BML) 

a r e n o t a b l e e x a m p l e s o f W a t k i n s i n a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y Y e a t s i a n 

mood. I n " Y e a t s ' T ower," W a t k i n s b o r r o w s a Y e a t s i a n b a l l a d 

r e f r a i n , "0 u n d e r g r a s s , 0 u n d e r g r a s s , t h e s e c r e t " ; i n " I n 

Memory o f E l i z a b e t h C o r b e t Y e a t s " he u s e s a t y p i c a l l y Y e a t s i a n 

e p i t a p h s u c h as t h e I r i s h p o e t e m p l o y s i n " S w i f t ' s E p i t a p h " ; 

and i n "The L a s t Poems o f Y e a t s , " he u s e s s t a n z a s o f t w o - l i n e 

e p i g r a m m a t i c c o u p l e t s t o r e h e a r s e some o f Y e a t s ' m a j o r themes 

and s y m b o l s , c o n c l u d i n g w i t h t h e s y m b o l o f t h e swan t o r e p r e s e n t 

t h e u n i o n o f c o n t r a r i e s : 

E v e n as I r e a d t h o s e l e t t e r s t h e r e 
Two w h i t e swans a r e m e e t i n g i n a i r ; 

Two w h i t e swans a r e b e a t i n g t h e i r w i n g s 

T e r r i f i e d , l o s t i n f l i g h t , he [ Y e a t s ] s i n g s . (BW, p. 37) 

Though i t i s a l e g i t i m a t e p r a c t i c e t o h o n o u r a p o e t by w r i t i n g 

i n h i s s t y l e , many o f t h e s e poems f a i l t o be more t h a n s e t 

p i e c e s . The e a r l y " Y e a t s ' T o w e r " i s e x c e p t i o n a l , h o w e v e r , i n 

t h a t i n s p i t e o f i t s Y e a t s i a n d i c t i o n and p h r a s i n g , t h e c o n t e n t 

i s W a t k i n s ' own. The image o f t h e " m a r g u e r i t e " whose "doom t h a t 

n e v e r comes, comes s o o n , " f o r e s h a d o w s h i s u s e o f e p h e m e r a l b l o s ­

soms i n t h e " M u s i c o f C o l o u r s " s e q u e n c e . B l o s s o m s a r e a l s o c o n ­

j o i n e d h e r e , a s i n t h e l a t e r poems, w i t h t h e "Dead s a i n t s " who 

h a v e c r o s s e d f r o m l i f e t o d e a t h . H e r e t h e " s n o w - w h i t e b l o o d " 

h a s b l o w n f r o m t h e w i n d s t i r r e d b e n e a t h t h e t o u c h o f t h e " f i n g e r 
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o f God" o f t h e f i r s t two s t a n z a s . Nowhere i n Y e a t s do we f i n d 

s u c h a n e x p l i c i t s t a t e m e n t o f God's d i r e c t i n t e r v e n t i o n i n t h e 

n a t u r a l w o r l d : 

S u r e l y f r o m t h i s [ t h e w i n d ] t h e s n o w - w h i t e b l o o d i s b l o w n ; 
G o l d m a r g u e r i t e ' s doom t h a t n e v e r comes, comes s o o n . 
Dead s a i n t s , w h i t e c l o u d s , t h e y s t o p n o t n e a r t h e s h r i n e 
B u t c r o s s t h e s k e l e t o n h a r p , t h e u n p l u c k e d bone: 
0 u n d e r g r a s s , 0 u n d e r g r a s s , t h e s e c r e t . (BML, p. 27) 

L i k e many o f W a t k i n s ' e a r l y poems w r i t t e n d u r i n g t h e t i m e he was 

i n c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Thomas, t h i s one s u f f e r s f r o m a c e r ­

t a i n o b s c u r i t y o r d e l i b e r a t e a m b i g u i t y o f s y n t a x ( u n c l e a r o r 

m u l t i p l e r e f e r e n t s , o b s c u r e a p p o s i t i v e p h r a s e s ) , y e t i t shows 

W a t k i n s b e g i n n i n g t o e x p l o r e t h e u n i q u e i m a g i n a t i v e l a n d s c a p e 

w h i c h was t o h a u n t h i m i n l a t e r poems. 

A much l a t e r Y e a t s i a n poem f r o m F i d e l i t i e s , " E a r t h a n d 

F i r e " ( F , p. 1 2 ) , r e v e a l s W a t k i n s w o r k i n g i n t h e more c o n d e n s e d , 

t i g h t e r s t y l e o f h i s own l a t e r l y r i c s where t h e p r e s e n c e o f 

Y e a t s h a s become w e l l - i n t e g r a t e d . The r h y t h m i s W a t k i n s ' own 

v a r i a t i o n o f Y e a t s ' s h o r t f o u r a n d t h r e e - b e a t l i n e s . The sym­

b o l o f f i r e ( s t a n z a 1 ) , t h e i d e a o f t h e b l e s s e d n e s s o f " t h e 

moment" ( s e e Y e a t s ' " V a c i l l a t i o n I V " ) , a n d t h e n o t i o n o f a n 

e x a l t a t i o n " u n i t i n g d e a t h a nd b i r t h " ( s t a n z a 3) c o u l d be t r a c e d 

t o some o f Y e a t s ' poems where he e x p r e s s e s h i s i d e a l o f a " c o l d 

and p a s s i o n a t e " v e r s e ( s e e "The F i s h e r m a n " ) . I q u o t e t h e poem 

i n i t s e n t i r e t y t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e p o i n t t h a t W a t k i n s h a s h e r e 

a d a p t e d e l e m e n t s o f Y e a t s ' l a t e r s t y l e , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e h e r o i c 

a t t i t u d e , t o e x p r e s s h i s own u n i q u e v i s i o n o f t h e s o u l f i x e d on 

God: 
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A l l do n o t s eek t h e e x a l t e d f i r e ; 
A l l do n o t l e t t h e moment b l e s s . 
And y e t , what so r e w a r d s d e s i r e , 
So n o u r i s h e s ? C o n f e s s : 
He's wrong who t o i l s f o r l e s s . 

Measure t h e g r o u n d and w e igh i t s y i e l d , 
C h a n g i n g t h e c r o p s w h i l e s e a s o n s t u r n . 
Y e t who c a n s a y a b a r r e n f i e l d 
Where t h e d r y b r a m b l e s b u r n 
B r i n g s n o t t h e b e s t r e t u r n ? 

Then t h e f i n e b r e a t h o f w i n t r y a i r 
Answers t h e c r i s p and s t u b b o r n e a r t h . 
W i t h o u t t h e e x a l t a t i o n t h e r e 
U n i t i n g d e a t h and b i r t h , 
What i s a man's song worth? 

E a r t h ' s n a t u r a l o r d e r b r i n g s a w e a l t h 
Of p r o m i s e , b o u n t y , and r e g r e t . 
T h r o u g h changes he a l o n e has h e a l t h 
And w r i t e s o f f a l l t h e d e b t 

Whose h e a r t on h e a v e n i s s e t . ( F , p. 12) 

The poem c o n c e r n s t h e p o e t ' s d e c i s i o n t o s t r i v e f o r t h e h i g h e s t 

l e v e l o f p o e t i c e x p r e s s i o n — t h a t w h i c h embodies r e l i g i o u s e c ­

s t a s y . I n i t s c e l e b r a t i o n o f " E a r t h ' s n a t u r a l o r d e r " and u s e 

o f t h e m e taphor o f t h e b a r r e n f i e l d W a t k i n s ' poem i s d i s t i n c t 

f r o m a n y t h i n g Y e a t s w r o t e . T h e r e i s i n t h e whole o f W a t k i n s , i n 

f a c t , what seems t o me a l e s s v i o l e n t o p p o s i t i o n t h a n we f i n d 

i n Y e a t s between t h e i d e a l and t h e n a t u r a l o r d e r s , t h e dome and 
t o w er and t h e " f u r y and t h e m i r e o f human v e i n s " o f " B y z a n -

59 

t i u m . " Though W a t k i n s d i s t i n g u i s h e s c l e a r l y between t h e 

" e x a l t e d f i r e " o f h e a v e n and t h e c l a i m s o f " t h e c r i s p and s t u b ­

b o r n e a r t h , " he does n o t s h i f t b a c k and f o r t h between a c h o i c e 

o f f i r s t one and t h e n t h e o t h e r as Y e a t s t e n d s t o do i n t h e 

d i a l o g u e poems. Nor does he s e t up a d i c h o t o m y between p e r f e c ­

t i o n o f t h e l i f e and p e r f e c t i o n o f t h e work as Y e a t s does i n 

"The C h o i c e . " I n t h e f i n a l s t a n z a , i n f a c t , t h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s 

c l e a r t h a t by s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s e t t i n g h i s h e a r t on h e a v e n and 
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a d j u s t i n g h i m s e l f t o t h e " w e a l t h / Of p r o m i s e , b o u n t y , and 

r e g r e t " p r o v i d e d by " E a r t h ' s n a t u r a l o r d e r " he i s b e s t e q u i p p e d 

t o r e c o v e r what Y e a t s c a l l e d U n i t y o f B e i n g , o r a t l e a s t a s t a t e 

o f s p i r i t u a l and a e s t h e t i c h e a l t h . A t a s e c o n d l e v e l , t h e poem 

e s t a b l i s h e s t h e n e c e s s a r y u n i o n o f i n s p i r a t i o n ("the e x a l t e d 

f i r e " ) and t o i l ( t h e p r e p a r i n g and p l a n t i n g o f t h e " s t u b b o r n 

e a r t h " ) i n t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t h e poem. L i k e many o f Y e a t s ' 

l a t e r poems ( i . e . " H i g h T a l k , " "The C i r c u s A n i m a l ' s D e s e r t i o n " 

and "Under Ben B u l b e n " ) i t s t a n d s as a s e l f - c o n s c i o u s e x p l o r a ­

t i o n o f t h e p o e t ' s c r a f t . U n l i k e Y e a t s , W a t k i n s does n o t c o n ­

s t a n t l y r e v i v e and s a t i r i z e h i s own e a r l i e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 

myth, d r a m a t i z i n g t h e v a r i o u s a s p e c t s o f h i m s e l f , b u t he i s 

c o n c e r n e d t o a n a l y s e t h e human v e r s u s d i v i n e e l e m e n t s i n v o l v e d 

i n t h e c r e a t i v e p r o c e s s . The c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n b o t h he and 

Y e a t s r a i s e i s t h i s : "What i s t h e n a t u r e o f t h e c r e a t i v e a c t ? " 

" E a r t h and F i r e " i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y f i n e example o f t h e 

l a t e r W a t k i n s a t h i s b e s t and a n e x c e l l e n t summation o f h i s 

e x a l t e d i d e a l o f p o e t r y . The theme t h a t t h e p o e t s h o u l d s t r i v e 

u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y f o r t h e " e x a l t e d f i r e " o f d i v i n e i n s p i r a t i o n 

i s r e i n f o r c e d n i c e l y by t h e h e i g h t e n e d b u t sometimes n a t u r a l o r 

c o l l o q u i a l d i c t i o n ( i . e . What i s a man's song w o r t h ? ) , t h e u s e 

o f r h e t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n and v a t i c r e p l y t o s u g g e s t an i n t e r i o r 

d i a l o g u e . The o p p o s i n g e l e m e n t s o f f i r e and e a r t h a r e p l a y e d 

o f f and r e u n i t e d by t h e " f i n e b r e a t h o f w i n t r y a i r " i n s t a n z a 

t h r e e , r e p r e s e n t i n g man's b r e a t h i n g o r " a s p i r a t i o n " ( i n t h e 

e t y m o l o g i c a l s e n s e ) t o w a r d God. The p a r a d o x e s t h a t t h e b u r n e d 

and " b a r r e n f i e l d " o f t h e h e a r t t e s t e d by a d v e r s i t y y i e l d s t o 

he a v e n " t h e b e s t r e t u r n , " and t h a t by s e t t i n g t h e h e a r t on 
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h e a v e n one g a i n s e a r t h as w e l l , p r o c e e d f r o m t h e b a s i c C h r i s ­

t i a n p r i n c i p l e a r t i c u l a t e d e l s e w h e r e i n W a t k i n s ' v e r s e t h a t t o 

l o s e t h e s e l f i s t o g a i n i t . 

A n o t h e r c e n t r a l theme W a t k i n s s h a r e s w i t h Y e a t s i s t h a t o f 

t h e c o n s o l a t i o n o f f e r e d by g r e a t a r t . L i k e Y e a t s , he was i n t e r ­

e s t e d i n what he r e c o g n i z e d i n "The J o y o f C r e a t i o n " as " t h e 
6 0 

l i n k s b e t w e e n p o e t r y , m u s i c , and t h e v i s u a l a r t s . " I n t h e 

f o l l o w i n g e x c e r p t s f r o m t h a t e s s a y , he w r i t e s m a i n l y o f t h e 

v i s u a l a r t s : 
A p i c t u r e , l i k e a n y w ork o f a r t , i s a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
o f l i f e . L i f e i s a m i r a c l e , and a r t becomes a m i r a c l e 
when i t i s a p e r f e c t r e f r a c t i o n o f l i f e . . . . 

What h a p p e n e d when, a f t e r M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s l a b o u r s , 
t h e d o o r s o f t h e S i s t i n e C h a p e l were opened? Was a n y ­
one among t h o s e who e n t e r e d a b l e t o s e i z e more t h a n a 
f r a c t i o n o f t h e i m a g i n a t i v e power d i s p l a y e d ? 

....A supreme work o f a r t i s a b l e t o p e r s u a d e us 
t h a t i t h a s e x i s t e d f o r e v e r , and t h a t i t i s we, who 
b e l i e v e d i n t h e f u g i t i v e n a t u r e o f t i m e , who were d e ­
c e i v e d . g-̂  

The r e f e r e n c e t o i m m o r t a l w o r k s o f a r t as " m i r a c l e " p r o v i d i n g 

man w i t h a n e s c a p e f r o m t i m e r e c a l l s t h e u s e Y e a t s makes o f t h e 

R a venna and S i c i l i a n m o s a i c s i n " S a i l i n g t o B y z a n t i u m , " t h e 

l a p i s c a r v i n g by C a l l i m a c h u s i n " L a p i s L a z u l i " and t h e m a r b l e 

s c u l p t u r e s a n d i v o r y c a r v i n g s o f P h i d i a s i n " M e d i t a t i o n s i n 

Time o f C i v i l War" and "The S t a t u e s , " t o c i t e o n l y a few exam­

p l e s . I n a l e t t e r t o The L i s t e n e r ( J a n . 22, 1 9 4 8 ) , W a t k i n s 

s p e a k s o f how B y z a n t i u m i s f o r Y e a t s "a r e c u r r e n t s y m b o l o f 
6 2 

v i s i o n . " T h e r e he a r g u e s t h a t Y e a t s ' s y m b o l s o f a r t s e r v e 
a p u r g a t i v e f u n c t i o n i n t h e poem " B y z a n t i u m " : 

I n t h i s poem [ " B y z a n t i u m " ] Y e a t s a g a i n e x a m i n e s t h e 
s o u l ' s r e l a t i o n t o w o r k s o f a r t ; he f i n d s t h a t a r c h i ­
t e c t and g o l d s m i t h h a v e s e t up m i r a c l e s o f w o r k m a n s h i p 
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t o s t a n d i n mockery o f " a l l t h a t man i s " . . . . 
. . . , [ F ] o r t h e works o f a r t , t h e c a t h e d r a l dome, 

t h e m o s a i c pavement and t h e g o l d e n b i r d , c o n t i n u e t o 
have a power o f p u r g a t i o n o v e r a l l " b l o o d - b e g o t t e n 
s p i r i t s " who come n e a r them.^g 

And he adds t h a t i n " L a p i s L a z u l i , " one o f h i s f a v o r i t e poems, 

Y e a t s , w i t h a s u b t l e t y he n e v e r e x c e l l e d , r e c a l l s t h a t 
a n c i e n t m i r a c l e , t h e j o y u n d e r l y i n g s u f f e r i n g , t h e i n ­
v i o l a b l e j o y o f c r e a t i o n , a r t i s t s as w o r l d - b u i l d e r s 
t r i u m p h i n g o v e r s u f f e r i n g and d e a t h . 

The r e c u r r e n t s t a t e m e n t t h a t a r t i s " m i r a c l e " c a p a b l e o f d e ­

f e a t i n g t i m e may be an echo o f Y e a t s ' comment i n A V i s i o n t h a t 

t h e " r o u n d b i r d - l i k e e y e s o f B y z a n t i n e s c u l p t u r e " seemed t o be 
6 5 

" s t a r i n g a t m i r a c l e . " The Y e a t s i a n image o f t h e g o l d e n b i r d 

g a z i n g i n t o p a s t , p r e s e n t and f u t u r e ( v i e w i n g p r o p h e t i c a l l y 

"what i s p a s t , o r p a s s i n g , o r t o come" as i n B l a k e ' s "Hear t h e 

V o i c e o f t h e B a r d ! / Who P r e s e n t , P a s t , & F u t u r e , s e e s " f r o m 

Songs o f E x p e r i e n c e ) became f o r W a t k i n s a p o w e r f u l symbol o f t h e 

a r t i s t as " w o r l d - b u i l d e r t r i u m p h i n g o v e r s u f f e r i n g and d e a t h . " 

In h i s own work, W a t k i n s was t o u t i l i z e t h e " u t p i c t u r a 

p o e s i s " t r a d i t i o n i n a l i k e manner. M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s Adam, o r 

" t h e S i s t i n e wonder," as W a t k i n s c a l l s i t i n " E p i t h a l a m i o n " 

(DB), i s r e f e r r e d t o i n "The Immortal i n N a t u r e " ( C A ) , " A n g e l o ' s 

Adam" (A) and " R e s t i n g P l a c e s " ( F ) . We r e c a l l t h a t Y e a t s p i c ­

t u r e s M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s hand moving " t o and f r o " a c r o s s t h e S i s t i n e 

r o o f a t t h e end o f " L o n g - l e g g e d F l y . " I n W a t k i n s ' s o n n e t , "An­

g e l o ' s Adam," t h e f i g u r e o f Adam a p p e a r s as a Y e a t s i a n s c u l p ­

t u r e d image o f m a s c u l i n e e n e r g y : 
D e s i g n upon t h i s image h o l d s t h e v a s t 
W i l l o f t h e s c u l p t o r no d e s i r e c o u l d s p e a k . 
T h e r e t h e s t r i c t o u t l i n e overcame t h e weak 
B e f o r e t h e f a c e c o u l d h o l d t h e r a d i a n c e c a s t 
And l e t t h a t f i n g e r g a t h e r a l l t h e P a s t , 
R e v e a l i n g a t a s t r o k e i n l i g h t o b l i q u e 
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I n m u s c u l a r s t r e n g t h o f n e c k and c u r v e o f c h e e k 
The harmony o f l i n e f o r w h i c h a l l f a s t . (A, p. 65) 

I n t h e s e s t e t , t h e M i c h e l a n g e l o s c u l p t u r e i s c o m p a r e d t o t h e 

more n a t u r a l image o f t h e k e s t r e l i n f l i g h t . E v e n i n t h e u s e 

o f t h e k e s t r e l hawk, W a t k i n s ' poem s u g g e s t s Y e a t s ' u s e o f b i r d s 

o f p r e y i n "The S e c o n d Coming" ( i . e . t h e f a l c o n ) o r A t t h e 

Hawk's W e l l : 

E x u b e r a n t l y t h e k e s t r e l r i d e s t h e s t o r m 
M o t i o n l e s s , c a r v e d i n a i r . I t i s t h e f o r m 
S p e a k i n g a g a i n s t t h e f a l s e f o r m s i t c a s t o u t 
Whose f i x e d p r o p o r t i o n s s t i l l r e t u r n w i t h g r a c e . 
A t h l e t i c g e n i u s has no room f o r d o u b t 

And l a u g h s a t a l l d e s i g n s t o t a k e i t s p l a c e . (A, p. 65) 

A l a t e r poem, " R e s t i n g P l a c e s , " h a i l s i n a s i n g l e b r e a t h t h e 

a r t i s t a nd t h e s c i e n t i s t — M i c h e l a n g e l o and G a l i l e o : 

Adam l i e s f a s t i n Rome: 
The moment's m a g n i t u d e b r o u g h t n e a r t o man. 
He drew t h a t b o d y ' s p r a i s e , 
G a z i n g on God. What c e n t u r i e s h a v e s i n c e 

T u r n e d f r o m t h o s e e y e s t o wage 

A g e l e s s , d e s t r u c t i v e w a r , a l l w o r t h made c h e a p . 

Hushed i n a s i n g l e n a v e , 

G r a v e A n g e l o and G a l i l e o s l e e p . ( F , p. 68) 

F o r W a t k i n s , a r t w h i c h draws " b o d y ' s p r a i s e " i s a n i n h e r e n t l y 

r e l i g i o u s a c t made p o s s i b l e by " g a z i n g on God," and i s a b s o ­

l u t e l y o p p o s e d t o t h e i n s a n i t y o f " a g e l e s s , d e s t r u c t i v e w a r . " 

H e r e W a t k i n s makes one o f h i s f e w , b u t p o t e n t , d i r e c t l y p o l i t i ­

c a l comments. The R e n a i s s a n c e p a i n t e r and s c u l p t o r , " G r a v e 

A n g e l o " ( w i t h a pun o n " g r a v e " ) , i s j o i n e d t o h i s a n t i t h e s i s , 

t h e s c i e n t i s t a n d p h i l o s o p h e r , G a l i l e o , whose c o n f i r m a t i o n t h a t 

t h e e a r t h c i r c l e d t h e s u n was t o i s s u e i n a new v i e w o f t h e c o s ­

mos. W a t k i n s i s s u g g e s t i n g h e r e B l a k e ' s i d e a t h a t " B e n e a t h t h e 
6 6 

b o t t o m o f t h e G r a v e s . . . C o n t r a r i e t i e s a r e e q u a l l y t r u e . " 
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O t h e r poems by W a t k i n s b a s e d on w o r k s o f a r t a r e t h e p r e ­

v i o u s l y a n a l y s e d "The H e a l i n g o f t h e L e p e r " (LU) i n s p i r e d by 

B o t t i c e l l i ' s p a i n t i n g by t h a t name, "The C a v e - D r a w i n g " (LU) by 

t h e c a v e s o f L a s c a u x , "The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n " (LU) by t h e 

F r e n c h u n i c o r n t a p e s t r i e s , and " D e p o s i t i o n " (F) by C e r i R i c h -
6 7 

a r d s ' p a i n t i n g o f t h e c r u c i f i x i o n . P e r h a p s t h e most memor­

a b l e o f t h e s e i s "The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n , " a n a l m o s t M e d i ­

e v a l m e d i t a t i o n on t h e famous s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y t a p e s t r i e s f r o m 

t h e Musee de C l u n y i n P a r i s . I n a l e t t e r t o The L i s t e n e r ( J a n . 

20, 1 9 4 9 ) , Watk i n s n o t e s t h a t t h e t a p e s t r i e s were o r d e r e d by 

J e a n C h a b a n n e s - V a n d e n e s s e i n h o n o u r o f h i s f i a n c e e f o r t h e i r 

m a r r i a g e . He w r i t e s : 
I n my poem I h a v e t r i e d t o i n t e r p r e t t h e s e n s e o f h a r ­
mony, v a l i d f o r a l l a g e s , w h i c h t h e s e t a p e s t r i e s g a v e 
me when I saw them f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e a t t h e P a r i s E x ­
h i b i t i o n o f T a p e s t r y i n 1946.gg 

Y e a t s ' u s e o f t h e u n i c o r n i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h a n e t e r n i t y o f 

v i t a l e n e r g i e s i n The U n i c o r n f r o m t h e S t a r s and as a s y m b o l o f 

s t r e n g t h , c h a s t i t y and c r e a t i v e power i n The P l a y e r Queen may 

h a v e a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d t o W a t k i n s ' f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h t h i s m y t h o ­

l o g i c a l b e a s t . I n "The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n " he e x p l o r e s t h e 

above-mentioned " s e n s e o f harmony v a l i d f o r a l l a g e s " t h r o u g h 

t h e m a r r i a g e m e t a p h o r , p l a y i n g on t h e i d e a t h a t t h e s i x t a p e s ­

t r i e s r e p r e s e n t t h e m a r r i a g e o f t h e f i v e s e n s e s w i t h a s i x t h o r 

s p i r i t u a l s e n s e t h r o u g h d i v i n e l o v e . E a c h o f t h e f i r s t f i v e 

s t a n z a s d e s c r i b e s one o f t h e t a p e s t r i e s as i t r e l a t e s t o one o f 

t h e f i v e s e n s e s . W o r k i n g v e r y e x a c t l y w i t h t h e r i c h , h e r a l d i c 

i c o n o g r a p h y o f t h e t a p e s t r i e s , he e x p l o r e s t h e s e n s e s o f s i g h t 

( s t a n z a 1 ) , s o u n d o r m u s i c ( s t a n z a 2 ) , s m e l l ( s t a n z a 3 ) , t o u c h 
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( s t a n z a 4 ) , t a s t e ( s t a n z a 5) and a h i g h e r s e n s e u n i f y i n g t h e 

f i v e ( s t a n z a s 6, 7 and 8 ) . The o p p o s i t i o n o f t h e h e r a l d i c l i o n 

and " c h a s t e u n i c o r n " ( r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e two a s p e c t s o f C h r i s t ) 

c u l m i n a t e s i n t h e s y n t h e s i s o r m a r r i a g e u n i o n o f t h e o p p o s i t e s 

o f l o v e r and b e l o v e d i n a h i g h e r l o v e i n t h e l a s t two s t a n z a s . 

The " s o v e r e i g n b a l m " r e f e r r e d t o i s s p i r i t u a l l o v e . As t h e 

l o v e r ' s gaze u n i t e s him w i t h t h e b e l o v e d , s o , W a t k i n s s u g g e s t s , 

l i f e u n i t e s w i t h a r t f o r t h e o b s e r v e r i n t h e c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f 

t h e t a p e s t r i e s . I n t h i s poem, W a t k i n s i s a t h i s most d e l i b e r -

a t e l y " a r t i f i c i a l " i n s t y l e and s t r u c t u r e i n o r d e r t o c r e a t e a 

c o u r t l y , M e d i e v a l a t m o s p h e r e . To enhance t h i s a t m o s p h e r e he 

b orrows a s t a n z a i c f o r m u s e d by M i l t o n i n h i s proem t o t h e 

" N a t i v i t y Ode." Here he v a r i e s t h e rhyme scheme o f t h e rhyme 

r o y a l o f C h a u c e r ( a b a b b c c ) and f i n i s h e s i t w i t h a f i n a l A l e x a n ­

d r i n e : 

0 s o v e r e i g n balm t o h e a l a l l m o r t a l i l l n e s s : a 
Long l e t him l o o k , and s t i l l he w i l l f i n d s t i l l n e s s , a 
Her one b e t r o t h e d , who s e e s h e r m u s e f u l f a c e . b 
T h i s l a d y , w i t h h e r f l o w e r s and hounds, c 
Woven i n l i g h t , i n a i r , i n wooded g r o u n d s , c 
T r a n s m i t s a g l o r y wrought a b o u t h e r f a c e , b 
Caught i n a s a c r e d bond w i t h i n t h e e n c i r c l i n g s p a c e . b 

L e t him l o o k s o f t l y , w i t h some s e v e n t h s e n s e 
B r e a k i n g t h a t c i r c l e ' s h u s h e d m a g n i f i c e n c e , 
And see what u n i v e r s e h e r l o v e c o n t r o l s , 
M o v ing w i t h h u s h e d , d i v i n e i n t e n t 
T h r o u g h t h e f i v e s e n s e s t o t h e i r s a c r a m e n t 
Whose Eden t u r n s between two s i l e n t p o l e s , 
C r e a t i n g w i t h p u r e speed t h a t harmony o f s o u l s . (LU, p. 

~T03) 

Though c o m p a r a b l e t o Y e a t s ' " S a i l i n g t o B y z a n t i u m " i n i t s theme 

t h a t " t h e a r t i f i c e o f e t e r n i t y " c a n draw man o u t o f t i m e , t h e 

poem's e m b l e m a t i c i m a g e r y , e l e v a t e d d i c t i o n , h i g h s e r i o u s n e s s o f 

t o n e , and M i l t o n i c f o r m s u g g e s t M i l t o n r a t h e r t h a n Y e a t s , and 
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t h e M i l t o n i c c o n c e p t i o n o f a r t as t h a t w h i c h t r a n s l a t e s between 

t i m e and e t e r n i t y — m a n and G o d — t h a t w h i c h r e f e r s beyond i t s e l f 

t o a t r a n s c e n d e n t s o u r c e . 

In Y e a t s , t h e t i m e l e s s n e s s o f a r t sometimes seems t o be 

o f f e r e d as a s u b s t i t u t e f o r r e l i g i o n — a e s t h e t i c r e p l a c i n g r e l i ­

g i o u s f e e l i n g . He w r i t e s i n Id e a s o f Good and E v i l , f o r i n ­

s t a n c e , t h a t , 

The a r t s a r e , I b e l i e v e , a b o u t t o t a k e upon t h e i r s h o u l ­
d e r s t h e b u r d e n s t h a t have f a l l e n f r o m t h e s h o u l d e r s o f 
p r i e s t s , and t o l e a d us back upon o u r j o u r n e y by f i l l i n g 
o u r t h o u g h t s w i t h t h e e s s e n c e s o f t h i n g s , and n o t w i t h 
t h i n g s . 6 9 

I n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , he d e s c r i b e s how f o r him and h i s g e n e r a t i o n 

" h i s t o r i c a l C h r i s t i a n i t y had d w i n d l e d t o a box o f t o y s . " ^ 

R e s p o n d i n g t o what he saw as t h e f a i l u r e o f t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i ­

g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n s he w r o t e , a g a i n i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , o f how 

he c h a n n e l l e d h i s own i n t e n s e r e l i g i o u s f e e l i n g i n t o a w o r l d o f 

a r t o r " p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n " : 

I am v e r y r e l i g i o u s , and d e p r i v e d by H u x l e y and T y n d a l l , 
whom I d e t e s t e d , o f t h e s i m p l e - m i n d e d r e l i g i o n o f my 
c h i l d h o o d , I had made a new r e l i g i o n , a l m o s t an i n f a l ­
l i b l e C h u r c h o f p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n . ^ 

F o r W a t k i n s , as f o r E l i o t who c h a l l e n g e d Y e a t s on t h i s m a t t e r 
7 2 

i n A f t e r S t r a n g e Gods, t h e s u b s t i t u t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l r e l i ­

g i o n by a r e l i g i o n o f a r t was n e v e r r e a l l y p o s s i b l e . Though 

Y e a t s r e p u d i a t e d h i s e a r l y a e s t h e t i c i s m i n h i s l a t e r work, and 

even d e s c r i b e s i n A u t o b i o g r a p h i e s some f l e e t i n g moments when he 
7 3 

e x p e r i e n c e d a f e e l i n g o f C h r i s t i a n s u r r e n d e r , i t i s f a i r t o 

sa y t h a t he was, t h o u g h a s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t , n o t a C h r i s t i a n i n 

any r e a l s e n s e . I n h i s own p r o s e , W a t k i n s c l e a r l y r e f u s e s t o 

make an i d o l o f a r t , and, t h o u g h r a n k i n g i t as man's "most 

e x h i l a r a t i n g " and " s e a r c h i n g , a c t i v i t y , " s u b o r d i n a t e s i t t o t h e 
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p r i n c i p l e o f c h a r i t y : 

I am n o t s a y i n g t h a t t h e n e e d o r a b i l i t y t o c r e a t e a r t 
i s t h e h i g h e s t and most i n d i s p e n s a b l e g i f t o f man: 
c h a r i t y i s c l e a r l y t h a t . B u t I do s a y t h a t a r t i s man's 
most e x h i l a r a t i n g , as w e l l as h i s most s e a r c h i n g , a c t i v -
i t y . 7 4 

Y e a t s w o u l d n o t n e c e s s a r i l y s e t a r t a b o v e a c t s o f c h a r i t y 

( l o v e ) , b u t t h e r e d o e s r u n t h r o u g h h i s w ork a s t r o n g s e n s e o f a 

d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n what he c a l l s "Hodos C h a m e l i o n t o s " o r t h e 

" w i n d i n g p a t h o f t h e s e r p e n t " w h i c h t h e a r t i s t , " s a n c t i t y ' s 

s c a p e g r a c e b r o t h e r , " t r e a d s , 7 5 and t h e " s t r a i g h t - s h o o t i n g p a t h 
7 6 

o f t h e s a i n t . " I n many o f h i s l a t e r poems he c h o o s e s t h e f o r ­

mer p a t h o u t o f a s e n s e t h a t a s e a r c h f o r p e r f e c t i o n o f t h e l i f e 

d e s t r o y s t h e w e l l s p r i n g s o f a r t by d e n y i n g t h e c o m p l e x i t i e s o f 

l i v e d e x p e r i e n c e ; t h a t t o become a C h r i s t i a n i n e i t h e r t h e o r ­

t h o d o x o r m y s t i c a l s e n s e i s t o d e n y t h e s e n s e s and e m o t i o n s , 

t h a t i s , t h e p a s s i o n a t e , v i r i l e , f u l l - b o d i e d h u m a n i t y i n w h i c h 

a r t i s g r o u n d e d . F o r h i m , t o t a k e t h e C h r i s t i a n p a t h o f s u r r e n ­

d e r t o a p e r s o n a l D e i t y w o u l d be c l e a r l y t o r e n o u n c e e x p e r i e n c e 

and commit a k i n d o f a e s t h e t i c s u i c i d e . I n "Anima H o m i n i s " 

f r o m P e r Arnica S i l e n t i a L unae he w r i t e s , 
t h e s a i n t h a s t u r n e d away, and b e c a u s e he r e n o u n c e d 
E x p e r i e n c e i t s e l f , he w i l l w ear h i s mask as he f i n d s i t . ^ y 

The way o f t h e C h r i s t i a n s a i n t and t h e way o f t h e P l a t o n i c mys­

t i c a l p h i l o s o p h e r who s e e k s u n i o n w i t h t h e One a r e e q u a l l y d a n ­

g e r o u s t o t h e a r t i s t f o r t h e l a t e r Y e a t s , who w r i t e s i n A V i s ­

i o n : 
Y e t e v e n t h e t r u t h i n t o w h i c h P l a t o d i e s i s a f o r m o f 
d e a t h , f o r when he s e p a r a t e s t h e E t e r n a l I d e a s f r o m 
N a t u r e and shows them s e l f - s u s t a i n e d he p r e p a r e s t h e 
C h r i s t i a n d e s e r t and t h e S t o i c s u i c i d e . -,0 
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T h e s e s o r t s o f o b s e r v a t i o n s l e d him t o s a t i r i z e P l a t o , P l o t i ­

nus and P y t h a g o r a s i n some o f h i s m i d d l e and l a t e r work, w r i t ­

i n g v e h e m e n t l y i n "The Tower": 

I mock P l o t i n u s ' t h o u g h t 
And c r y i n P l a t o ' s t e e t h , 
D e a t h and l i f e were n o t 
T i l l man made up t h e whole, 
Made l o c k , s t o c k and b a r r e l 
Out o f h i s b i t t e r s o u l . . . . y g 

W a t k i n s c h a l l e n g e s Y e a t s on t h e p o i n t t h a t a c c e p t a n c e o f 

C h r i s t o r C h r i s t i a n i t y e n t a i l s a r e j e c t i o n o f e x p e r i e n c e i n "The 

P a r t h e n o n , " a poem t h a t e x a l t s t h e f r i e z e s on t h e P a r t h e n o n i n 

t h e Y e a t s i a n s e n s e t h a t a r t p r o c l a i m s t h e h e r o i c n a t u r e o f man: 

The P a r t h e n o n , t h e p r i d e o f man, 
The Muse o f Homer and t h e F a t e s , 
The m a r b l e s o f A t h e n i a n dawn, 
R e j e c t them: t h e y r e t u r n i n Y e a t s . 

The i m p a s s i v e h e r o e s match t h e f o r c e 
And c a l m o f h i s daemonic v e r s e . 
I n t o t h e s t o n e he d r i v e s h i s h o r s e 
T h a t t i m e n o r d e a t h d e t e r s . 

He s w e a r s , t h e Muses most e x u l t 
I n t h e h a r d c l a s h o f s t e e l on s t e e l . 
When c o n f l i c t ends t h e words a r e d u l l e d , 
No p l e a s u r e i n t h e song t h e y f e e l . ( F , p. 14) 

I n h i s c e l e b r a t i o n o f Y e a t s ' h e r o i c a t t i t u d e , W a t k i n s may be 

r e c a l l i n g t h e I r i s h p o e t ' s remark i n A V i s i o n on t h e " p r i m a r y 

p h a s e s " o f G r e e k a r t : 

Those r i d e r s upon t h e P a r t h e n o n had a l l t h e w o r l d ' s 
power i n t h e i r moving b o d i e s , and i n a movement t h a t 
seemed, so were t h e h e a r t s o f man and b e a s t s e t upon i t , 
t h a t o f a dance.gQ 

I n t h e f o u r t h s t a n z a ( l i n e s 3 and 4 ) , however, W a t k i n s 

b r e a k s w i t h Y e a t s on t h e i s s u e o f t h e n e c e s s a r y s e p a r a t i o n o f 

m a r t y r ( s a i n t ) and h e r o ( a r t i s t ) : 

And r i g h t l y f r o m t h e g r a v e he [ Y e a t s ] draws 
The a t h l e t i c p u l s e o f d e a t h l e s s a r t . 
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Why, then, must passion break those laws, 
The martyr and the hero part? (F, p. 14) 

Watkins' poem gathers together the he r o i c images of "strong 
men" of "bronze" and " i r o n , " and shows them to be awaiting t h e i r 
completion i n C h r i s t , the u l t i m a t e " p r i n c e " or hero whose "love 
c o n t r o l s " o r i g i n a l s i n , that i s , "Time's e r r o r , and the primal 
f a u l t " : 

Forever, when those horsemen move, 
In souls of Earth's d i v i d e d sons 
The cadence of enduring love 
Is destined to subdue the bronze. 

i 

Though strong men laugh at human k i n d , 
Though bronze endure and i r o n r i n g , 
The metaphysics of the mind 
Are s e c r e t , and a harder t h i n g . 
And bones of unregenerate souls 
L a i d by the sword i n t h e i r c o l d v a u l t 
Fast f o r a prince whose love c o n t r o l s 
Time's e r r o r , and the primal f a u l t . 
S t i l l , where those ancient heroes fought, 
Proud horses rear t h e i r heads i n stone; 
And s t i l l the b r i d l e s horsemen caught 
Move i n the marble, and are gone. (F, pp. 14-15) 
The poem r e s t s f i n a l l y on the paradox that s e l f - s a c r i f i c e 

i s the highest form of heroism. By implying that a r t can be 
based on s e l f - r e s i g n a t i o n as w e l l as s e l f - c o n f l i c t , i t i s a 
c l e a r response to Yeats' stance i n " V a c i l l a t i o n " where "Heart," 
i n c o ntrast to "Soul," embraces " o r i g i n a l s i n " (asking, "What 
theme had Homer but o r i g i n a l s i n ? " ) as a more favorable c r e a t i v e 
ground than C h r i s t i a n s a n c t i t y . There Yeats w r i t e s : 

I — t h o u g h heart 
might f i n d r e l i e f 

Did I become a C h r i s t i a n man and choose f o r my b e l i e f 
What seems most welcome i n the tomb—play a predestined 

p a r t . 
Homer i s my example and h i s unchristened heart. 
The l i o n and the honeycomb, what has S c r i p t u r e said? 
So get you gone, Von Hugel, though with b l e s s i n g s on 

your head.g^ 
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I n t h e e a r l i e r "Song o f t h e Good S a m a r i t a n " ( L U ) , we o b s e r v e d 

i n C h a p t e r I t h a t W a t k i n s r e j e c t e d G r e e k h e r o i s m ( t h e " h e r o i c 

P e g a s u s " ) i n f a v o r o f C h r i s t i a n c h a r i t y ( t h e S a m a r i t a n ' s d e e d ) . 

I n t h i s l a t e r poem, h o w e v e r , he seems more c a p a b l e o f i n t e g r a t ­

i n g t h e h e r o i c a t t i t u d e i n t o h i s C h r i s t i a n p o s i t i o n by a r g u i n g 

t h a t l o v e i t s e l f i s h e r o i c . I t i s as i f by t h i s t i m e he h a s 

f o u n d a more s a t i s f a c t o r y r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f what he c a l l s i n 

"To H o l d e r l i n , " " t h e C h r i s t i a n and t h e G r e e k " (A, p. 4 8 ) . The 

l a s t s t a n z a o f "The P a r t h e n o n " i s a t r i b u t e t o t h e unknown a r t ­

i s t who was a b l e t o c a p t u r e i n s t o n e t h e m a g n i f i c e n c e o f t h e 

" P r o u d h o r s e s , " and a p a r t i a l c o n c e s s i o n t o Y e a t s ' n o t i o n t h a t 

" t h e Muses most e x u l t / I n t h e h a r d c l a s h o f s t e e l o n s t e e l , " 

t h a t i s , i n t h e r e a l m o f human c o n f l i c t . The e f f o r t o f t h e 

poem, h o w e v e r , i s t o r a i s e t h a t c o n f l i c t i n t o t h e r e a l m o f t h e 

h a r d and s e c r e t " m e t a p h y s i c s o f t h e m i n d . " I t w o u l d seem t o me 

t h a t Y e a t s ' o p p o s i t i o n e n a b l e d W a t k i n s t o d e v e l o p a t o u g h e r -

m i n d e d , more c o m p r e h e n s i v e C h r i s t i a n i t y , one w h i c h w o u l d i n c o r ­

p o r a t e h e r o i c v a l u e s w i t h i n a C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t . 

I n t h e poem " S e m e l e " (F) a l s o , we c a n s e e W a t k i n s r e i n t e r ­

p r e t i n g , m o d i f y i n g and c h a l l e n g i n g Y e a t s ' p o s i t i o n i n " L e d a and 

t h e Swan" by u s i n g Semele (a L e d a f i g u r e ) as a s y m b o l o f f e m i ­

n i n e ( m a t e r n a l ) , s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g l o v e c o m p a r a b l e t o t h e C h r i s ­

t i a n " a g a p e " l o v e P a u l d e s c r i b e s i n P h i l . 2:8 when he s p e a k s o f 

C h r i s t ' s " h u m b l i n g " o f h i m s e l f ( h i s s e l f - e m p t y i n g o r k e n o s i s ) . 

I n Y e a t s ' poem d e a l i n g w i t h t h e v i s i t a t i o n o f a m o r t a l woman 

( L e d a ) by a god ( Z e u s ) t h e e n c o u n t e r r e p r e s e n t s t h e u n i o n o f 

o p p o s i t e s a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f a n age t h a t i n i t i a t e s a new h i s ­

t o r i c a l c y c l e . L e d a i s p a s s i v e , " m a s t e r e d by t h e b r u t e b l o o d 
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o f t h e a i r . " I n c o n t r a s t , W a t k i n s ' S e m e l e , t h o u g h doomed t o 

t h e god's f i e r y embrace f o r a s k i n g t o s e e h i m i n h i s g l o r y , 

s t a n d s h e r o i c i n h e r d i s i n t e r e s t e d l o v e f o r D i o n y s u s , t h e s o n 

who w i l l s u r v i v e h e r when r e b o r n f r o m Z e u s ' t h i g h . W a t k i n s i g ­

n o r e s t h e e l e m e n t o f p a s s i o n a t e u n i o n a n d c o n c e n t r a t e s on 

S e m e l e ' s o t h e r - c e n t e r e d l o v e f o r h e r s o n — a l o v e s i m i l a r t o t h a t 

o f M a r y f o r C h r i s t . L i k e Y e a t s i n h i s p l a y , The R e s u r r e c t i o n 

( 1 9 3 1 ) , W a t k i n s a s s o c i a t e s C h r i s t and D i o n y s u s ; f o r t h e v i n e 

i m a g e r y i s i m p l i c i t l y s a c r a m e n t a l , s u g g e s t i n g t h e w i n e c u l t o f 

D i o n y s u s , b u t f o r e s h a d o w i n g t h e " h a l f d i v i n e " c h i l d , C h r i s t , 

who was a l s o c a l l e d " t h e V i n e . " Whereas Y e a t s n a r r a t e s t h e e n ­

c o u n t e r o b j e c t i v e l y f r o m o u t s i d e , W a t k i n s f o c u s e s on t h e wo­

man's m a t e r n a l f e e l i n g s , h a v i n g h e r s p e a k d i r e c t l y i n t h e f i r s t 

p e r s o n : 

I , k i l l e d b y l i g h t n i n g , l o v e d t h e v i n e , 
My u n b o r n c h i l d , b e i n g h a l f d i v i n e , 
M i n g l i n g a t w o f o l d f i r e s h a l l make 
The c r u s h e d w i n e g l i t t e r f o r my s a k e 
Who n e v e r saw h i m . May he know 
The s o i l o f G r e e c e where v i n e - l e a v e s grow, 
And may my shade i n t h i s t r u e p l a c e 
P r o t e c t h i m f r o m h i s f a t h e r ' s f a c e . 
I n f a n t o f one he c a n n o t s e e , 

May he be s a v e d f r o m f o l l o w i n g me. ( F , p. 20) 

I n s p i t e o f W a t k i n s ' d i s a g r e e m e n t s w i t h Y e a t s on t h e i s s u e 

o f a c o n f l i c t b e t w e e n C h r i s t i a n s e l f - a b n e g a t i o n a n d c r e a t i v e 

e x p r e s s i o n , what he d o e s s h a r e c l e a r l y w i t h h i m i s t h e s e n s e 

t h a t a r t i s t s a r e what S h e l l e y i n h i s D e f e n s e o f P o e t r y c a l l e d 

" t h e u n a c k n o w l e d g e d l e g i s l a t o r s o f t h e w o r l d . " I n "The F o r g e 

o f t h e S o l s t i c e , " he i n v o k e s t h r e e W e l s h p a i n t e r s , D a v i d J o n e s , 

C e r i R i c h a r d s a n d A l f r e d J a n e s as " a r t i f i c e r s " who redeem t i m e . 

I n "The T u r n i n g o f t h e S t a r s " ( D B ) , he names R a p h a e l a nd 



292 

P e r u g i n o j u s t as Y e a t s does M i c h e l a n g e l o i n "An A c r e o f G r a s s " 
8 3 

o r "Her V i s i o n i n a Wood." L i k e Y e a t s , who w r o t e o f t h e 

" Q u a t t r o c e n t o f i n g e r " t h a t " f a s h i o n e d " t h e image o f Leda i n 

"Among S c h o o l C h i l d r e n , " o r who a l l u d e s t o P o u s s i n ' s " M a r r i a g e 

o f P e l e u s and T h e t i s " i n "News f o r t h e D e l p h i c O r a c l e , " W a t k i n s 

was p a r t i c u l a r l y drawn t o t h e g r e a t m a s t e r p a i n t e r s o f t h e Re­

n a i s s a n c e . He a d m i r e d them f o r t h e i r a b i l i t y t o t r a n s f o r m c r e ­

a t i v e a c t s i n t o a c t s o f j o y o u s s e l f - s u r r e n d e r . 

As n o t e d e a r l i e r , many o f W a t k i n s ' poems u s i n g b i r d s t o 

r e p r e s e n t t h e v i s i o n a r y a r t i s t owe much t o Y e a t s f o r whom t h e 

symbols o f dove and hawk, swan and h e r o n were emblems o f c r e ­

a t i v e c o n t r a r i e s — d o v e and hawk r e p r e s e n t i n g p r i m a r y s t a t e s ; 

swan and h e r o n a n t i t h e t i c a l . "The C o o t s " and "The P e a c o c k s " 

( L U ) , "The Dead Shag," " A r t and t h e R a v e n s " and "The H e r o n " 

(DB), "The C r a n e " ( A ) , "Eyes o f an E a g l e " ( F ) , "Dusk T i d e " and 

" N i g h t and t h e Swan" (BOD) a r e o n l y a few e x a m p l e s . W h i l e Wat­

k i n s ' b i r d poems on t h e whole r e v e a l more e x a c t powers o f n a t ­

u r a l o b s e r v a t i o n t h a n t h o s e o f Y e a t s , t h e y o f t e n e n a c t t h e 

Y e a t s i a n b a t t l e o f c o n t r a r i e s . I n "The C r a n e , " t h e male b i r d 

" s t a r e s i n t o m i r a c l e " as he p e r f o r m s t h e e c s t a t i c dance w h i c h 

h i s n a t u r a l o r e a r t h l y c o u n t e r p a r t , t h e f e m a l e c r a n e , c a n n o t 

( o r w i l l n o t ) comprehend: 

Drawn by t h e o p p o s i t e 
Of s o l i t u d e a t h e r s i d e , 
She e l u d e s t h e s t a r t l e d f i t 
D e l u s i o n has d e i f i e d , 
The e x a l t e d , s t a r i n g eyes 
F i x e d on r e m o t e s t s p a c e . 
A g a i n s t t h e i r a b s t r a c t i o n she s u p p l i e s 
A movement i n t i m e and p l a c e . (A, p. 26) 

A s i m i l a r d i a l e c t i c o f o p p o s i t e s between male and f e m a l e b i r d s 
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i s p l a y e d o u t e a r l i e r i n "The P e a c o c k s " (LU) where t h e m a s c u l i n e 

power d i s p l a y e d i n t h e m a l e b i r d becomes a s y m b o l o f t h e a r t i s t 

p o s s e s s e d by t h e Muse o r s p i r i t u a l power. W i t h h i s c o n s i d e r a b l e 

s e n s i t i v i t y t o t h e C h r i s t i a n i c o n o g r a p h i c t r a d i t i o n , W a t k i n s i s 

l i k e l y t o h a v e known t h a t t h e p e a c o c k was a s y m b o l o f t h e i n c o r -
84 

r u p t i b l e s o u l i n C h r i s t i a n a r t . I n t h i s poem, t h e f e m a l e p e a ­

c o c k ' s " l a c k o f i n t e r e s t " o r s e e m i n g i n d i f f e r e n c e t o t h e m a l e ' s 

f a n - t a i l e d d i s p l a y o f b e a u t y and power r e p r e s e n t s t h e f e a r o f 

t h e e a r t h b o u n d , m a t e r i a l i s t i c m i n d b e f o r e d i v i n i t y — t h e uncom­

p r e h e n d i n g r e s p o n s e o f t h e e v e r y d a y w o r l d t o t h e d i v i n e l y p o s ­

s e s s e d a r t i s t : 

H e r l o r d [ t h e m a l e p e a c o c k ] , who h a t e s h e r g i f t o f s e n s e , 
P u t s on new g l o r y where she g o e s . 
H e r l a c k o f i n t e r e s t makes h i m t e n s e , 
U n t i l a t l a s t a s p l e n d o u r f l o w s 
Down t h e d i v i n e , c o n t r a c t i n g p l u m e s , 
And t h e r e , w h i l e she u n e a r t h ' s a p o d , 
H i s h u r r i c a n e o f l i g h t consumes 

A l l b u t t h e t e r r o r o f h e r god. ( L U , p. 28) 

The o b v i o u s u s e o f s e x u a l i m a g e r y t o e x p r e s s s p i r i t u a l e c s t a s y , 

a nd t h e s e n s e t h a t t h e c o n t r a r i e s o f a b s t r a c t t h o u g h t and s e n s e 

n e e d e a c h o t h e r f o r c o m p l e t i o n makes t h i s a n e x p r e s s i o n i n Wat­

k i n s ' own s t y l e o f some v e r y Y e a t s i a n t h e m e s . 

I n "The H e r o n , " p r o b a b l y t h e most Y e a t s i a n o f W a t k i n s ' 

b i r d poems, he t a k e s up a s y m b o l Y e a t s u s e s i n C a l v a r y , The  

H e m e ' s Egg and s e v e r a l o f h i s poems. I n " Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " 

W a t k i n s , i n f a c t , c o mpares Y e a t s h i m s e l f t o a g r e a t h e r o n : 

Then as t h e h e r o n 
R i s e s f r o m t h e s t r e a m , 
He r a i s e d f r o m t h e h a u n t e d c h a i r 
H i s t a l l , p r o u d f r a m e 
I n t h a t d a z z l i n g b a c k g r o u n d 
Of h e r o i c dream. (L_V, p. 17) 

"The H e r o n " t a k e s up t h e same image and a p p l i e s i t t o t h e 
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" t i m e - k i l l i n g " a r t i s t i n g e n e r a l . W a t k i n s a l s o may be remember­

i n g Thomas' u s e o f t h e h e r o n i n "Poem i n O c t o b e r " when he s p e a k s 

o f t h e " h e r o n / P r i e s t e d - s h o r e , " o r i n "Over S i r J o h n ' s H i l l " 

when he d e s c r i b e s t h e " h o l y s t a l k i n g h e r o n / I n t h e r i v e r Towy." 

F o r i n "A T r u e P i c t u r e R e s t o r e d " (A, p. 29) and t h e u n c o l l e c t e d 

" E l e g y f o r t h e L a t e s t Dead" ( B o t t e g h e O s c u r e , X, 1 9 5 4 ) , two 

e l e g i e s f o r Thomas, W a t k i n s c l e a r l y a s s o c i a t e s t h e h e r o n , 

" T r a n s f i x e d . . . w i t h h o l i e s t e y e , " w i t h h i s f r i e n d . H e r e i n "The 

H e r o n " t h e m i n d o f t h e b i r d , l i k e t h a t o f Y e a t s ' " L o n g - l e g g e d 

F l y , " "moves u p o n s i l e n c e . " I t s u n d i s t r a c t e d , m o t i o n l e s s f i x i t y 

o n e t e r n i t y makes i t o b l i v i o u s t o c h a n g e s i n d u c e d by t i m e : 

The c l o u d - b a c k e d h e r o n w i l l n o t move: 
He s t a r e s i n t o t h e s t r e a m . 
He s t a n d s u n f a l t e r i n g w i t h t h e g u l l s 
And o y s t e r - c a t c h e r s s c r e a m . 
He does n o t h e a r , he c a n n o t s e e 
The g r e a t w h i t e h o r s e s o f t h e s e a , 
B u t f i x e s e y e s on s t i l l n e s s 

B e l o w t h e i r f l y i n g team. (DB, p. 46) 

F i n a l l y , i n c r e a s i n g l y e x a c t powers o f o b s e r v a t i o n c h a r a c ­

t e r i z e t h e work o f W a t k i n s ' m a t u r i t y . The f o l l o w i n g p a s s a g e s 

f r o m " P o e t and G o l d s m i t h " and "The G u e s t " d e m o n s t r a t e h i s a b i l ­

i t y t o p r e s e n t n a t u r e o b j e c t i v e l y by d e s c r i b i n g t h e b e h a v i o r o f 

b i r d s w i t h g r e a t a c c u r a c y : 
He [ T a l i e s i n ] was now a l o n e . The l o v e r s h a d w a n d e r e d 

a c r o s s 
The f i e l d . A b o u t h i m t h e a i r f e l l s w e e t w i t h s i n g i n g . 
V e r y c l o s e t o h i s e y e s a b i r d was c a r r y i n g moss. 
I t g a t h e r e d a w i s p o f s t r a w , p e c k e d , and l o o k e d u p , 
And f l e w t o a s e c r e t n e s t . He w a t c h e d t h e bough 
T r e m b l e . Now i t was s t i l l . T h e r e was dew on t h e f i e l d . 
P e t a l s b e g a n t o c l o s e . The r o o t s o f t h e e l m s 
H e l d h i s wonder: 'Be w a r n e d : a b o u t y o u a r e s y m b o l s . ' 

(CA, p. 36) 

The c l i f f ' s c r o s s e d p a t h s l a y s i l v e r e d w i t h s l u g t r a c k s 
Where webs o f h a n g i n g r a i n d r o p s c a u g h t t h e s u n . 
A t h r u s h w i t h s n a i l c o c k e d s i d e w a y s l i k e a n a x e 
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K n o c k e d w i t h q u i c k b e a k t o c r a c k i t on a s t o n e . . . . 

T h e r e , h a l f w a y down t h e c l i f f , i n f a l l e n f l i g h t 
I came on p l u m a g e , t u f t e d c l a w s , w i d e w i n g s , 
A w h i t e o w l d e a d , f e e d i n g f r i t i l l a r y l i g h t 
I n t o t h o s e r o o t s f r o m w h i c h t h e h e a t h e r s p r i n g s . 

( F , p. 26) 

L e s s o f t e n i n Y e a t s do we f i n d t h e same k i n d o f f a i t h f u l n e s s t o 

a n a t u r a l l a n d s c a p e o r f o c u s i n g o f i n s i g h t t h r o u g h c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

o f a n i m a l b e h a v i o r as d e m o n s t r a t e d h e r e when W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s 

t h e a c t i v i t y o f a b i r d " c a r r y i n g moss," t h e e x a c t t u r n o f a 

t h r u s h ' s h e a d as i t c r a c k s a s n a i l on a s t o n e . M a s t e r f u l l y t h e 

r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e h a r d " c " and " k " s o u n d s ("Knocked w i t h q u i c k 

b e a k t o c r a c k i t on a s t o n e " ) c r e a t e s a n a l m o s t o n o m a t o p o e i c 

e f f e c t . I n Y e a t s , n a t u r a l i m a g e s a b o u n d , b u t t h e y a r e l e s s d e ­

t a i l e d a n d i n d i v i d u a l i z e d , more f u s e d w i t h h i s m y t h o l o g i c a l 

s y m b o l i s m . C o n c e r n e d more i n t e n s e l y w i t h t h e d r a m a t i c p r o j e c ­

t i o n o f t h e s e l f u p o n t h e w o r l d , he was n e v e r i n d a n g e r o f b e i n g 

c a l l e d a mere " n a t u r e p o e t " as W a t k i n s was by c r i t i c s who 

f a i l e d t o p e r c e i v e t h e s y m b o l i c q u a l i t y o f h i s d e s c r i p t i o n s o f 

n a t u r e . 

A f i n a l a r e a where W a t k i n s seems t o be f o l l o w i n g a p r e c e ­

d e n t s e t by Y e a t s i s i n h i s s e r i e s o f poems d e a l i n g w i t h c h i l ­

d r e n . Poems l i k e "A P r a y e r " a n d "The C a r y a t i d s ( f o r R h i a n n o n 

a s l e e p ) " ( D B ) , " P r e c i s i o n o f t h e Wheel ( t o my s o n ) " ( A ) , and 

" F o r a F i r s t B i r t h d a y " (BW) a r e o b v i o u s l y i n d e b t e d t o Y e a t s ' 

"A P r a y e r f o r My D a u g h t e r , " "A P r a y e r f o r My S o n " and "Among 

S c h o o l C h i l d r e n . " As m i g h t be e x p e c t e d , h o w e v e r , W a t k i n s ' 

p r a y e r - l i k e a d d r e s s e s t o C h r i s t and h i s p r a y e r f u l w o rds s p o k e n 

t o s l e e p i n g c h i l d r e n a r e much more s p e c i f i c a l l y i n t h e C h r i s t i a n 

d e v o t i o n a l mode, and r e a d more l i k e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
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r e l i g i o u s m e d i t a t i o n s . I n "A P r a y e r , " f o r i n s t a n c e , W a t k i n s 

a s k s l i k e Y e a t s i n "A P r a y e r f o r My D a u g h t e r " f o r c e r t a i n b l e s s ­

i n g s o r g i f t s t h a t w i l l e q u i p t h e c h i l d t o f a c e t h e " c o m i n g 

a g e . " Y e a t s ' d e s i r e i s t h a t h i s d a u g h t e r s h a l l be " l e a r n e d " i n 

" c o u r t e s y , " and e n t e r a t l a s t as a b r i d e i n t o "a h o u s e / Where 

a l l ' s a c c u s t o m e d , c e r e m o n i o u s " — t h a t she a c h i e v e e q u a n i m i t y o f 

s o u l and i n n e r b a l a n c e . The i d e a l he e s t a b l i s h e s i s t h a t o f 

t h e c o u n t r y manor h o u s e s ( l i k e h i s f r i e n d L a d y G r e g o r y ' s a t 

C o o l e ) where a c o n t i n u i t y o f t r a d i t i o n a l h u m a n i s t i c v a l u e s s u r ­

v i v e s . W a t k i n s ' h o p e , i n c o n t r a s t , i s t h a t h i s s l e e p i n g s o n 

m i g h t i n a d u l t h o o d a v o i d d e s i r e f o r t h e p r a i s e o f t h e w o r l d by 

s e e k i n g u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y t h e " u n c o u n t e d p r a i s e " t h a t b e l o n g s t o 

t h e c o u r a g e o u s C h r i s t i a n . B o t h p o e t s w i s h t h a t t h e i r o f f s p r i n g 

m i g h t r i s e a b o v e what Y e a t s c a l l s " i n t e l l e c t u a l h a t r e d " and 

W a t k i n s , c o n t e n t i o u s " a r g u m e n t , " b u t W a t k i n s ' poem a l o n e p o i n t s 

t o w a r d r e s o l u t i o n i n C h r i s t , t h e " b r i d e g r o o m " o f t h e f o l l o w i n g 

l i n e s : 

I p r a y t h a t he may h a v e 
R e c o u r s e i n a r g u m e n t 
A f t e r t h e f a l l i n g wave 
To what r e m a i n s u n s p e n t , 
T h a t he may s t o o p and d a r e 
To g a t h e r f o r h i s own 
I n t h a t l o u d , h o s t i l e a i r 
One w o r d ' s d e l i b e r a t e t h r o n e , 
I mean u n c o u n t e d p r a i s e , 
The b r i d e g r o o m ' s c a l m r e t u r n 
F o r w h i c h a l l n i g h t s and d a y s 
I n s p e c u l a t i o n b u r n . ( D B 5 P* 4-0) 

W a t k i n s a s k s f u r t h e r t h a t h i s s o n may meet t h e t e s t s o f t i m e 

w i t h u n w a v e r i n g f a i t h a nd e n t e r a t l a s t h i s " C h r i s t - a p p o i n t e d 

h o u s e . " I n "The P r e c i s i o n o f t h e W h e e l , " W a t k i n s ' r e f e r e n c e s 

t o t h e " w h e e l o f p r a y e r " o f t h e t u r n i n g y e a r , and h i s own 
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w h e e l i n g mind w h i c h t w e l v e y e a r s ago a t h i s son's b i r t h "Had 

r u n upon a c o i l , " s u g g e s t Y e a t s ' symbol o f w i n d i n g g y r e s . L i k e 

Y e a t s ' mind i n "Among S c h o o l C h i l d r e n , " W a t k i n s ' moves back and 

f o r t h between memories o f a r t ( t h e u n i c o r n t a p e s t r i e s and h i s 

e a r l i e r poem on them) and t h e p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n , t h a t i s , h i s 

son's t w e l f t h b i r t h d a y : 

Your b i r t h d a y ; and, t h a t n i g h t , 
I s t o p p e d , t o b i n d 
What I had come t o w r i t e . 
T h a t month my mind 
Had r u n upon a c o i l 
Where l i g h t newborn 
R e v e a l e d i n weaver's t o i l 
L ady and u n i c o r n . (A, p. 12) 

F i n a l l y , W a t k i n s ' " F o r a F i r s t B i r t h d a y " i s l i k e Y e a t s ' "A 

P r a y e r f o r My Son" i n i t s r e q u e s t f o r C h r i s t ' s p r o t e c t i o n f o r a 

young c h i l d . Y e t i t i s t h e l e a s t Y e a t s i a n o f W a t k i n s ' poems on 

c h i l d r e n i n l a n g u a g e and t o n e , b e i n g w r i t t e n f o r a b a p t i s m and 

c o n t a i n i n g n o t i o n s o f p e r s o n a l r e d e m p t i o n and e t e r n a l l i f e : 

L a y, g e n t l e C h r i s t , Your hands upon t h i s c h i l d , 
And l e t h e r s t a t u r e , t h i s f i r s t y e a r f u l f i l l e d , 
S p r i n g f r o m t h e f o n t made p u r e by d a r k e s t t e a r s , 
S i n c e t h e deep l o v e t h e woman b e a r s 
Q u i c k e n s h e r l i f e a l r e a d y , g i v e s h e r g r a c e 
As i f a l l l i g h t were b o r n a g a i n 
And t h e f i r s t l o v e t h e V i r g i n b o r e t o men 
E n t e r e d h e r eyes and s t r e a m e d f o r t h f r o m h e r f a c e . . . . 

C l o u d e d i n d e e d a r e eyes t h a t dream 
Our s o u l s have n o t been p u r c h a s e d by H i s l o v e . 

(BW, p. 22) 

We have s e e n t h a t W a t k i n s ' a f f i n i t i e s w i t h Y e a t s a r e b o t h 

s t y l i s t i c and t h e m a t i c . Though o v e r p o w e r e d by him i n t h e e a r l y 

BML, he l a t e r comes t o h a n d l e Y e a t s ' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c themes and 
symbols w i t h h i s own u n i q u e l y C h r i s t i a n e m p h a s i s . I w o u l d s u g ­

g e s t f u r t h e r t h a t W a t k i n s ' mind i s n o t as i n t e l l e c t u a l and s y s ­

t e m a t i z i n g as t h a t o f Y e a t s ; t h a t h i s v i s i o n i s l e s s w o r l d l y and 
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f u l l - b o d i e d — m o r e s t r i c t l y d e l i m i t e d o r c o n c e n t r a t e d on h i s 

C h r i s t i a n themes. I n e s s e n c e , h i s work l a c k s t h e s t r o n g v e i n o f 

s c e p t i c i s m t h a t r u n s t h r o u g h o u t t h a t o f Y e a t s , and w i t h i t t h e 

d r a m a t i c q u a l i t y o f i m a g i n a t i o n t h a t e n a c t s f i r s t one s i d e and 

t h e n t h e o t h e r o f a n o n g o i n g d e b a t e between s e l f and s o u l . Many 

o f Y e a t s ' q u a r r e l s w i t h C h r i s t i a n i t y were q u a r r e l s w i t h t h e 

h i s t o r i c a l C h u r c h — p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e l a t e V i c t o r i a n c h u r c h w h i c h 

he b e l i e v e d t o have p u t t o o much emphasis on b e l i e f and m o r a l ­

i t y , r a t h e r t h a n on t h e e s s e n t i a l e x p e r i e n c e s o f t h e s o u l . 

S i n c e W a t k i n s , t h o u g h o r t h o d o x i n h i s r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e , saw 

h i m s e l f as a more m y s t i c a l , B l a k e a n C h r i s t i a n i n t h e s e n s e t h a t 

B l a k e ' s J e s u s r e p r e s e n t s I m a g i n a t i v e power a t i t s h e i g h t , he d i d 

n o t f e e l t h a t he and Y e a t s d i f f e r e d r a d i c a l l y on t h e e s s e n t i a l 

m e t a p h y s i c a l q u e s t i o n s . Where he does d e p a r t f r o m Y e a t s i s n o t 

i n Y e a t s ' s t r u g g l e s w i t h t h e h i s t o r i c a l c h u r c h , b u t , as I s u g ­

g e s t e d e a r l i e r , i n h i s n o t i o n t h a t t h e C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c a l way 

i n v o l v e s a d i c h o t o m i z a t i o n o f f l e s h and s p i r i t , s e l f and s o u l , 

and ends i n a n e g a t i o n o f t h e p a s s i o n s on w h i c h a r t i s b a s e d . 

W a t k i n s b e l i e v e d , i n c o n t r a s t , t h a t t o a f f i r m C h r i s t i s t o 

a f f i r m b o t h body and s o u l , f l e s h and s p i r i t , and t o move t o w a r d 

t h e v e r y " U n i t y o f B e i n g " Y e a t s s o u g h t . I n "Though t o P l e a s e 

Man" W a t k i n s makes a summary s t a t e m e n t o f t h e i n a d e q u a c y o f t h e 

h e r o i c o r t r a g i c a t t i t u d e w i t h o u t a s e n s e o f " g r a c e " o r a r e ­

c e p t i v i t y t o t h e l o v e o f God t o complement i t . P e r h a p s W a t k i n s ' 

use o f a Y e a t s i a n r h e t o r i c a l s t y l e and t o n e o f d e f i a n c e h e r e i n 

a poem r e f u t i n g Y e a t s i s a q u i e t i r o n y on h i s p a r t . Whether o r 

n o t i n t e n d e d as a r e s p o n s e t o Y e a t s , t h e poem e s t a b l i s h e s 

c l e a r l y t h e d i s t i n c t n e s s o f h i s p o s i t i o n and o f h i s p o e t i c 
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sensibility: 
Though to please man I might 
Affect a scornful air 
Setting against the night 
Strong emblems of despair, 
I am too much in debt 
To that strong love which cried: 
Lay your l i f e down, and set 
No store by scorn or pride. 
For what were a l l men's praise 
Or worldly recompense 
If in the coming days 
A dropped voice, more intense 
Than any other said: 
I too had solitude 
And f e l t , being clothed and fed, 
Nothing but gratitude? 
How can I f a i l to see 
That living fountain s p i l l 
In equal harmony 
Over Assissi's h i l l 
And here, wherever feet 
Walk with considerate pace, 
No intellect complete 
Lacking the hand of grace? (BW, p. 31) 



300 

P a r t I I : The F r i e n d s h i p w i t h Thomas 

No two p o e t s c o u l d have b e e n g r e a t e r t e m p e r a m e n t a l oppo­

s i t e s t h a n V e r n o n W a t k i n s and D y l a n Thomas f r o m t h e i r f i r s t mu­

t u a l e n c o u n t e r on P e n n a r d i n 1935. W a t k i n s was i n t r o v e r t e d , 

s e l f - e f f a c i n g , C a m b r i d g e - e d u c a t e d , p r o f i c i e n t a t t h r e e l a n ­

g u a g e s , and t e n a c i o u s l y C h r i s t i a n ; Thomas was e x t r o v e r t e d , d r a ­

m a t i c , l e s s w e l l - e d u c a t e d and b a s i c a l l y a g n o s t i c . W a t k i n s was 

l i v i n g i n r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n on Gower w o r k i n g s t e a d i l y a t 

L l o y d ' s bank i n Swansea, w h i l e Thomas was a l r e a d y c a t a p u l t i n g 

b e t w e e n Wales and h i s f r a n t i c pub l i f e i n L o n d o n . Y e t t h e y b e ­

came c l o s e f r i e n d s i m m e d i a t e l y and d e v e l o p e d a p e r s o n a l a n d l i t ­

e r a r y r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t was t o l a s t u n t i l t h e t i m e o f Thomas' 

d e a t h i n 1953. Th e s e two e s s e n t i a l l y d i f f e r e n t s o r t s o f p o e t s 

were d r a w n t o g e t h e r by t h e i r s h a r e d W e l s h b a c k g r o u n d s , t h e i r 

m u t u a l o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e s o c i o l o g i c a l a n d p o l i t i c a l w r i t i n g o f 

t h e t h i r t i e s , a n d by a common s e n s i t i v i t y t o l a n g u a g e and c o n ­

c e r n f o r m e t i c u l o u s c r a f t s m a n s h i p i n t h e i r v e r s e . The p u r p o s e 

o f t h i s s e c t i o n i s t o e x p l o r e some a s p e c t s o f t h i s u n i q u e l i t ­

e r a r y c o n f i g u r a t i o n i n a n e f f o r t t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t h o u g h t h e 

f r i e n d s h i p was i m p o r t a n t t o b o t h p o e t s , a nd e s p e c i a l l y t o Wat­

k i n s who c a r e f u l l y n u r t u r e d Thomas' memory i n h i s e l e g i e s a f t e r 

h i s d e a t h , t h e r e s e m b l a n c e b e t w e e n them as p o e t s i n b o t h t e c h ­

n i q u e a nd c o n t e n t i s o n l y s u p e r f i c i a l . 

W a t k i n s f i r s t met Thomas e a r l y i n 1935 s h o r t l y a f t e r t h e 

p u b l i c a t i o n o f E i g h t e e n Poems (1934) when he was t w e n t y - n i n e 

and Thomas t w e n t y - o n e . I n h i s I n t r o d u c t i o n t o Thomas' L e t t e r s  

t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s ( 1 9 5 7 ) , W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s t h e i r f i r s t m e e t i n g : 
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He was s l i g h t , s h o r t e r t h a n I had e x p e c t e d , shy, r a t h e r 
f l u s h e d and e a g e r i n manner, d e e p - v o i c e d , r e s t l e s s , hu­
morous, w i t h l a r g e , w o n d e r i n g , y e t a c u t e l y i n t e l l i g e n t 
e y e s , g o l d c u r l s , snub n o s e , and t h e f a c e o f a c h e r u b . 
I q u i c k l y r e a l i z e d when we went f o r a walk on t h e c l i f f s 
t h a t t h i s c h e r u b t o o k n o t h i n g f o r g r a n t e d . I n t h o u g h t 
and words he was a n a r c h i c , c h a l l e n g i n g , w i t h t h e c e r t a i n ­
t y o f t h a t i n s t i n c t w h i c h knows i t s own f r e s h l y d i s c o v e r e d 
t r u t h . ^ 

Soon a f t e r t h i s i n i t i a l e n c o u n t e r t h e two young p o e t s began t o 

meet t o g e t h e r r e g u l a r l y t o d i s c u s s d e t a i l s o f c o m p o s i t i o n and 

r e v i s i o n o f t h e i r work. They q u i c k l y d i s c o v e r e d t h a t t h e y 

s h a r e d a s i m i l a r d e d i c a t i o n t o t h e t e c h n i c a l i t i e s o f t h e c r a f t , 

b u t t h a t t h e i r methods o f c o m p o s i t i o n were d i s t i n c t : 

We had i m m e d i a t e l y a v e r y deep a f f i n i t y , t h o u g h h i s s t y l e 
and method o f c o m p o s i t i o n were c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t f r o m 
mine, he w o r k i n g o u t w a r d f r o m a c o l l o q u i a l c o r e o f t e x ­
t u r e , I w o r k i n g towards t h e c o n c r e t e from a m u s i c a l o r 
a r t i c u l a t e d s o u r c e ^ 

B o t h p o e t s , c o i n c i d e n t a l l y , had a t t e n d e d f i r s t t h e M i r a d o r 

S c h o o l i n Swansea, and t h e n t h e Swansea Grammar S c h o o l where 

D y l a n ' s f a t h e r had t a u g h t , and b o t h came from m i d d l e - c l a s s 

b a c k g r o u n d s ; W a t k i n s ' f a t h e r was a b a n k e r and Thomas' a s c h o o l ­

m a s t e r . U n l i k e most o f t h e i r p a r e n t ' s g e n e r a t i o n , n e i t h e r o f 

t h e young Welsh p o e t s spoke Welsh, and b o t h c o n s i d e r e d them­

s e l v e s t o be w o r k i n g w e l l w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n — 

" E n g l i s h p o e t s i n W a l e s . " B e s i d e s s i m i l a r e a r l y e d u c a t i o n a l 

and s o c i a l e n v i r o n m e n t s , t h e y soon d i s c o v e r e d t h e y s h a r e d l i k e 

t a s t e s i n p o e t r y — e a c h h a v i n g d e v e l o p e d i n d i v i d u a l l y an a p p r e -
3 

c i a t i o n o f Donne, H e r b e r t , B l a k e , K e a t s , H o p k i n s and Y e a t s . 

Thomas was l e s s l e a r n e d t h a n W a t k i n s , more h a p h a z a r d i n h i s 
4 

r e a d i n g , and l e s s a p t t o u s e h i s s o u r c e s i m i t a t i v e l y . T h r o u g h 

s u b s e q u e n t c o n t a c t t h e y e n c o u r a g e d and b r o a d e n e d e a c h o t h e r ' s 

l i t e r a r y i n t e r e s t s . Thomas, f o r i n s t a n c e , k i n d l e d i n W a t k i n s 
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a d e e p e r r e s p e c t f o r H e r b e r t , and W a t k i n s i n t r o d u c e d Thomas t o 

t h e German p o e t , R i l k e ( 1 8 7 5 - 1 9 2 6 ) , as w e l l as many o f t h e 

F r e n c h s y m b o l i s t s . B o t h p o e t s p o s s e s s e d a s t r o n g s e n s e o f e x ­

t e r n a l f o r m i n p o e t r y and were f a s t i d i o u s i n t e c h n i c a l m a t t e r s . 

T e c h n i q u e s l i k e c y n g h a n e d d o r a p p r o x i m a t i o n s t h e r e o f , s y l l a b l e 

c o u n t i n g , u s e o f compound w o r d s , a l l i t e r a t i v e f o r m s , b i b l i c a l 

a l l u s i o n s a nd p a r a d o x i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s a r e common t o b o t h . I n 

a d d i t i o n , t h e y s h a r e d a number o f i m p o r t a n t t h e m a t i c c o n c e r n s . 

Thomas, as much as W a t k i n s , i s o b s e s s e d w i t h t h e p r o b l e m o f 

t i m e , p o s i n g i t i n t e r m s o f a d e s c e n t o r f a l l o u t o f t i m e l e s s 

p e r c e p t i o n i n t o a c o r r u p t o r d e c a y i n g w o r l d where l i f e and d e a t h 

a r e i n e x t r i c a b l y u n i t e d . B o t h h a v e a s t r o n g s e n s e o f n o s t a l g i a 

f o r c h i l d h o o d a n d a n i n t e r e s t i n how t h e c h i l d v i e w s t h e w o r l d . 

T h e i r e q u a l l y i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e s i n methods o f a p p r o a c h t o 

t h e " F a l l , " a n d t h e c l o s e i n t e r r e l a t i o n o f l i f e and d e a t h were 

t o emerge more c l e a r l y as t h e i r work m a t u r e d . 

W a t k i n s ' e d i t i o n o f t h e L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s ( 1 9 5 7 ) , 

t h e m a i n s o u r c e o f i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h i s u n u s u a l f r i e n d s h i p , 

r e v e a l s t h a t t h e i r s was a m u t u a l l y b e n e f i c i a l e x c h a n g e . The 

l e t t e r s e x t e n d f r o m 1936 t o 1 9 5 2 , t h o u g h many h a v e b e e n l o s t , 

a l o n g w i t h W a t k i n s ' s i d e o f t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e . The p e r i o d o f 

W a t k i n s ' and Thomas' most i n t e n s e p e r s o n a l c o n t a c t o c c u r r e d b e ­

t w e e n 1935 a n d 1936 when t h e y w e re m e e t i n g a t l e a s t two o r t h r e e 

t i m e s a week a t e a c h o t h e r ' s r e s i d e n c e s e i t h e r i n Swansea o r i n 

n e a r b y P e n n a r d . I n M a r c h o f 1936, h o w e v e r , D y l a n r e t u r n e d t o 

L o n d o n and m a r r i e d C a i t l a n Thomas i n J u l y o f 1937. From t h i s 

t i m e ( A p r i l 1 9 3 6 ) , t h e l i t e r a r y c o r r e s p o n d e n c e e v i d e n c e d by 

Thomas' p u b l i s h e d L e t t e r s b e g a n and c o n t i n u e d , b e c o m i n g somewhat 
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s p o r a d i c d u r i n g t h e t i m e o f W a t k i n s ' s t i n t i n t h e R.A.F. f r o m 

1 9 41-44, and d i m i n i s h i n g g r e a t l y a f t e r t h e war. Y e t i t u n f o l d s 

a d e v e l o p i n g p e r s o n a l and l i t e r a r y r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t was t o h a v e 

a s i g n i f i c a n t i m p a c t on b o t h p o e t s , a nd a p r o f o u n d one on Wat­

k i n s . 

The c o r r e s p o n d e n c e r e v e a l s t h a t W a t k i n s a nd Thomas were 

e q u a l l y c o m m i t t e d t o p e r f e c t i o n i s m i n v e r s e o r what Thomas 

c a l l e d t h e " s u b t l e c r a f t " ; f o r t h e l e t t e r s c e n t e r p r i m a r i l y on 

i s s u e s o f c o m p o s i t i o n a l d e t a i l , t h e m i n u t i a e o f s t a n z a , l i n e , 

p h r a s e and w o r d . T h e r e i s much e v i d e n c e f r o m t h e l e t t e r s t o a r ­

gue t h a t Thomas a d m i r e d W a t k i n s ' c o n s i d e r a b l e t e c h n i c a l f a c i l i t y , 

a nd i t h a s e v e n b e e n s u g g e s t e d on t h e b a s i s o f c h a n g e s i n Thomas' 

work a f t e r E i g h t e e n Poems t h a t W a t k i n s may h a v e i n f l u e n c e d h i m 

i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f g r e a t e r f o r m a l p r e c i s i o n , t h e u s e o f more 

c o m p l e x r h y t h m s , l o n g e r s e n t e n c e s and more i n t r i c a t e s t a n z a 

f o r m s . 5 S i n c e we l a c k W a t k i n s ' s i d e o f t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e , a nd 

b e c a u s e Thomas was so i n d i v i d u a l a w r i t e r , i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o 

e s t i m a t e t h e e x t e n t o f W a t k i n s ' i n f l u e n c e b e y o n d a c t u a l c h a n g e s 

he s u g g e s t e d t h a t were u l t i m a t e l y u s e d i n t h e f i n a l v e r s i o n s o f 

some o f t h e poems. The p h r a s e " c l o u d - s o p p e d h a n d s " i n " A f t e r 

t h e F u n e r a l , " f o r i n s t a n c e , i s due t o W a t k i n s . W a t k i n s a l s o 

e v e n t u a l l y c o n v i n c e d Thomas t o u s e t i t l e s and i n s p i r e d h i m t o 

e x p e r i m e n t w i t h b a l l a d s , w o r k i n g c l o s e l y w i t h h i m on t h e r e v i ­

s i o n s o f "The B a l l a d o f t h e L o n g - L e g g e d B a i t . " 7 He h e l p e d w i t h 

t h e r e v i s i o n s o f T w e n t y - F i v e Poems ( 1 9 3 6 ) , c u l l e d f r o m Thomas' 
g 

e a r l y Swansea n o t e b o o k s , and t y p e d t h e poems f o r The Map o f  

L o v e (1939) as t h e y were r e a d y . 
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B e f o r e he met Thomas, W a t k i n s h a d h i m s e l f s h u n n e d p u b l i c a ­

t i o n as t o o s e l f - s e e k i n g a n e n d e a v o r , and h a d p u b l i s h e d o n l y a 

s i n g l e poem, " T r u e L o v e r s , " i n The L o n d o n M e r c u r y (May 1 9 2 9 ) . 

Thomas b r o k e down t h i s r a t h e r s t u b b o r n r e s i s t a n c e by e n c o u r a g i n g 

h i m t o p u b l i s h " O l d T r i t o n T i m e " and " G r i e f s o f t h e S e a " i n t h e 

f i r s t number o f W ales ( 1 9 3 7 ) . S u b s e q u e n t l y , more o f W a t k i n s ' 

poems a p p e a r e d i n The W e l s h R e v i e w , L i f e and L e t t e r s , T o d a y , 

H o r i z o n and The L i s t e n e r , and h i s p u b l i c c a r e e r was f i r m l y e s -
9 

t a b l i s h e d . 

I n s p i t e o f o b v i o u s d i f f e r e n c e s i n t e m p e r a m e n t , Thomas 

seemed t o r e s p e c t W a t k i n s n o t o n l y as t h e o l d e r p o e t by e i g h t 

y e a r s , b u t f o r h i s b r o a d e r E n g l i s h and C a m b r i d g e e d u c a t i o n , h i s 

more i n t e r n a t i o n a l c u l t u r a l e x p o s u r e , and h i s p r e c i s e k n o w l e d g e 

o f modern E u r o p e a n l a n g u a g e s ( F r e n c h , German, I t a l i a n ) . Though 

W a t k i n s l e f t C a m b r i d g e a f t e r o n l y a y e a r , and o f h i s own v o l i ­

t i o n , he h a d b e e n a c a d e m i c a l l y s u c c e s s f u l b o t h t h e r e and a t Rep­

t o n , a n d r e t a i n e d t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e a s c h o l a r l y , w e l l - s t o c k e d , 

w e l l - d i s c i p l i n e d m i n d . As n o t e d e a r l i e r , h i s t r a n s l a t i o n s o f 

H o l d e r l i n , H e i n e and o t h e r s were c o m p e t e n t and w e l l - r e c e i v e d by 

c r i t i c s and r e v i e w e r s . ^ Thomas, on t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h o u g h b r i l ­

l i a n t l y p r e c o c i o u s , l e f t s c h o o l e a r l y t o p u r s u e h i s c a r e e r as a 

p o e t , and (some s a y ) l i v e d t o r e g r e t h i s l a c k o f more f o r m a l 

e d u c a t i o n . 

Thomas, t h e " a n a r c h i c c h e r u b , " h o w e v e r , c h a l l e n g e d W a t k i n s ' 

more l i t e r a r y m i n d w i t h h i s s t a r t l i n g l y f r e s h and o r i g i n a l p o ­

e t i c i d i o m . W a t k i n s w r o t e l a t e r o f Thomas t h a t , "he showed me 
what was f r e s h i n my w o r k and what was s t a l e a n d d e r i v e d f r o m 

12 
o t h e r p o e t s . " A l w a y s i t was t h e v i g o u r and e n e r g y o f Thomas' 
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s t y l e t h a t W a t k i n s r e m a r k e d on i n h i s p r o s e a b o u t h i m . I n 

Thomas' o b i t u a r y he w r o t e : 

I t was a t on c e r e a l i z e d by d i s c e r n i n g r e a d e r s , among 
whom E d i t h S i t w e l l was one o f t h e f i r s t , t h a t t h i s p o e t 
h a d c r e a t e d a n i d i o m ; t h a t he h a d d i s t u r b e d t h e r o o t s 
o f o u r l a n g u a g e i n a n o r g a n i c way and g i v e n i t a new 
v i t a l i t y . 

T h ough t h e r e a r e poems where W a t k i n s seems t o h a v e a b s o r b e d 

f e a t u r e s o f Thomas' h i g h l y i n d i v i d u a l i d i o m , i t i s n o t i n t h e s e 

poems, I w o u l d a r g u e , t h a t W a t k i n s i s a t h i s b e s t . Thomas' a s ­

t u t e e d i t i n g , h o w e v e r , e n c o u r a g e d h i m t o move away f r o m v a g u e ­

n e s s a nd a b s t r a c t i o n , and t o a v o i d t h e w e a k l y a d j e c t i v a l l i n e , 

t h e commonplace p h r a s e o r e x p r e s s i o n . I n h i s c r i t i q u e o f Wat­

k i n s ' e a r l y poem, "Mana," i n a l e t t e r o f O c t o b e r 25, 1937, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , Thomas w r i t e s : 

And one o t h e r l i n e I t h i n k i s b a d : " L a i d i n t h e l o n g 
g r e y shadow o f o u r w e e p i n g t h o u g h t . " T h i s , t o me, h a s 
f a r t o o many weak w o r d s . They a r e weak a l o n e , & w e a k e r 
when ad d e d t o g e t h e r . . . . ^ 

And i n a l e t t e r o f M a r c h 2 1 , 1 9 3 8 , he s p e a k s s i m i l a r l y o f a n 

e a r l y d r a f t o f " C a l l I t A l l Names": 

T h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g v e r y u n s a t i s f a c t o r y , t h o u g h , a b o u t 
" A l l m i s t s , a l l t h o u g h t s " w h i c h s e e m s — u s i n g t h e v a g u ­
e s t w o r d s — t o l a c k a c e n t r a l s t r e n g t h . A l l t h e words 
a r e l o v e l y , b u t t h e y seem s o c h o s e n , n o t s t r u c k o u t . 
I c a n s e e t h e s e n s i t i v e p i c k i n g o f w o r d s , b u t none o f 
t h e s t r o n g , i n e v i t a b l e p u l l i n g t h a t makes a poem a n 
e v e n t , a h a p p e n i n g , a n a c t i o n p e r h a p s , n o t a s t i l l - l i f e 
o r a n e x p e r i e n c e p u t down, p l a c e d , r e g u l a t e d ; t h e i n t r o ­
d u c t i o n o f m i s t , l e g e n d , t i m e ' s w e i r , g r i e f ' s b e l l , & 
s u c h t h i n g s a s " w h i c h h e l d , b u t knew n o t h e r , " t h e w h o l e 
o f t h e 1 3 t h l i n e , " a l l g r i e f s t h a t we s u p p o s e " , seem t o 
me " l i t e r a r y , " n o t l i v i n g . They seem, as i n d e e d t h e 
w h o l e poem seems, t o come o u t o f n o s t a l g i a o f l i t e r a ­
t u r e • • • • 2^5 

Though W a t k i n s o f t e n p r o v e d more r e s i s t a n t t o c r i t i c i s m t h a n 
16 

Thomas, t h e a l t e r a t i o n s i n t h e f i n a l d r a f t s o f some o f t h e 

poems d i s c u s s e d w i t h h i m i n d i c a t e t h a t he h e e d e d Thomas' a d v i c e , 
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and g r a d u a l l y b e g a n t o f r e e h i s l a n g u a g e o f what was d e a d o r 

u n n a t u r a l l y d e r i v a t i v e . He n e v e r r e p u d i a t e d what c r i t i c s h a v e 

c a l l e d h i s " c u l t o f d e a d p o e t s , " b u t he d i d a t t e m p t t o f o r g e a 

more i n d i v i d u a l a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y i d i o m . 

E v e n t h o u g h i t i s c l e a r f r o m t h e l e t t e r s t h a t t h e two 

p o e t s were a p p r o a c h i n g p o e t r y f r o m d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s , a n d 

t h a t t h e c r i t i c i s m o f one i s n o t n e c e s s a r i l y a p p l i c a b l e t o t h e 

work o f t h e o t h e r , i t i s c e r t a i n t h a t W a t k i n s d e r i v e d n e e d e d 

s u p p o r t f r o m a f e l l o w p o e t a t a c r i t i c a l t i m e i n h i s l i f e . The 

f r i e n d s h i p b r o u g h t h i m i n c o n t a c t w i t h a g r o u p o f Thomas' 

f r i e n d s , t h e c o m p o s e r Tom W a r n e r , t h e p a i n t e r A l f r e d J a n e s , and 

t h e w r i t e r s J o h n P r i c h a r d and R i c h a r d H u g h e s . ^ I t g a v e t h e 

i s o l a t e d a n d p r e v i o u s l y u n p u b l i s h e d W a t k i n s c o n f i d e n c e a n d t h e 

s e n s e o f b e l o n g i n g t o a n i n t e l l e c t u a l c o m munity w h i c h he l a c k e d 

s i n c e h i s d a y s a t R e p t o n . 

The l e t t e r s a l s o r e v e a l s e v e r a l a r e a s o f c o n t e n t i o n b e t w e e n 

t h e two y o u n g p o e t s . Though he f o r g a v e h i m l a t e r , W a t k i n s was 

o f f e n d e d when Thomas t o o k t h e l i b e r t y o f c h a n g i n g s e v e r a l l i n e s 

o f " G r i e f s o f t h e S e a " b e f o r e i t s p u b l i c a t i o n w i t h o u t h i s p e r ­

m i s s i o n . W a t k i n s i n f o r m s us i n h i s I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e L e t t e r s 

t h a t a f t e r w a r d s he e n t e r e d t h e shop i n Swansea where t h e i s s u e s 
18 

were s t o c k e d a n d c h a n g e d b a c k e v e r y c o p y by h a n d . Thomas, who 

was f r e e r w i t h h i s u n f i n i s h e d d r a f t s , r e s e n t e d W a t k i n s ' r e l u c ­

t a n c e t o s h a r e h i s w o r k u n t i l he c o n s i d e r e d i t f i n i s h e d . Thomas 

c o m p l a i n s i n t h e l e t t e r s a l s o t h a t W a t k i n s ' c r i t i c i s m s o f h i s 

work were s o m e t i m e s m i s d i r e c t e d . I n a l e t t e r d a t e d May o r J u n e 

1939 he w r i t e s : 
I t h i n k y o u a r e l i a b l e , i n y o u r c r i t i c i s m s o f me, t o 
u n d e r r a t e t h e v a l u e — o r , r a t h e r , t h e i n t e g r i t y , t h e 
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w h o l e n e s s — o f what I am s a y i n g o r t r y i n g t o make c l e a r 
t h a t I am s a y i n g , and o f t e n t o s u g g e s t a l t e r a t i o n s o r 
amendments f o r p u r e l y m u s i c a l m o t i v e s . ^ 

I n s p i t e o f t h e s e s o u r c e s o f n e a r c o n f l i c t , Thomas c o n t i n u e d t o 

commend W a t k i n s p u b l i c l y and t o r e a d h i s work i n r a d i o b r o a d ­

c a s t s . And i n s p i t e o f Thomas' c o n s t a n t d u n n i n g o f W a t k i n s f o r 

s m a l l sums o f money and ( t h e f i n a l b l o w ) h i s f a i l u r e t o t u r n up 

a t W a t k i n s ' w e d d i n g , W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e d t o d e f e n d Thomas as one 

o f t h e t r u l y " r e l i g i o u s " p o e t s o f t h e a g e , r e a d i n g many o f h i s 

poems as r e l i g i o u s s t a t e m e n t s . 

I n t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e L e t t e r s , he a r g u e d t h a t Thomas 

was r e l i g i o u s i n t h e b r o a d e s t s e n s e by r e f u s i n g ( l i k e h i m s e l f ) 

t o w r i t e a poem " d o m i n a t e d by t i m e " : 

My own themes were r e a l l y c l o s e r t o h i s . . . w e were b o t h 
r e l i g i o u s p o e t s , a nd n e i t h e r o f us had a n y a p t i t u d e f o r 
p o l i t i c a l r e f o r m . 2 Q 

R e c a l l i n g how (when Thomas was s t i l l l i v i n g ) he was o n c e c h a l ­

l e n g e d on t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n b e t w e e n h i s s e n s e o f d e b t t o Thomas 

and h i s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t "a p o e t c a n n o t l e a r n a t r u e s t y l e f r o m 

a c o n t e m p o r a r y , " W a t k i n s r e s p o n d e d by s a y i n g t h a t " D y l a n Thomas 
21 

i s an a n c i e n t p o e t . He happens t o be a l i v e . " I s h a l l be e x ­

a m i n i n g W a t k i n s ' v i e w o f Thomas as a r e l i g i o u s p o e t a t a l a t e r 

p o i n t i n t h e c h a p t e r . A t t h i s s t a g e I w i s h t o s u g g e s t t h a t t h e 

m u t u a l i n f l u e n c e o f t h e two p o e t s f a d e s a f t e r W a t k i n s ' LU and 

Thomas' Map o f L o v e , t h a t i s a f t e r t h e p e r i o d o f t h e i r most 

i n t e n s e c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Thomas' p r e s e n c e i n W a t k i n s ' w o r k i n 

s t y l e a n d c o n t e n t i s most e v i d e n t i n BML ( 1 9 4 1 ) , LV ( 1 9 4 5 ) , a nd 

LU ( 1 9 4 8 ) . Though W a t k i n s ' i n f l u e n c e on Thomas i s l e s s o b v i o u s , 

and l e s s i m p o r t a n t , we a r e most l i k e l y t o f i n d i t i n T w e n t y - F i v e  

Poems (1936) a nd The Map o f L o v e ( 1 9 4 9 ) . I s h a l l p r o c e e d by 
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e x a m i n i n g s e v e r a l o f t h e D y l a n e s q u e poems f r o m W a t k i n s ' f i r s t 

t h r e e v o l u m e s , a nd t h e n move on t o show how Thomas a p p e a r s as a 

s y m b o l i c f i g u r e o f t h e p o e t i n t h e l a t e r e l e g i e s . 

Many o f t h e poems f r o m BML (1941) show W a t k i n s u n d e r t h e 

sway o f Thomas' p e r s o n a l s t y l e a n d i d i o m . The s o n n e t , "The 

Dead Words," w i t h p h r a s e s l i k e , "So f l i e s l o v e ' s m e t e o r f r o m h e r 

s h r o u d o f w i n d s , " i s a c l e a r e x a m p l e o f W a t k i n s ' i n d e b t e d n e s s t o 
22 

Thomas' " A l t e r - w i s e by o w l - l i g h t " s e q u e n c e o f s o n n e t s . Wat­

k i n s seems t o a f f e c t i n t h e e a r l y w ork ( s o m e t i m e s u n s u c c e s s f u l l y ) 

t h e v e r b a l d e n s i t y , t h e a c c u m u l a t i o n o f m e a n i n g t h r o u g h w o r d 

p l a y , a n d t h e j o i n i n g o f d i s p a r a t e i m a g e s i n c o n t e x t s o f p a r a d o x 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e e a r l y Thomas. L e s l i e N o r r i s h a s shown, i n 

f a c t , t h r o u g h i n t e r n a l e v i d e n c e and on t h e b a s i s o f t h e d a t e s o f 

t h e d r a f t s , t h a t most o f t h e poems i n BML were w r i t t e n a f t e r 
23 

W a t k i n s h a d met Thomas i n 1935. E v e n T. S. E l i o t was q u i c k t o 

n o t e i n h i s comments o n t h e d u s t j a c k e t o f W a t k i n s ' f i r s t b o o k 

"a r a c i a l q u a l i t y w h i c h g i v e s i t [ W a t k i n s ' s t y l e ] s o m e t h i n g i n 
24 

common w i t h t h a t o f D y l a n Thomas." I t i s p r o b a b l e t h a t some 

o f t h e e a r l y s i m i l a r i t i e s b e t w e e n t h e two p o e t s c a n be a c c o u n t e d 

f o r n o t m e r e l y b y i n f l u e n c e , b u t by t h e i r common W e l s h b a c k ­

g r o u n d s a nd c u l t u r a l e x p e r i e n c e . 

" P o r t r a i t o f a F r i e n d " i s a s e t p i e c e w r i t t e n i n r e s p o n s e 

t o Thomas' s u g g e s t i o n i n a l e t t e r o f F e b r u a r y 7, 1938 t h a t Wat­

k i n s w r i t e a poem on t h e b a c k o f a p h o t o Thomas s e n t h i m i n t h e 
25 

m a i l . Thomas was p l e a s e d by t h e r e s u l t i n g e f f o r t a n d r e a d i t 
2 6 

on s e v e r a l o c c a s i o n s t o f r i e n d s . The poem o p e n s , 
He h a s s e n t me t h i s 
L a t e a n d e a r l y page 
C a u g h t i n t h e e m p h a s i s 
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Of l a s t n i g h t ' s c a r t o n n a g e , 
C r u m p l e d i n t h e p o s t , 
B r i n g i n g t o l a m p l i g h t 
B r e a t h ' s a b a t e m e n t , 
O v e r - a n d u n d e r - s t a t e m e n t , 
Mute as a mummy's p a m p h l e t 
L o n g c h e r i s h e d by a g h o s t . (BML, p. 36) 

The r e f e r e n c e t o Thomas as " t h i s c r a c k e d p r o p h e t " s u g g e s t s t h e 

n o t i o n t h a t g e n i u s i s a l l i e d t o madness, b u t i s a l s o a p l a y on 

w o r d s , s i n c e t h e p h o t o a r r i v e d w i t h a l i t e r a l c r a c k down t h e 

m i d d l e . I n t h e t h i r d s t a n z a , W a t k i n s d e s c r i b e s D y l a n ' s B l a s h -

f o r d r e s i d e n c e : 

T r u s t i n g a c r e a k i n g h o u s e , 
H i s r o o f i s r u i n o u s , 
So m o r t a l . A r e a l w i n d 
B e a t s on t h i s h o u s e o f s a n d 
Two t i d e s l i k e a g e s b u f f e t . 
The s u p e r h u m a n , c r o w n e d 
S a i n t s must e n t e r t h i s d r o w n e d 
T i d e - r a c e o f t h e m i n d 
To g u e s s o r u n d e r s t a n d 
The f a c e o f t h i s c r a c k e d p r o p h e t , 
W h i c h f r o m i t s p a t i e n t p a l l 
I s l o w l y t a k e , 
D r o p t h e e n v e l o p e , 
Compel h i s d i s t u r b i n g s h a p e , 
And w r i t e t h e s e words on a w a l l 

Maybe f o r a t h i r d man's s a k e . (BML, pp. 36-37) 

T h i s i s a n e a r l y e x a m p l e o f a poem ( F e b . 1938) where Thomas as 

c e n t r a l s u b j e c t a l l o w s W a t k i n s t o e x p o s t u l a t e on t h e f l a w e d a n d 

m o r t a l y e t d i v i n e r o l e o f t h e p o e t o r a r t i s t . T h e r e a r e p o s ­

s i b l e t r a c e s o f Thomas' i m a g e r y i n p h r a s e s l i k e " t i d e - r a c e o f 

t h e m i n d , " a nd v e r b a l e c h o e s f r o m The Map o f L o v e . W a t k i n s ' 

p h r a s e , 

. . . . a w o r l d l y b r o t h e l 
T h a t a s i n n e r ' s t o n g u e may t o l l 
And c a l l t h e p l a c e B e t h e l . . . , (BML, p. 36) 

i s c e r t a i n l y a n a l l u s i o n t o Thomas' " I t i s t h e s i n n e r ' s d u s t -
27 

t o n g u e d b e l l . " Thomas i s p r e s e n t i n BML, t h e n , n o t m e r e l y as 
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a s t y l i s t i c i n f l u e n c e , b u t as a s y m b o l i c a l f i g u r e o f t h e a r t i s t 

i n t i m e . 

W a t k i n s ' " E l e g y on t h e H e r o i n e o f C h i l d h o o d ( i n Memory o f 

P e a r l W h i t e ) " (BML, p. 14) t a k e s up Thomas' famous p a s s i o n f o r 

f i l m s and e m p l o y s h i s f r e q u e n t l y u s e d s i x - l i n e s t a n z a as i n " I 
2 8 

see t h e b o y s o f summer" and " B e f o r e I k n o c k e d . " I n t h i s e a r l y 

poem, W a t k i n s , who shows l i t t l e l a t e r i n t e r e s t i n t h e c i n e m a , 

a t t e m p t s t o r e c r e a t e t h e f l u r r y a n d e x c i t e m e n t o f c h i l d r e n 

t r a n s f i x e d by H o l l y w o o d ' s i m a g i n a r y w o r l d o f h e r o e s a n d h e r o ­

i n e s . I t i s u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h i m a l s o t o d r a w u p o n r e a l i s ­

t i c s c e n e s o f c o n t e m p o r a r y l i f e : 
From penny r o w s , when we b e g a n t o s p e l l , 
We w a t c h e d y o u [ P e a r l W h i t e ] , a t t h e t i m e when A r r a s 

f e l l , 
Saw y o u , as i n a d e a t h - r a y s e e n , 
R i d e t h e r e a l f e a r on a p r o p p e d s c r e e n , 
Where, t h r o u g h r e v o l t i n g b r a s s , a n d d a r k n e s s ' b a n d s , 
G a p i n g , we g r o p e d w i t h unawakened h a n d s . (BML, p. 14) 

The h e a v i l y a l l i t e r a t e d l i n e s , h y p h e n a t e d w o r d s , r u s h o f c o n ­

c r e t e i m a g e s a nd u s e o f o r i g i n a l a d j e c t i v e s l i k e " t h u m b s c r e w e d " 

a r e a g a i n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f Thomas: 

From s c h o o l ' s s p i k e d r a i l i n g s , g l a s s - t o p p e d , c a t - w a l k e d 
w a l l s , 

From a l b u m s s t r e w n , t h e s t r e e t ' s s t r a n g e f u n e r a l s , 
We r u n t o j o i n t h e queue's c o i l e d p e e l 
T a p e r i n g , s t o r m i n g t h e B a s t i l l e , 
T u m b l i n g , w i t h c o l l a r s t o r n and s c a t t e r e d t i e s , 
To t h u m b s c r e w e d t e r r o r a n d t h e s e a o f e y e s . (BML, p. 15) 

I n s p i t e o f t h e p e r s i s t e n c e o f s u c h d e v i c e s , W a t k i n s ' l a n ­

guage s e l d o m d i s p l a y s t h e same k i n d o f v e r b a l o b s c u r i t y f o u n d i n 

Thomas' e a r l y w o r k . I n h i s I n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e L e t t e r s , i n 

f a c t , W a t k i n s s p e a k s o f how he t r i e d t o d i s c o u r a g e Thomas f r o m 

p u b l i s h i n g some poems he c o n s i d e r e d i m p e n e t r a b l e : 
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I t r i e d t o p e r s u a d e D y l a n t o l e a v e two o f t h e poems 
o u t o f t h e new book o f T w e n t y - f i v e . . . . T h e o t h e r poems 
a l l seemed p a c k e d w i t h meaning, b u t f o r me t h e s e two 
poems p r e s e n t e d a f a c e o f u n w a r r a n t a b l e o b s c u r i t y . ^ 

The two poems, "Now, Say Nay" and "How Soon t h e S e r v a n t Sun," 

were, o f c o u r s e , r e t a i n e d by D y l a n , who r e s p o n d e d t o t h e p o s s i b l e 

s e v e r i t y o f c r i t i c s by s a y i n g , " G i v e them a bone"; b u t a t l e a s t 

W a t k i n s had r e g i s t e r e d h i s c o m p l a i n t a g a i n s t t h e k i n d o f v e r b a l 

c o m p r e s s i o n d e m o n s t r a t e d i n t h o s e poems. The i m a g i s t i c movement 

o f W a t k i n s ' " E l e g y o f C h i l d h o o d , " i n c o n t r a s t , i s l o g i c a l , and 

t h e n a r r a t i v e s e q u e n c e c l e a r . Most o f W a t k i n s ' poems a r e a c c e s ­

s i b l e t o t h e g e n e r a l r e a d e r ; whereas many o f Thomas' e a r l y 

poems u n f o l d t h r o u g h a j u x t a p o s i t i o n and u n i o n o f d i s p a r a t e 

images r e l a t e d by v e r b a l a s s o c i a t i o n t h a t makes c o m p r e h e n s i o n 

d i f f i c u l t . R a l p h Maud n o t e s i n h i s c r i t i c a l s t u d y , E n t r a n c e s t o  

D y l a n Thomas' P o e t r y , t h a t , 

T h i s b r e e d i n g and c o n t r a d i c t i n g p r o c e s s i s e s s e n t i a l l y 
f a n c i f u l and u n d i s c i p l i n e d ; i t s o n l y l o g i c i s t h a t o f 
a s s o c i a t i o n o f i d e a s . 

He i s r e f e r r i n g t o Thomas' own d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s method i n a 

l e t t e r t o H e n r y T r e e c e r e c o r d e d i n T r e e c e ' s D y l a n Thomas: "Dog 

Among t h e F a i r i e s " : 

I l e t , p e r h a p s , an image be "made" e m o t i o n a l l y i n me and 
t h e n a p p l y t o i t what i n t e l l e c t u a l and c r i t i c a l f o r c e s I 
p o s s e s s — l e t i t b r e e d a n o t h e r , l e t t h a t image c o n t r a d i c t 
t h e f i r s t , make, o f t h e t h i r d image b r e d o u t o f t h e o t h ­
e r two t o g e t h e r , a f o u r t h c o n t r a d i c t o r y image, and l e t 
them a l l , w i t h i n my imposed f o r m a l l i m i t s , c o n f l i c t . 
E a c h image h o l d s w i t h i n i t t h e s e e d o f i t s own d e s t r u c ­
t i o n , and my d i a l e c t i c a l method, as I u n d e r s t a n d i t , i s 
a c o n s t a n t b u i l d i n g up and b r e a k i n g down o f t h e images 
t h a t come o u t o f t h e c e n t r a l s e e d , w h i c h i s i t s e l f d e ­
s t r u c t i v e and c o n s t r u c t i v e a t t h e same time.^-^ 

Maud a r g u e s t h a t many o f Thomas' most s e e m i n g l y opaque e a r l y 

poems a r e c o m p r e h e n s i b l e when r e a d i n l i g h t o f h i s d i a l e c t i c o f 
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a s s o c i a t i o n . He a r g u e s p e r c e p t i v e l y t h a t Thomas' word p l a y , 

d i s l o c a t i o n s o f m e a n i n g , and d i s r u p t i o n o f n o r m a l n a r r a t i v e 

s t r u c t u r e a r e r e l a t e d d i r e c t l y t o h i s v i e w o f t h e w o r l d as a 

"war o f c o n f l i c t i n g f o r c e s " — t h a t t h e d i s p a r a t e images r e i n f o r c e 
32 

t h e theme o f a b a s i c p o l a r i t y i n t h e s e l f a nd i n t h e w o r l d . 

I n s p i t e o f o c c a s i o n a l o b s c u r i t i e s o f s y n t a x , t h e r e l a t i v e a b ­

s e n c e o f t h i s k i n d o f d i f f i c u l t y i n W a t k i n s t h r o u g h t h e m a i n t e n ­

a n c e o f l o g i c a l n a r r a t i v e and i m a g i s t i c s t r u c t u r e s a r g u e s t h a t 

he t a k e s a more t r a d i t i o n a l l y m i m e t i c v i e w o f p o e t r y . He i s n o t 

c o n c e r n e d t o d e s t r o y i n o r d e r t o r e b u i l d m e a n i n g l i k e Thomas, 

b u t t o m i r r o r t h e t i m e l e s s u n i t y and e l e g a n c e o f a w o r l d b u i l t 

on u n s h a k e a b l e , u n i v e r s a l p r i n c i p l e s . I w o u l d a r g u e , t h e n , t h a t 

i n t h e s e e a r l y poems, he i s m e r e l y u t i l i z i n g v e r b a l s k i l l s and 

p o e t i c d e v i c e s s h a r p e n e d by a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Thomas t o r e f l e c t 

h i s own more t r a d i t i o n a l l y C h r i s t i a n v i e w o f t h e w o r l d . He i s 

c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e way t h e i n n e r s e l f r e l a t e s t o a n o b j e c t i v e 

m e t a p h y s i c a l o r d e r , and l e s s f o c u s e d on t h e s u b j e c t i v e ( v i s c e r a l 

and p s y c h i c ) p r o c e s s e s w i t h i n t h e s e l f . 

I n W a t k i n s ' s e c o n d c o l l e c t i o n , LV ( 1 9 4 5 ) , Thomas a g a i n a p ­

p e a r s as a f i g u r e o f t h e modern a r t i s t — t h i s t i m e , t h e " a n a r ­

c h i c " p o e t w i t h h i s " i c o n o c l a s t i c f r o w n . " Though h i s u s e o f 

t h i s image i n d i c a t e s t h a t W a t k i n s must h a v e r e c o g n i z e d t h e d i f ­

f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n h i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y r e l i g i o u s and Thomas' more 

r a d i c a l l y q u e s t i o n i n g o r i e n t a t i o n , he b e l i e v e d t h a t Thomas was 

a t r u e p o e t , a n d t h a t t h e f u n c t i o n o f t h e t r u e p o e t i s t o c h a l ­

l e n g e t h e n a r r o w n e s s o f s o c i a l c o n v e n t i o n . W a t k i n s assumed t h a t 

t h e t i m e l e s s v i s i o n o f t h e a r t i s t , l i k e t h a t o f B l a k e , was i n ­

e v i t a b l y d i s t u r b i n g t o o r d i n a r y s e n s i b i l i t y . I n t h e l o n g l y r i c , 
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"The B r o k e n S e a , " a poem i n h o n o u r o f t h e b i r t h o f a f r i e n d ' s 

( F r a n c i s D u f a u - L a b e y r i e ' s ) c h i l d i n wa r t i m e P a r i s , he r e c a l l s 

h i s own c h i l d h o o d i n Swansea. He a g a i n i n v o k e s t h e cinema 

a c t r e s s P e a r l White (who was a k i n d o f Venus t o t h e a d o l e s c e n t 

p o e t ) , s e v e r a l o f h i s a r t i s t f r i e n d s i n c l u d i n g A l f r e d J a n e s , 

" t h e p a i n t e r o f l i m b o , " and f i n a l l y Thomas h i m s e l f , " t h e ex­

t r a v a g a n t h e r o o f n i g h t " : 

I mourn t h a t moment a l i v e 
Near t h e glow-lamped Eumenides' h o u s e , o v e r l o o k i n g 

t h e s h i p s i n f l i g h t , 
Where P e a r l White f o c u s s e d o u r c h i l d h o o d , n e a r t h e 

f o o t o f Cwmdonkin D r i v e , 
To a f i g m e n t o f c r i m e s t a m p e d i n g i n t h e p o s t e r s ' 

w ind-blown b l i g h t . 

I r e g r e t t h e b r o k e n P a s t , i t s prompt and p u n c t i l i o u s 
c a r e s , 

A l l t h e v i l l a i n i e s o f t h e f i r e - a n d - b r i m s t o n e town. 
I m i s s t h e p a i n t e r o f l i m b o a t t h e t o p o f t h e f r a g r a n t 

s t a i r s , 
The e x t r a v a g a n t h e r o o f n i g h t , h i s i c o n o c l a s t i c f r o w n . 

(LV, p. 44) 

U s i n g what J o h n H e a t h - S t u b b s has c a l l e d a n " e l e m e n t a l , 

o b s e s s i v e , s u b l i m i n a l i m a g e r y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h i s f r i e n d and 
33 

f e l l o w Welshman Mr. D y l a n Thomas...." W a t k i n s ' "The B r o k e n 

S e a " f r o m LV i s as c l o s e i n s t y l e t o a Thomas poem as a n y t h i n g 

W a t k i n s w r o t e . We have s e e n i n C h a p t e r IV t h a t c e r t a i n p a s ­

s ages f r o m t h i s poem a p p r o a c h a Vaughanesque s e n s e o f e t e r n i t y 

by u s i n g a t r a d i t i o n a l m y s t i c a l s y m b o l i s m o f l i g h t . I would 

a r g u e t h a t t h e poem t h u s d e p a r t s f r o m Thomas' e a r l y work by t h e 

g r e a t e r m e t a p h y s i c a l d e p t h o f i t s s y m b o l s . As a l r e a d y s u g ­

g e s t e d , Thomas' e a r l y poems, i n c o n t r a s t , o f t e n f o c u s on t h e 

b i o l o g i c a l ( e v e n p r e n a t a l ) and p s y c h o l o g i c a l p r o c e s s e s w i t h i n 

t h e s e l f — t h e s e x u a l awakening ( " B e f o r e I k n o c k e d " ) , t h e b a t t l e 
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between t h e s e x e s ("I make t h i s i n a w a r r i n g a b s e n c e " ) , and t h e 

p a i n f u l r e a l i z a t i o n o f d e a t h ' s i n t e r r e l a t i o n w i t h l i f e ("The 

f o r c e t h a t t h r o u g h t h e g r e e n f u s e d r i v e s t h e f l o w e r " ) . Though 

b o t h p o e t s see l i f e as a f l u x o f f o r c e s , i n W a t k i n s ' e a r l y work 

i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h o s e f o r c e s i s s u e u l t i m a t e l y f r o m a t r a n s c e n ­

d e n t and u n i f i e d g r o u n d . 

B o t h p o e t s may u s e r e l i g i o u s symbols and b i b l i c a l a l l u s i o n s 

f r e e l y , b u t o n l y W a t k i n s p l a c e s them i n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i ­

g i o u s c o n t e x t . As K a t h l e e n R a i n e p o i n t s o u t , 

. . . . i f D y l a n Thomas s u r p a s s e d h i s f r i e n d i n d a z z l i n g 
r i c h n e s s and t h e f u l n e s s o f t h e f l o w o f l i f e i n h i s 
work, V e r n o n W a t k i n s has t h e g r e a t e r m e t a p h y s i c a l 
s e n s e . ^ 

. . . . a l l a l o n g V e r n o n W a t k i n s has a d h e r e d t o h i s symbols 
w i t h a more c o n s c i o u s d e d i c a t i o n t o t h e i r s a c r e d and 
t r a d i t i o n a l c o n t e n t . 

T h e s e a s s e r t i o n s c a n be i l l u s t r a t e d by a p a s s a g e f r o m " S e a -

M u s i c " where t h e d a z z l i n g f l o w o f images may s u g g e s t Thomas, b u t 

t h e symbols a r e h e l d i n a c o n t e x t o f C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f i n t h e 

e f f i c a c y o f t h e e u c h a r i s t . The " a r k o f t h e c o v e n a n t " and t h e 

" g r a i l " symbols b o t h r e t a i n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h 

C h r i s t i a n d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n , and t h e b e l l i m a g e r y f o r e ­

shadows t h e u s e W a t k i n s i s t o make o f i t i n The D e a t h B e l l . 

The e f f o r t i s t o u n i v e r s a l i z e t h e p r i m a l d e a t h and r e s u r r e c t i o n 

e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e s e l f : 

Who knows so w e l l as I 
T h e r e a r e deep s e a - b e l l s . Z i g - z a g s w o r d f i s h d a g g e r i n g 
R i p t h e plumed e x u l t a t i o n o f t h e whale 
Whose t h o u s a n d y e a r s a r e drowned i n t h a t b l o o d - s p r i n g 
F a l l i n g t h r o u g h d a r k n e s s , f a l l i n g f r o m a win g 
To t h e s e a - t r o u g h s , a r k o f t h e c o v e n a n t , l o w e r i n g o f 

t h e g r a i l 
To t h e mad n a v e l o f t h e m i l l i o n - f a t e d s k y . (LV, p. 25) 
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E l e m e n t s o f Thomas' s t y l e a n d many o f h i s p e r s i s t e n t 

themes c o n t i n u e t o a p p e a r i n LU ( 1 9 4 8 ) , W a t k i n s ' t h i r d F a b e r 

v o l u m e . By t h i s t i m e , h o w e v e r , W a t k i n s h a s begun t o d e v e l o p 

t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f h i s own v i s i o n i n poems l i k e " M u s i c o f 

C o l o u r s — W h i t e B l o s s o m , " " F o a l " a n d " Z a c c h e u s i n t h e L e a v e s . " 

I n " R e t u r n i n g t o G o l e u f r y n " f r o m t h i s v o l u m e , as a l r e a d y n o t e d 

i n C h a p t e r I V , W a t k i n s e x p l o r e s t h e n o s t a l g i a f o r c h i l d h o o d he 

f e e l s o n r e t u r n i n g t o h i s m a t e r n a l g r a n d f a t h e r ' s f a r m i n C a r m a r ­

t h e n s h i r e i n a manner s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f Thomas i n " F e r n H i l l " 

( p u b l i s h e d i n D e a t h s a nd E n t r a n c e s , 1 9 4 6 ) . Y e t h i s v i e w o f 

c h i l d h o o d h e r e i s d i s t i n c t i n t h a t t h e a d u l t s p e a k e r i s more 

c l e a r l y o u t s i d e E d e n , more d e c i d e d l y i n e x i l e f r o m o r i g i n a l i n ­

n o c e n c e : 

Y e t now I am l o s t , l o s t i n t h e w a t e r - w o u n d looms 
Where b r i e f , s q u a r e windows b r e a k on a g a r d e n ' s d e c a y . 

(L U , p. 16) 

Though a l e s s s u c c e s s f u l poem t h a n " F e r n H i l l " i n v e r b a l e n e r g y 

and i n c r e a t i n g t h e f r e s h n e s s a nd s p o n t a n e i t y o f c h i l d h o o d , i t 

i s a g a i n more i m p l i c i t l y t h e o l o g i c a l , more c o n c e r n e d w i t h p e r ­

s o n a l g u i l t a n d a d u l t m o r a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y : 
.... Y e t I a l o n e 

By t h e l i g h t i n t h e s u n f l o w e r d e e p e n i n g , h e r e s t a n d , my 
ey e s c a s t down 

To t h e f o o t s p r i n t o f a c c u s a t i o n s . . . . ( L U , p. 15) 

N o r r i s p o i n t s o u t t h a t Thomas may h a v e h a d W a t k i n s ' "Re­

t u r n i n g t o G o l e u f r y n " i n h i s m i n d when he composed "Over S i r 

J o h n ' s H i l l " y e a r s l a t e r , s i n c e he t a k e s up W a t k i n s ' image o f 

t h e r i v e r Towy and e c h o e s h i s p h r a s e " i n a t u r n o f t h e Towy" i n 
3 6 

h i s own " i n t h e t e a r o f t h e Towy." T h i s as w e l l as o t h e r v e r ­

b a l p a r a l l e l s a r g u e s t h a t W a t k i n s c o n t i n u e d t o i n f l u e n c e Thomas, 
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as w e l l as t h e o t h e r way a r o u n d , t h o u g h n o t t o t h e same e x t e n t . 

The f a c t t h a t b o t h p o e t s w r o t e a number o f i m p o r t a n t poems f o r 

o r a b o u t c h i l d r e n may i n d i c a t e n o t o n l y t h e p r e s e n c e o f m u t u a l 

i n f l u e n c e , b u t a r g u e t h a t as f a t h e r s o f y o u n g c h i l d r e n t h e y b o t h 
37 

s h a r e d a common a r e a o f e x p e r i e n c e . 

" L l e w e l y n ' s C h a r i o t " ( L U , p. 21) a l o n g w i t h s e v e r a l poems 

W a t k i n s o m i t t e d f r o m t h e p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s , "Poems f o r L l e w ­

e l y n " ( L i f e and L e t t e r s , M a r c h 24, 1940) and " L l e w e l y n ' s S p o o n " 

(Wales 3, No. 3, O c t o b e r 1 9 4 3 ) , a r e w r i t t e n c o n s c i o u s l y and e x ­

p l i c i t l y w i t h Thomas i n m i n d . " L l e w e l y n ' s C h a r i o t " c o n c e r n s t h e 

i n f a n c y o f D y l a n ' s f i r s t s o n . Thomas t o o w r o t e s e v e r a l poems 

a b o u t L l e w e l y n (when he was y e t i n t h e womb) i n c l u d i n g "A s a i n t 

a b o u t t o f a l l " a n d " I f my h e a d h u r t a h a i r ' s f o o t . " " T h i s S i d e 

o f t h e T r u t h ( f o r L l e w e l y n ) " ( p u b l i s h e d J u l y 1, 1945) i s a n o t h ­

e r poem by Thomas a b o u t L l e w e l y n a t t h e age o f s i x . " L l e w ­

e l y n ' s C h a r i o t " shows W a t k i n s i n a n u n u s u a l l y w h i m s i c a l mood 

t h a t r e t u r n s i n t h e l a t e r poem t o h i s own s o n , "Poem f o r Con­

r a d " i n F i d e l i t i e s . I n t h e l a t e r poem he a d o p t s t h e c h i l d ' s -

e ye v i e w by s p e a k i n g t h r o u g h t h e p e r s o n a o f t h e c h i l d . H e r e he 

s p e a k s t o h i m as a s y m p a t h e t i c , a d u l t o b s e r v e r . The poem b e ­

g i n s w i t h a n image o f t h e c h i l d as s o l a r h e r o ( c o m p a r e d t o J a ­

s o n a nd Ramses) w i t h i n h i s own s m a l l cosmos o f t o y s . The o r i g ­

i n a l L l e w e l y n t h e G r e a t was a W e l s h c h i e f t a i n who d i e d i n 1 2 4 0 , 

and h i s g r a n d s o n , P r i n c e L l e w e l y n t h e L a s t , was t h e f i n a l o f t h e 

g r e a t W e l s h p r i n c e s t o s u f f e r d e f e a t b y t h e E n g l i s h ( u n d e r E d -
3 8 

w a r d I ) i n 1282. As h e r o o r l i t e r a l l y "man o f d e e d s " i n h i s 

own s p h e r e , t h e c h i l d ' s m i c r o c o s m t a k e s on mock e p i c p r o p o r ­

t i o n s : 
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Sun o f a l l s u n s , s e e d o f d a n d e l i o n s e e d s , 
S p r u n g from t h e stem o f d e l i g h t and t h e s t a r r y c o u r s e , 
H i g h a t t h e helm o f n i g h t , i n t h e v a n o f d e e d s , 
A one-wheeled c a r r i a g e y o u d r i v e and a h e a d l e s s h o r s e . 

(LU, p. 21) 

W a t k i n s ' poem, i n c o n t r a s t t o Thomas' l a t e r " T h i s S i d e o f t h e 

T r u t h , " f o r i n s t a n c e , c o n v e y s a more a s s u r e d s e n s e t h a t b e c a u s e 

t h e c h i l d i s made i n t h e image o f h i s "Maker," God p r o t e c t s him 

i n h i s i n n o c e n c e : 

Y o u r Maker makes y o u h i s g l o r y , y o u g r a s p and push 
T h r o u g h b a r s t h e b u g l e , t h e m i r r o r , t h e s t r i n g o f b e a d s , 
The d o l l and t h e wooden men; w i t h a m i g h t y w i s h 
You r i d e t h e b r u n t o f c r e a t i o n ' s g a l l o p i n g b e d s . 

(LU, p. 21) 

In t h e f i n a l s t a n z a , however, as i n so many o f Thomas' poems, 

Wa t k i n s d w e l l s on t h e way i n w h i c h t h e t i m e l e s s s t a t e o f y o u t h 

i s t h r e a t e n e d by d e a t h , t h e " h e a r s e " t h a t l u r k s i n t h e shadows: 

Ramses, tr u m p e t and c h a r i o t , a l l y o u o u t r u n 
G r a s p i n g y o u r cage where g r i e f i s b a n i s h e d f o r good, 
C r e a t e d n o t h i n g , t i m e l e s s , p e r p e t u a l one 
Dropped f r o m l i g h t - y e a r s t o c r a w l u n d e r l e g s o f wood, 
S t a r - s e e d , b r e a t h - d o w n e d , d r o p p e d from t h e topmost sun 
To t h e t o p p l i n g house n e a r t h e shed t h a t shadows a 

h e a r s e , 
From w h i r l i n g , l u m i n o u s n i g h t , t o s l e e p h e r e a l o n e 
In t h e d a r k n e s s a g r e a t l i g h t l e a v e s , where a f e a t h e r 

s t i r s . (LU, p. 21) 

The poem i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f Thomas i n i t s u s e o f H o p k i n s - s t y l e 

compound words as much as i n i t s s e n s e t h a t d e a t h i s i n t e r ­

woven w i t h l i f e f r o m t h e moment t h e c h i l d i s " d r o p p e d f r o m t h e 

topmost s u n . " As i n " F e r n H i l l , " o n l y t h e i n t r o s p e c t i v e a d u l t 

l o o k i n g b a c k on c h i l d h o o d r e c o g n i z e s t h a t t h e " g r e a t l i g h t " 

r e t r e a t s as t h e c h i l d m a t u r e s . The P l a t o n i c r a m i f i c a t i o n s o f 

b i r t h as a d e s c e n t and a f o r g e t t i n g o f e t e r n i t y a r e more 

s t r o n g l y and c o n s c i o u s l y p r e s e n t i n W a t k i n s ' poem. 

A n o t h e r theme u s e d by b o t h Thomas and W a t k i n s w i t h some 
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s u c c e s s i s t h a t o f t h e r a v a g e s o f war, t h e d e s p o i l i n g o f ' i n n o ­

c e n c e t h r o u g h human v i o l e n c e . W a t k i n s ' "The S p o i l s o f War," 

a l s o f r o m LU, i s s i m i l a r i n s u b j e c t m a t t e r t o Thomas' "A R e f u s ­

a l t o Mourn t h e D e a t h , by F i r e , o f a C h i l d i n London" and 

"Ceremony A f t e r a F i r e R a i d . " I t i s an a c c o u n t o f a woman's 

d e a t h d u r i n g a w a r t i m e a i r r a i d i n Swansea. Thomas' " R e f u s a l 

t o Mourn" i s more r h e t o r i c a l l y e f f e c t i v e i n t h e way i t c o n ­

v i n c e s t h e r e a d e r o f t h e p a r a d o x t h a t a r e f u s a l t o mourn c a n 

i t s e l f become a g r e a t e l e g i a c s t a t e m e n t . Though i t s t o n e i s 

l e s s h e r o i c , W a t k i n s ' poem f o c u s e s on t h e moment o f t h e young 

woman's d e a t h , and t h e r e p e r c u s s i o n s t o h e r m o t h e r l e s s i n f a n t : 

She s p r a n g , l u m i n o u s on a w i s h , t o t h e t r i v i a l 
T r e a d o f h e r g a l l o w s - d r o p , r e a c h i n g f o r a c u s h i o n f o r 

h e r c h i l d i n t h e s h e l t e r t o s l e e p on, 
C r o s s e d h e r own tombstone, t h e n a l l t h e s t a r s r a n i n 
And t h e w o r l d s h o t back l i k e a b a l l . . . . (LU, p. 51) 

A g a i n , t h o u g h W a t k i n s u s e s h i s own p r o f u s i o n o f images l e s s i n -

n o v a t i v e l y t h a n Thomas, t h e n a r r a t i v e movement i s c l e a r and t h e 

r e l i g i o u s i m p l i c a t i o n s l e s s ambiguous. The woman's d y i n g be­

comes n o t o n l y a symbol o f man's i n j u s t i c e t o man, b u t o f h e r 

c a p a c i t y f o r a C h r i s t l i k e f o r g i v e n e s s : 

Wounded t o t h e d e a t h o f E a r t h , she f o r g i v e s t h o s e 
r e s t l e s s o n e s . 

D i v o r c e d f r o m h e r d a r l i n g , 0 a t l a s t no r o p e s a r e r u n g . 
Look on h e r f a c e ; mine eyes d a z z l e ; she d i e d young. 

(LU, p. 52) 

By t h e t i m e o f DB ( 1 9 5 4 ) , p u b l i s h e d t h e y e a r a f t e r Thomas' 

d e a t h , t h e o b v i o u s t e c h n i c a l i m p a c t o f Thomas has v a n i s h e d , and 

W a t k i n s seems t o be w o r k i n g t o w a r d a new, more a u s t e r e and r e ­

f l e c t i v e s t y l e . H e r e , a f t e r a l l o w i n g a s i x - y e a r i n t e r v a l f r o m 

t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f LU, he s u c c e e d s i n p u l l i n g away from t h e 

v e r b a l d e n s i t y and o b s c u r i t y o f some o f t h e e a r l y work. L i k e 
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t h e s t y l e o f t h e l a t e r Y e a t s , W a t k i n s ' new b a r e n e s s and s i m ­

p l i c i t y has b e e n s e e n by some as a r e s t r i c t i o n o f h i s n a t i v e 

powers, b u t I b e l i e v e i t t o be a l i m i t a t i o n t h a t a l l o w e d u l t i ­

m a t e l y f o r g r e a t e r i n t e n s i t y and f r e e d o m . L i k e t h e Thomas o f 

"Do n o t go g e n t l e i n t o t h a t good n i g h t " and t h e u n f i n i s h e d 

" E l e g y " ( c o m p l e t e d f r o m m a n u s c r i p t n o t e s by VW), W a t k i n s was 

d e e p l y a f f e c t e d by h i s f a t h e r ' s d e a t h , and d e d i c a t e s The D e a t h  

B e l l t o him. I n h i s a l l u s i o n s t o p a s s a g e s f r o m Donne's sermons 

and m e d i t a t i o n s , W a t k i n s c a n be compared t o Thomas, who a l s o 

made f r e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s t o Donne, e s p e c i a l l y t o h i s l a s t s e r ­

mon, " D e a t h ' s D u e l l . " Y e t h e r e , as a r g u e d i n C h a p t e r IV, Wat­

k i n s emerges more c l e a r l y as a t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n m e t a p h y s i ­

c a l p o e t i n t h e l i n e o f Donne, H e r b e r t , Vaughan and T r a h e r n e . 

I t r e m a i n s t o c o n s i d e r t h e complex q u e s t i o n o f Thomas' 

p o s i t i o n on t h e i s s u e o f r e l i g i o n . The f r e q u e n t b i b l i c a l a l l u ­

s i o n s , h i s own s e n s e o f t h e h o l i n e s s o f l i f e , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e 

l a t e r poems, and W a t k i n s ' a s s u m p t i o n t h a t Thomas was moving t o ­

ward a more t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n p o s i t i o n i n t h e l a t e r work, 

f o r c e us t o c o n s i d e r w h e t h e r he c a n be c l a s s i f i e d m e a n i n g f u l l y 

as a r e l i g i o u s p o e t , and i f s o , i n what s e n s e o f t h e word? 

W i l l i a m Empson has s p o k e n o f Thomas' " p e s s i m i s t i c p a n t h e i s m , " 

and C o n s t a n t i n e F i t z g i b b o n , h i s m a j o r b i o g r a p h e r , o f h i s " r e -
39 

l u c t a n t a g n o s t i c i s m . " O t h e r c r i t i c s l i k e C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s and 

Thomas M e r t o n have a r g u e d w i t h W a t k i n s t h a t he i s e s s e n t i a l l y a 

r e l i g i o u s p o e t . I n h i s e s s a y , "The R e l i g i o u s P o e t , " Merwin, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , a r g u e s t h a t Thomas i s a r e l i g i o u s a r t i s t i n t h e s e n s e 

o f 
a c e l e b r a t o r i n t h e r i t u a l s e n s e : a maker and p e r f o r m e r 
o f a r i t e . And a l s o a c e l e b r a t o r i n t h e s e n s e o f one 
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who p a r t i c i p a t e s i n a r i t e , and whom t h e r i t e makes 
j o y f u l . T h a t w h i c h he c e l e b r a t e s i s C r e a t i o n , a n d 
more p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e human c o n d i t i o n . ^ 

I f we d e f i n e t h e r e l i g i o u s s e n s e t h u s l o o s e l y , we c a n s a y 

a t t h e v e r y l e a s t t h a t Thomas h a s w r i t t e n s e v e r a l n o t e w o r t h y 

poems o f r e l i g i o u s c e l e b r a t i o n , and many poems o f i n t e n s e r e l i ­

g i o u s c o n f l i c t . Among t h e poems o f c e l e b r a t i o n I w o u l d i n c l u d e 

"And d e a t h s h a l l h a v e no d o m i n i o n , " "Poem i n O c t o b e r , " " F e r n 

H i l l , " " I n C o u n t r y S l e e p , " " Over S i r J o h n ' s H i l l " and "Poem on 

H i s B i r t h d a y . " Many o f t h e s e a r e among t h e l a t e r poems where a 

new c l a r i t y a n d c o n c e r n w i t h p e o p l e a nd i s s u e s b e y o n d t h e s e l f 

b e g i n t o a p p e a r more s t r o n g l y . The a s s u m p t i o n i n t h e s e l a t e r 

poems t h a t a f f i r m a t i o n c a n be made e v e n i n t h e f a c e o f u l t i m a t e 

a n n i h i l a t i o n p r o v i d e s a c o n t e x t f o r Thomas' own p r e f a c e t o 

C o l l e c t e d Poems ( 1 9 5 2 ) : 

T h e s e poems, w i t h a l l t h e i r c r u d i t i e s , d o u b t s , a nd 
c o n f u s i o n s , a r e w r i t t e n f o r t h e l o v e o f Man, and i n 
p r a i s e o f God, and I ' d be a damn' f o o l i f t h e y w e r e n ' t . ^ 

T h i s s t a t e m e n t , a l o n g w i t h e a r l i e r p r o s e comments on h i s p o e t i c 

i n t e n t i o n , a s k s t h e r e a d e r t o g r a n t t h a t a t one l e v e l a t l e a s t 

t h e poems come f r o m r e l i g i o u s s i n c e r i t y . 

The f o l l o w i n g a n s w e r t o q u e s t i o n s s u b m i t t e d by t h e e d i t o r 

o f New V e r s e , O c t o b e r 1934, r e v e a l s t h a t f r o m t h e t i m e o f t h e 

e a r l y w ork Thomas c o n s i d e r e d h i m s e l f t o be i n v o l v e d i n some k i n d 

o f r e l i g i o u s q u e s t : 

My p o e t r y i s , o r s h o u l d b e , u s e f u l t o me f o r one r e a s o n : 
i t i s t h e r e c o r d o f my i n d i v i d u a l s t r u g g l e f r o m d a r k n e s s 
t o w a r d s some m e a s u r e o f l i g h t . . . . ^ 

Thomas' own p a r t i c u l a r method o f m o v i n g f r o m d a r k n e s s t o l i g h t , 

h o w e v e r , i n v o l v e s a p s y c h o l o g i c a l , e v e n F r e u d i a n " s t r i p p i n g o f 
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t h e i n d i v i d u a l d a r k n e s s . " F o r i n t h a t same q u e s t i o n n a i r e he 

has w r i t t e n r e v e a l i n g l y o f h i s a t t i t u d e t o w a r d F r e u d : 

Whatever i s h i d d e n s h o u l d be made naked. To be s t r i p p e d 
o f d a r k n e s s i s t o be c l e a n , t o s t r i p o f d a r k n e s s i s t o 
make c l e a n . F r e u d c a s t l i g h t on a l i t t l e o f t h e d a r k -

' n e s s he had e x p o s e d . B e n e f i t i n g by t h e s i g h t o f t h e 
l i g h t and t h e knowledge o f t h e h i d d e n n a k e d n e s s , p o e t r y 
must d r a g f o r t h i n t o t h e c l e a n n a k e d n e s s o f l i g h t more 
even o f t h e h i d d e n c a u s e s t h a n F r e u d c o u l d r e a l i s e . ^ 

One c a n n e v e r t a k e t h e p o e t ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i v e comments on h i s 

work as t h e a b s o l u t e word. Y e t many o f t h e poems, b o t h e a r l y 

and l a t e , c o n f i r m t h a t Thomas was i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e c o n s c i o u s 

s h a p i n g o f u n c o n s c i o u s m a t e r i a l . He i s a r g u i n g h e r e t h a t 

b r i n g i n g t o t h e s u r f a c e as much as p o s s i b l e o f t h e u n c o n s c i o u s , 

s u b l i m i n a l s e l f i s a way o f e n a c t i n g t h e movement from d a r k n e s s 

t o l i g h t . C e r t a i n l y , many o f h i s poems a r e s u c c e s s f u l s h a p i n g s 

o f t h e f l o w o f images f r o m a s u b l i m i n a l s o u r c e . 

Most t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s s y m b o l i s m o f l i g h t and d a r k , 

however, i m p l i e s t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a t r a n s c e n d e n t p l a n e and t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f t r a n s l a t i o n f r o m a l o w e r t o an u p p e r w o r l d , f r o m 

an i n d i v i d u a l t o a u n i v e r s a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s . I n h i s e s s a y , 

" S e c ond T h o u g h t s About Humanism" ( 1 9 2 9 ) , T. S. E l i o t makes a 

d i s t i n c t i o n t h a t i s a p p l i c a b l e h e r e : 

E i t h e r e v e r y t h i n g i n man c a n be t r a c e d as a d e v e l o p m e n t 
f r o m below, o r s o m e t h i n g must come f r o m a b o v e . T h e r e 
i s no a v o i d i n g t h a t dilemma: you must be e i t h e r a n a t ­
u r a l i s t o r a s u p e r n a t u r a l i s t . ^ 

I n W a t k i n s , w h a t e v e r t h e l i m i t a t i o n s o f h i s v i s i o n , t h e assump­

t i o n i s c l e a r t h a t God, an e t e r n a l w o r l d , a s e c o n d d i m e n s i o n 

( o r d i m e n s i o n s ) beyond t h e p h y s i c a l one e x i s t s , and t h a t t h i s 

d i m e n s i o n i s more t h a n a n a s p e c t o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l u n c o n s c i o u s 

m i n d — t h a t i n E l i o t ' s terms i t p r o c e e d s from " a b o v e , " f r o m t h e 
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w o r l d o f S p i r i t . Not o n l y does he b e l i e v e s u c h a r e a l m e x i s t s , 

b u t t h a t i t s e x i s t e n c e demands f r o m man a r e s p o n s e i n terms o f 

o b e d i e n c e and commitment. I have c a l l e d Thomas an " a g n o s t i c " 

i n t h e e t y m o l o g i c a l s e n s e o f one who r e c k o n s t h a t n o t h i n g c e r ­

t a i n c a n be known a b o u t God, b e c a u s e he s u s t a i n s an a t t i t u d e o f 

a m b i g u i t y t o w a r d t h e e x i s t e n c e o f s u c h an e t e r n a l w o r l d , a l i f e -

b e y o n d - d e a t h , a h i g h e r d i m e n s i o n , as w e l l as t o w a r d t h e c o n c e p t 

o f a b e n e f i c e n t D e i t y i n v o l v e d a c t i v e l y w i t h h i s c r e a t i o n . Wat­

k i n s i s n o t n a i v e i n g r a n t i n g Thomas a s t r o n g r e l i g i o u s i m p u l s e 

i n t h e b r o a d e r s e n s e d e f i n e d by Merwin; b u t i n t h e s e n s e de­

f i n e d by E l i o t Thomas r e m a i n s e s s e n t i a l l y s c e p t i c a l , and c e r ­

t a i n l y n o t C h r i s t i a n . A t t h e most we c a n s a y t h a t Thomas i s a 

p o e t o f r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t f o r whom t h e n a i v e , N o n c o n f o r m i s t 

f a i t h o f h i s c u l t u r a l b a c k g r o u n d was i n t e l l e c t u a l l y and emo­

t i o n a l l y i n a d e q u a t e , b u t who r e t a i n e d i n t o a d u l t h o o d i t s s e n s e 

o f r e p r o b a t i o n and g u i l t , o f i n d i v i d u a l " f a l l e n n e s s , " and on 

t h e p o s i t i v e s i d e , t h e N o n c o n f o r m i s t ' s a t t i t u d e o f r e l i g i o u s 

c e l e b r a t i o n , h i s i m m e r s i o n i n t h e l a n g u a g e o f t h e B i b l e , and 

s e n s i t i v i t y t o t h e d e v i c e s o f Welsh p r e a c h i n g r h e t o r i c . More 

t h a n one c r i t i c o f Thomas has n o t e d t h e way t h e r o l l i n g rhythms 

and s o n o r o u s o r a l p a t t e r n s o f h i s v e r s e r e c a p t u r e p o w e r f u l l y 

t h e f e e l i n g o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l Welsh sermon. Though D y l a n ' s 

f a t h e r , D. J . Thomas, was what J o h n Ackerman c a l l s "a b i b l e -

r e a d i n g a t h e i s t , " t h e b r o t h e r o f D y l a n ' s p a t e r n a l g r a n d f a t h e r 

had b een a U n i t a r i a n m i n i s t e r , and t h e N o n c o n f o r m i s t s t r a i n i s 
45 

s t r o n g on b o t h s i d e s o f t h e f a m i l y . Thomas' d e s i r e t o s h o c k 

i s a t one l e v e l a t l e a s t a r e s p o n s e t o t h e r e s t r i c t i v e i n f l u e n c e 
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o f Wel'sh P u r i t a n i s m and b e t r a y s an e l e m e n t o f g u i l t , a se n s e o f 

m o r a l t e n s i o n t h a t r u n s t h r o u g h o u t h i s work. 

Thomas' u n e a s y r e l a t i o n t o t h e N o n c o n f o r m i s t r e l i g i o u s 

t r a d i t i o n i n w h i c h he f o u n d h i m s e l f o n l y p a r t l y a c c o u n t s f o r t h e 

p r e s e n c e o f t h e many s c r i p t u r a l a l l u s i o n s i n h i s work. What a r e 

we t o make o f them, t h e n , i n terms o f h i s i n t e r i o r r e l i g i o u s 

q u e s t ? I have s u g g e s t e d e a r l i e r t h a t s u c h a l l u s i o n s do n o t c o ­

h e r e i n a c o n t e x t o f t r a d i t i o n a l b e l i e f and commitment. My f u r ­

t h e r c o n c l u s i o n i s t h a t Thomas u s e s h i s C h r i s t i a n symbols p l a y ­

f u l l y , i d i o s y n c r a t i c a l l y , t e a r i n g them from t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l 

c o n t e x t o f C h r i s t i a n c o n s o l a t i o n and a s s u r a n c e . As R a l p h Maud 

e x p r e s s e s i t i n E n t r a n c e s t o D y l a n Thomas' P o e t r y , " I t i s h a r d 

t o t e l l w h e ther C h r i s t i s b e i n g p r a i s e d o r d e f a m e d . " 4 ^ Maud 

a r g u e s c o n v i n c i n g l y t h a t Thomas e x p l o i t s C h r i s t i a n c o n c e p t s o f 
47 

l i f e coming o u t o f d e a t h f o r a e s t h e t i c p u r p o s e s . " V i s i o n and 

P r a y e r " i s a l a t e H e r b e r t - s t y l e 'shape" poem t h a t W a t k i n s a d m i r e d 

and b e l i e v e d t o have been i n f l u e n c e d by R i l k e . I n s p i t e o f 

a l l u s i o n s t o t h e n a t i v i t y o f C h r i s t , t h e poem f o c u s e s on t h e 

p o e t ' s s u b j e c t i v e r e a c t i o n s t o h i s c h i l d ' s b i r t h . E ven a t t h e 

end o f t h e poem when t h e s p e a k e r t u r n s " t h e c o r n e r o f p r a y e r , " 

and a s k s t o be drowned o r overwhelmed i n t h e l i g h t o f t h e sun, 

symbol o f C h r i s t , h i s p o s i t i o n i s f a r f r o m a t r a d i t i o n a l b e l i e f 

i n p e r s o n a l i m m o r t a l i t y . He c o n v e y s i n s t e a d t h e n o t i o n t h a t 

t h e p o e t ' s o f f i c e i s t o a f f i r m i n t h e f a c e o f p r o b a b l e a n n i h i ­

l a t i o n , and d w e l l s on t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e t u r n i n g t o " t h e 

h i d d e n l a n d " o f p r e n a t a l s e c u r i t y . The poem i s u l t i m a t e l y 

a b o u t t h e agony o f b i r t h , w i t h none o f t h e u s u a l c o n s o l a t i o n s . 
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E m o t i o n a l l y i t wavers between f e a r o f and d e s i r e f o r a n n i h i l a ­

t i o n : 

I t u r n t h e c o r n e r o f p r a y e r and b u r n 
I n a b l e s s i n g o f t h e sudden 

Sun. I n t h e name o f t h e damned 
I would t u r n back and r u n 

To t h e h i d d e n l a n d 
But t h e l o u d sun 

C h r i s t e n s down 
The s k y . 

I 
Am f o u n d . 

0 l e t him 
S c a l d me and drown 

Me i n h i s w o r l d ' s wound. 
H i s l i g h t n i n g answers my 

C r y . My v o i c e b u r n s i n h i s hand. 
Now I am l o s t i n t h e b l i n d i n g 

One. The sun r o a r s a t t h e p r a y e r ' s end.^g 

The r e l i g i o u s v o c a b u l a r y o f "Over S i r John ' s H i l l " w i t h 

p h r a s e s l i k e " h o l y s t a l k i n g h e r o n , " "psalms and shadows among 

t h e p i n c e r e d s a n d c r a b s , " and " L e d - a s t r a y b i r d s whom God, f o r 

t h e i r b r e a s t o f w h i s t l e s , / Have mercy o n . . . , " n e v e r i m p l i e s 

r e a l r e l i g i o u s c e r t a i n t y , f o r t h e poem c e n t e r s on n a t u r a l d e­

s t r u c t i o n , and l e a v e s t h e r e a d e r w i t h t h e s e n s e t h a t God d i s ­

t a n c e s h i m s e l f f r o m t h e s l a u g h t e r o f c r e a t u r e s : 

I n t h e p e b b l y d a b - f i l l e d 
S h a l l o w and sedge, and " d i l l y d i l l y , " c a l l s t h e l o f t 

hawk, 
"Come and be k i l l e d . . . . " / n 

49 

A t b e s t one c a n s a y Thomas comes f a c e t o f a c e w i t h t h e p o s s i b i l ­

i t y o f d e a t h as a b s o l u t e f i n a l i t y w i t h o u t f l i n c h i n g , w r i t i n g 

h e r o i c a l l y i n "Poem on H i s B i r t h d a y , " 

. . . . t h e c l o s e r I move 
To d e a t h , one man t h r o u g h h i s s u n d e r e d h u l k s , 

The l o u d e r t h e sun blooms 
And t h e t u s k e d , r a m s h a c k l i n g s e a e x u l t s . . . . ^ 

As J o h n Ackerman a r g u e s i n Welsh D y l a n , Thomas i s " w r e s t l i n g 

w i t h b e l i e f and u n b e l i e f , y e t f i n a l l y s e t t l e d i n neither."^''" 
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I n b o t h p o e t r y a nd p r o s e , we c a n o b s e r v e t h i s t e n d e n c y t o 

h o v e r b e t w e e n t h e p o l e s o f b e l i e f a n d d o u b t . Thomas s a y s pub­

l i c l y t h a t he w r i t e s h i s C o l l e c t e d Poems (1952) " f o r t h e l o v e o f 

Man and i n p r a i s e o f God," b u t q u a l i f i e s h i m s e l f b y s a y i n g p r i ­

v a t e l y t o J o h n M a l c o l m B r i n n i n ( J u l y 1951) t h a t t h e poems were 

w r i t t e n " i n p r a i s e o f God's w o r l d b y a man who d o e s n ' t b e l i e v e 
52 

i n God." One o f Thomas' e a r l y n o t e b o o k e n t r i e s n e x t t o t h e 

poem " B e f o r e I k n o c k e d " t e l l s t h e s t o r y o f a n u n s e t t l e d n e s s on 

t h e i s s u e o f r e l i g i o n t h a t was t o p e r s i s t t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e : 

I f God i s p r a i s e d i n poem one 
Show no s u r p r i s e when i n t h e n e x t 
I w o r s h i p wood o r s u n o r no n e : 

I'm h u n d r e d - h e a d e d and c o u n t l e s s s e x e d . ^ ^ 

When W a t k i n s w r i t e s , t h e n , i n a f o o t n o t e comment t o F i t z -

g i b b o n ' s b i o g r a p h y (1965) t h a t Thomas was " r e l i g i o u s a n d C h r i s ­

t i a n , " a " B l a k e a n C h r i s t i a n , " 5 4 he i s e x e r c i s i n g ( r a t h e r b l i n d ­

l y I w o u l d a r g u e ) h i s o l d t e n d e n c y t o make C h r i s t i a n h e r o e s o f 

a l l t h e p o e t s he most l o v e d . P a r t o f h i s r e a d i n e s s t o assume 

i n Thomas a r e l i g i o u s i m p u l s e s i m i l a r t o h i s own, t o o v e r l o o k 

a l l d i f f e r e n c e s and f o c u s on e s s e n t i a l u n i t i e s , was h i s n a t u r e . 

B u t h i s l a t e r t e n d e n c y t o d e f e n d Thomas a g a i n s t a l l c r i t i c a l 

o p p o s i t i o n was a r e a c t i o n t o t h e u p r o a r s u r r o u n d i n g Thomas, 

" t h e l e g e n d , " a t h i s d e a t h . W a t k i n s was d e e p l y s h o c k e d when 

t h e news o f Thomas' d e a t h i n New Y o r k r e a c h e d h i m i n Swansea i n 

1953. A f t e r a l o n g s i l e n c e , when t h e p a p e r s a n d m a g a z i n e s 

s t r e s s e d t h e l u r i d d e t a i l s o f Thomas' l a s t d a y s , W a t k i n s p r o ­

c e e d e d t o w r i t e a s e r i e s o f o b i t u a r i e s , a r t i c l e s and r e v i e w s 

t h a t s t a n d as a n a p o l o g e t i c f o r Thomas t h e man and f e l l o w W e l s h 

p o e t . 5 5 Out o f a phe n o m e n a l l o y a l t y , many o f W a t k i n s ' p r o s e 
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s t a t e m e n t s seem t o f l y i n t h e f a c e o f f a c t s . He w r i t e s i n "Mr. 

D y l a n T h o m a s — I n n o v a t i o n and T r a d i t i o n " (The T i m e s , November 10, 

1 9 5 3 ) , f o r i n s t a n c e , t h a t Thomas " l i v e [ d ] C h r i s t i a n i t y i n a 
5 6 

p u b l i c way." A l o n g w i t h F i t z g i b b o n , who d e f e n d s Thomas t h e 

p o e t i n h i s b i o g r a p h y , W a t k i n s b e l i e v e d t h a t Thomas h a d b e e n 

t h e v i c t i m o f h i s own mask, t h a t t h e d r i n k e r a n d a c t o r h a d o v e r ­

whelmed t h e t r u e p o e t . I n a May 1956 i s s u e o f E n c o u n t e r , Wat­

k i n s t a k e s i s s u e w i t h J o h n M a l c o l m B r i n n i n ' s b o o k , D y l a n Thomas  

i n A m e r i c a ( 1 9 5 6 ) , w h i c h he c o n s i d e r e d s e n s a t i o n a l i s t i c , by a r ­

g u i n g t h a t "he [Thomas] was k i l l e d by h i s own mask, by t h e g r i ­

mace w h i c h h i s e n t e r t a i n m e n t p r o d u c e d , by a k i n d o f d i s g u s t a t 

t h e p o p u l a r i t y o f what he was n o t . " " ^ W a t k i n s b e l i e v e d Thomas 

t o h a v e b e e n t h e v i c t i m o f h i s h e a r t l e s s A m e r i c a n a u d i e n c e s who 

e n c o u r a g e d h i m i n t h e f a l s e r o l e he was f o r c e d t o assume b e ­

c a u s e t h e y e x p e c t e d i t o f h i m . O n l y i n l a t e r a r t i c l e s a n d p r i ­

v a t e c o n v e r s a t i o n s was W a t k i n s a b l e t o a d m i t a s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e 

e l e m e n t i n Thomas' p e r s o n a l i t y . I n h i s A f t e r w o r d t o A d v e n t u r e s  

i n t h e S k i n T r a d e , he s p e a k s o f a " h e c k l e r " i n Thomas, "a d i s ­

s e n t e r who w i l l n o t k e e p s t e p w i t h h i s fame, a s p u r w h i c h c o n -
5 8 

t r a d i c t s p r o g r e s s . " And i n a r e m a r k t o J a n e M c C o r m i c k s h o r t l y 
b e f o r e h i s d e a t h W a t k i n s was t o a d m i t : 

Y e s , I s t i l l b e l i e v e D y l a n t o be a r e l i g i o u s p o e t , b u t 
he was n o t a r e l i g i o u s man, and c e r t a i n l y n o t a C h r i s ­
t i a n . I mean, i f y o u ' r e a C h r i s t i a n i t c h a n g e s y o u r 
l i f e , d o e s n ' t i t ? D y l a n c e r t a i n l y n e v e r c h a n g e d . I f 
he h a d h a d h a l f t h e r e s p e c t f o r h i s l i f e t h a t he h a d 
f o r h i s p o e t r y , he w o u l d h a v e b e e n a good m a n — a n d a l i v e 
t o d a y . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , W a t k i n s n e v e r c e a s e d t o mourn Thomas i n h i s poems 

o r t o l o s e t h e s t r o n g s e n s e o f i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h h i m as f e l ­

l o w p o e t , o p p o s i t e s t h o u g h t h e y were on t h e r e l i g i o u s p a t h . 
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I n h e r s e a r c h i n g a n a l y s i s o f what she s e e s as W a t k i n s ' 

r a t h e r o n e - s i d e d r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Thomas i n P o r t r a i t o f a  

F r i e n d , Gwen W a t k i n s s e t s t h e i r f r i e n d s h i p i n a c o m p l e t e l y new 

l i g h t by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t W a t k i n s was a b l e t o s u s t a i n s u c h an 

i n t e n s e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n b e c a u s e Thomas s t o o d f o r him as an 

" a l t e r e go," t h e s e l f he m i g h t have been had h i s l i f e t a k e n 

a n o t h e r p a t h : 

D y l a n was h i s a l t e r ego; when he s u p p o r t e d , p r o t e c t e d , 
a d m i r e d D y l a n i t was b e c a u s e o f t h e l i f e he had n e v e r 
l i v e d h i m s e l f . 

She a r g u e s f r o m h e r p e r s o n a l knowledge o f t h e p o e t t h a t t h e ex­

t e r n a l d i f f e r e n c e s between t h e two men c o n c e a l a d e e p e r r o o t o f 

i d e n t i t y — t h a t W a t k i n s ' s t a b l e e x t e r i o r h i d e s a d e e p e r immatur­

i t y o f c h a r a c t e r : 

B i o g r a p h e r s have commented on t h e d i f f e r e n c e s between 
t h e two, b u t t h i s was m e r e l y t h a t t h e y were w e a r i n g 
d i f f e r e n t masks. I t was t h e same man u n d e r n e a t h — o r 
r a t h e r t h e same immature, c o n f u s e d , u n r e s o l v e d b e i n g , 
who had t u r n e d f r o m l i f e , w h i c h he c o u l d n o t c o n t r o l , 
t o words, w h i c h he c o u l d . ^ 

Her s t u d y r e v e a l s a more complex image o f W a t k i n s t h a n t h a t 

o f t h e q u i e t l y r e s p o n s i b l e "bank c l e r k " ; i t r e v e a l s him as a 

more p a s s i o n a t e , e x a c t i n g and r e c a l c i t r a n t p e r s o n a l i t y t h a n has 

been i m p a r t e d by Thomas' b i o g r a p h e r s , who t e n d t o see him as 

t h e g r e a t s t a b i l i z e r i n Thomas' l i f e . I n h e r d i s c u s s i o n o f 

W a t k i n s ' r e l i g i o u s s e n s i b i l i t y she a r g u e s , i n f a c t , t h a t 

W a t k i n s f a i t h i n God was as n e b u l o u s and as c e r t a i n 
as D y l a n ' s . I n my o p i n i o n he i s r i g h t t o c a l l D y l a n 
a r e l i g i o u s p o e t , s i n c e , he no l e s s t h a n V e r n o n , ex­
p r e s s e d i n h i s poems a s t r o n g f e e l i n g o f , and b e l i e f 
i n , t h e n u m i n o u s . ^ 

She f o c u s e s on t h e s o c i a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l e l e m e n t s o f t h e 

p o e t ' s l i f e t o p r e s e n t a more c o m p l e t e p o r t r a y a l o f W a t k i n s as 
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a man; y e t when d e a l i n g w i t h t h e d i f f i c u l t q u e s t i o n o f t h e s i m ­

i l a r i t i e s and d i f f e r e n c e s between W a t k i n s and Thomas i n r e l i ­

g i o u s b e l i e f , we a r e a g a i n f o r c e d b a c k on t h e poems. The d u a l ­

i t i e s and a m b i g u i t i e s i n t h e p o e t ' s l i f e a r e i n t e r e s t i n g as b i ­

o g r a p h y , b u t t h e poems must be g i v e n t h e p r i o r i t y i n e v a l u a t i o n 

s i n c e i t i s t h e r e t h a t he e x p r e s s e s h i s h i g h e s t a s p i r a t i o n . To 

my mind a t l e a s t , t h e y r e v e a l W a t k i n s as t h e more s e r e n e l y com­

m i t t e d o f t h e two i n terms o f r e l i g i o u s c o n v i c t i o n . Whatever 

th e c o n f l i c t s and i n s e c u r i t i e s o f h i s i n t e r i o r s e l f , t h e poems 

r e c o r d b o t h t h e p r o c e s s and t h e end p r o d u c t o f h i s human s t r u g ­

g l e ; t h e y r e f l e c t o r r e f r a c t as a r t t h e l i f e he c r e a t e d t h r o u g h 

c o n s c i o u s c h o i c e r a t h e r t h a n what he m i g h t have been had he e n ­

a c t e d a h i d d e n o r r e p r e s s e d s e l f . 

I n t h e l a t e r poems from C y p r e s s and A c a c i a , A f f i n i t i e s and 

F i d e l i t i e s , l o n g a f t e r Thomas' s t y l i s t i c i n f l u e n c e has v a n ­

i s h e d , he c o n t i n u e s t o a p p e a r i n W a t k i n s ' work as a symbol o f 

t h e a r t i s t . He i s no l o n g e r s i m p l y t h e a n a r c h i c h e r o w i t h t h e 

" i c o n o c l a s t i c f r o w n , " b u t t h e t r u e p o e t who d i e d young, t h e i n ­

c o m p l e t e l y u n d e r s t o o d man o f g e n i u s . D e a t h has i m m o r t a l i z e d 

him. As m e n t i o n e d i n C h a p t e r I I I , W a t k i n s ' many e l e g i e s f o r 

Thomas c a r r y on t h e Welsh t r a d i t i o n o f t h e lam e n t f o r t h e f a l l e n 

b a r d . 

Though The D e a t h B e l l (1954) was t h e n e x t volume t o come 

ou t , o n l y a y e a r a f t e r Thomas' d e a t h , t h e symbol o f t h e b e l l o f 

t h e t i t l e t o l l s t h e d e a t h o f W a t k i n s ' f a t h e r , n o t t h a t o f 

Thomas. The e l e g i e s f o r Thomas do n o t a p p e a r i n t h e F a b e r v o l ­

umes u n t i l t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f C y p r e s s and A c a c i a ( 1 9 5 9 ) . By 

t h a t t i m e t h e f u l l i m p a c t o f Thomas' d e a t h has had a ch a n c e t o 
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r e g i s t e r a t t h e d e e p e r l e v e l s o f W a t k i n s ' c o n s c i o u s n e s s , and he 

e x p r e s s e s h i s g r i e f i n a s e r i e s o f v e i l e d e l e g i e s . By " v e i l e d " 

I mean t h a t Thomas i s n o t named o r t h e d e t a i l s o f h i s l i f e a l ­

l u d e d t o d i r e c t l y , b u t t h a t we may d i s c o v e r t h r o u g h i n t e r n a l 

e v i d e n c e o r t h e t e s t i m o n y o f h i s widow t h a t W a t k i n s had Thomas 

i n mind. "The S l o e , " "The C u r l e w , " and " B u r i e d L i g h t " a r e 

t h r e e examples o f s u c h e l e g i e s i n CA: "To a S h e l l " and "The 

Snow C u r l e w " f o l l o w i n t h e same mode i n F. 

In "The S l o e , " W a t k i n s r e f e r s t o a dream ab o u t Thomas t h a t 

made a deep i m p r e s s i o n on him, and w h i c h he e x p l o r e s f u r t h e r i n 

"The E x a c t i n g G h o s t " and "The R e t u r n " from t h e same volume. 

Here Thomas i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e p l u m l i k e , a s t r i n g e n t f r u i t 

o f t h e b l a c k t h o r n p l a n t . S i n c e " s l o e " i s a l s o a t y p e o f g i n , 

t h e t i t l e i n v o k e s w i t h q u i e t i r o n y Thomas' a l c o h o l i c ' s d e a t h . 

I c i t e t h e poem i n i t s e n t i r e t y t o d e m o n s t r a t e how c o m p l e t e l y 

Thomas ( t h e dead p o e t ) i s h i d d e n i n t h e n a t u r a l i m a g e r y . O n l y 

t h e m e n t i o n o f t h e tomb and t h e " l i n e a m e n t s " (a Y e a t s i a n -

B l a k e a n term) r e v e a l e d i n t h e "dream" i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s i s an 

e l e g y f o r Thomas: 

Too l i k e t h o s e l i n e a m e n t s 
F o r waking eyes t o s e e , 
Y e t t h o s e t h e dream p r e s e n t s 
C l e a r l y t o me. 

How much more v i v i d now 
Than when a c r o s s y o u r tomb 
S u n l i g h t p r o j e c t s a bough 
I n g r a d u a l gloom! 

E v e n s u c h a c u r i o u s t a s t e 
I f o u n d , s e e i n g W i n t e r blow 
Above a l e a f l e s s waste 
The b i t t e r s l o e . 
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I t w i l l n o t y e t b e g i n 
To a c t u p o n t h e t o n g u e 
T i l l t o o t h h a s p i e r c e d t h e s k i n 
And j u i c e h a s s p r u n g : 

A f l a v o u r t a r t a nd l a t e 
W h i c h , when t h e r e s t h ad g o n e , 
C o u l d h i d e i n m i s t and w a i t , 
I t s r o o t i n s t o n e . (CA, p. 38) 

W a t k i n s d e a l s m o v i n g l y w i t h t h e d e l a y e d a f t e r e f f e c t o f Thomas' 

d e a t h by c o m p a r i n g i t t o t h e s h a r p t a s t e o f " t h e s l o e , " t h r o u g h 

t h e s i m p l i c i t y o f t h e s h o r t t h r e e and t w o - f o o t l i n e s , a n d by 

u n i v e r s a l i z i n g t h e p o e t t h r o u g h t h e s y m b o l o f t h e s t u b b o r n l y -

e n d u r i n g p l a n t r o o t e d " i n s t o n e . " 

L i k e w i s e i n "The C u r l e w , " W a t k i n s r e f u s e s t o name Thomas, 

b u t c o n n e c t s h i m i m p l i c i t l y w i t h t h e m y s t e r i o u s "one" o f t h e 

f i r s t l i n e who, b e i n g d e a d , i s no l o n g e r a b l e t o h e a r t h e c u r ­

l e w ' s c r y . I n a t o n e s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f K e a t s ' "Ode t o a 

N i g h t i n g a l e " W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 

S w e e t - t h r o a t e d c r y , by one no l o n g e r h e a r d 
Who, more t h a n many, l o v e d t h e w a n d e r i n g b i r d , 
U n c h a n g e d t h r o u g h g e n e r a t i o n s and r e n e w e d , 
P e r p e t u a l c h i l d o f i t s own s o l i t u d e . . . . (CA, p. 54) 

As t h e poem c o n c l u d e s , W a t k i n s i d e n t i f i e s t h e c r y o f t h e b i r d 

more c l e a r l y w i t h t h e v o i c e o f t h e d e a d p o e t . As i n K e a t s ' 

poem, t h e i n v i s i b l e b i r d becomes a s y m b o l f o r t h e e n t i r e r e a l m 

o f t h e d e a d — t h a t s i d e o f n a t u r e w h i c h i s " u n h e a r d , " u n s e e n : 

The q u i c k l i g h t o f t h a t c r y d i s t u r b s t h e g l o o m . 
I t p a s s e s now, and r i s i n g f r o m i t s tomb, 
C a r r i e s r e m o r s e a c r o s s t h e s e a where I 
W a i t on t h e s h o r e , s t i l l l i s t e n i n g t o t h a t c r y 
W h i c h b e a r s a g h o s t l y l i s t e n i n g t o my own; 
S u c h l i f e i s h i d d e n i n t h e r i n g i n g s t o n e 
T h a t r e s t s , u n m a t c h e d by a n y n a t u r a l t h i n g , 
And j o i n s , u n h e a r d , t h e w a v e - c r e s t and t h e w i n g . 

(CA, p. 54) 

H e r e a g a i n , W a t k i n s s u c c e e d s n o t o n l y i n i d e n t i f y i n g Thomas w i t h 
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t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d , t h e Welsh l a n d s c a p e he most l o v e d , b u t i n 

c o n v e y i n g p o w e r f u l l y a s e n s e o f h i s own bereavement and u t t e r 

d e s o l a t i o n as a l o n e f i g u r e "on t h e s h o r e , " t h e s o l i t a r y p l a c e 

o f m e e t i n g between t h e w o r l d s o f t h e l i v i n g and t h e d e a d . As 

i n "The S l o e , " t h e l i f e o f t h e dead one ( i . e . Thomas) i s h i d d e n 

i n " r i n g i n g s t o n e , " t h a t i s , r o o t e d i n t h e most p r i m i t i v e e l e ­

ment o f n a t u r e ' s s u b s t r a t u m . 

" B u r i e d L i g h t " a c h i e v e s a s i m i l a r e f f e c t w i t h i t s b a l l a d ­

l i k e f o u r - l i n e s t a n z a s and v e i l e d a l l u s i o n s t o Thomas: 

What a r e t h e l i g h t and w i n d t o me? 
The lamp I l o v e i s gone t o g r o u n d . 
T h e r e a l l t h e t h u n d e r o f t h e s e a 
Becomes by c o n t r a s t i d l e sound. (CA, p. 82) 

The dead p o e t becomes t h e " b u r i e d l i g h t " ( a s s o c i a t e d u l t i m a t e l y 

w i t h C h r i s t ) i n a s t a n z a r e m i n i s c e n t o f H o p k i n s ' "The H a b i t o f 

P e r f e c t i o n " i n b o t h f o r m and i m a g e r y : 

Come, b u r i e d l i g h t , and h o n o u r t i m e 
W i t h y o u r d e a r g i f t , y o u r c o n s t a n c y , 
T h a t t h e known w o r l d be made s u b l i m e 
T h r o u g h v i s i o n s t h a t c l o s e d e y e l i d s s e e . (CA, p. 82) 

L i k e H o p k i n s , W a t k i n s i s c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e i n n e r v i s i o n t h a t 

expands o n l y as t h e o u t e r s e n s e s c l o s e . H o p k i n s w r i t e s : 

Be s h e l l e d e y e s , w i t h d o u b l e d a r k 
And f i n d t h e u n c r e a t e d l i g h t : 
T h i s r u c k and r e e l w h i c h y o u remark 
C o i l s , k e e p s , and t e a s e s s i m p l e s i g h t . 

P e r h a p s W a t k i n s ' echoes H o p k i n s c o n s c i o u s l y h e r e as a t r i b u t e 

t o Thomas, who a l s o a d m i r e d t h e V i c t o r i a n J e s u i t and employed 

t e c h n i q u e s s i m i l a r t o h i s . 

T h r e e o f t h e e l e g i e s i n CA e x p l o r e t h e p r e v i o u s l y -

m e n t i o n e d "dream" o f "The S l o e , " a dream t h a t assumed i n Wat­

k i n s ' mind t h e a u t h o r i t y o f a v i s i o n a r y c o n t a c t w i t h t h e s o u l 
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o f Thomas f r o m beyond d e a t h . Though W a t k i n s was n o t i n t e r e s t e d 

i n o r g a n i z e d s p i r i t u a l i s m l i k e Y e a t s , t h e r e i s e v i d e n c e 

t h r o u g h o u t h i s work t o s u g g e s t he b e l i e v e d l i t e r a l l y i n t h e 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n between t h e dead and t h e l i v i n g , and d i d n o t f i n d 

i t i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h h i s C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f and p r a c t i c e . "The 

E x a c t i n g G h o s t " a c t i v e l y r e s h a p e s a dream t h a t seems t o have 

had a l l t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f an a c t u a l e n c o u n t e r . W a t k i n s i s i n 

c o n t r o l o f h i s l a n g u a g e , w h i c h i s c o m p r e s s e d , c o n c r e t e and 

q u i c k - m o v i n g . A g a i n he e x p l o i t s t h e s i m p l i c i t y o f t h e f o u r -

l i n e , rhymed t e t r a m e t e r s t a n z a . As s u g g e s t e d i n t h e f i r s t s e c ­

t i o n o f t h i s c h a p t e r , W a t k i n s o f t e n u s e s a s l i g h t l y Y e a t s i a n 

c a d e n c e and t o n e when w r i t i n g a b o u t Thomas, b u t h e r e t h e h a n ­

d l i n g and s u b j e c t m a t t e r a r e h i s own: 

I speak o f an e x a c t i n g g h o s t , 
And i f t h e w o r l d d i s t r u s t my theme 
I answer: T h i s t h a t moved me most 
Was f i r s t a v i s i o n , t h e n a dream. 

In t h e s e c o n d s t a n z a , he a d d r e s s e s Thomas, t h e " e x a c t i n g 

g h o s t , " d i r e c t l y : 

By t h e new y e a r y o u s e t g r e a t s t o r e . 
The l e a v e s have t u r n e d , and some a r e s h e d . 
A s a c r e d , moving metaphor 
Is l i v i n g i n my mind, t h o u g h d e a d . 

I would have c o u n t e d good y e a r s more, 
But a l l i s changed; y o u r l i f e has s e t . 
I p r a i s e t h a t l i v i n g m e t aphor 
And when I s l e e p I see i t y e t . 

In t h e n e x t s t a n z a s ( t h e f i r s t o f w h i c h becomes a r e f r a i n by 

i t s r e p e t i t i o n a t t h e end o f t h e poem), t h e p o e t r a i s e s t h e 

q u e s t i o n o f why t h e c o n s c i o u s mind c a n n o t r e c r e a t e t h e image o f 

t h e d ead as a c c u r a t e l y as t h e u n c o n s c i o u s , d r e a m i n g mind; t h e n 

he goes on t o d e s c r i b e t h e a c t u a l e n c o u n t e r w i t h t h e " g h o s t " 
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o f Thomas: 

Why i s i t , t h o u g h t h e c o n s c i o u s mind 
T o i l s , t h e i d e n t i t y t o keep 
F o r g e t f u l ages l e a v e b e h i n d , 
No l i k e n e s s matches t h a t o f s l e e p ? 

L a s t n i g h t , when s l e e p gave b a c k t h e power 
To see what n a t u r e had w i t h d r a w n , 
I saw, c o r r e c t e d by t h a t h o u r , 
A l l l i k e n e s s e s t h e mind had drawn. 

I n crowded t a v e r n y o u I f o u n d 
C o n v e r s i n g t h e r e , y e t knew you d e a d . 
T h i s was no g h o s t . When y o u t u r n e d r o u n d , 
I t was i n d e e d y o u r l i v i n g h e a d . 

Time had r e t u r n e d , and p r e g n a n t w i t 
L odged i n y o u r e y e s . What h e a l t h i s t h i s ? 
N e v er had c o n t e x t been so f i t 
To g i v e o l d words new e m p h a s i s . 

W a t k i n s , a p o e t o b s e s s e d by t i m e l e s s n e s s , p l a y s on t h e p a r a d o x 

t h a t t h e dream o u t o f o r d i n a r y t i m e and p l a c e seems t o g i v e 

b a c k " t i m e , " and t h e known p a r t i c u l a r i t y o f Thomas i n a c h a r a c ­

t e r i s t i c t a v e r n s e t t i n g . The i r o n y o f t h e poem i s t h a t e v e n i n 

t h e a f t e r l i f e Thomas does n o t s u d d e n l y become a n g e l i c o r o t h e r ­

w o r l d l y , b u t r e t a i n s h i s u n i q u e i n d i v i d u a l i t y , h i s " p r e g n a n t 

w i t , " e v e n h i s s a r c a s m . W a t k i n s goes on t o s t u d y h i s own com­

p l e x e m o t i o n a l r e a c t i o n t o t h i s sudden r e u n i o n on t h e b o r d e r ­

l a n d s o f t i m e : 

I f hope was t h e n r e s t r a i n e d by d o u b t 
Or j o y by f e a r , I c a n n o t t e l l . 
A l l t h e d i s t u r b a n c e s o f t h o u g h t 
Hung on my words; y e t a l l seemed w e l l . 

You s m i l e d . Your r e a s s u r a n c e gave 
My do u b t i t s d e a t h , my hope i t s due. 
I had a l w a y s known beyond t h e g r a v e , 
I s a i d , a l l would be w e l l w i t h y o u . 

The s p e a k e r ' s n a i v e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t Thomas' s m i l e i s one o f 

u n q u a l i f i e d r e a s s u r a n c e i s q u i c k l y b r o k e n i n t h e n e x t stanza,. 

w h i c h marks t h e t u r n i n g p o i n t o f t h e poem: 



334 

You f i x e d c o n t r a c t e d , n a r r o w i n g eyes 
To c h a l l e n g e my i n s t i n c t i v e s e n s e . 
The u n c e r t a i n t y o f my s u r m i s e 
T h e i r p e n e t r a t i o n made i n t e n s e . 

The g h o s t o f Thomas, r e t a i n i n g a l l t h e a n a r c h i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

o f t h e l i v i n g man, p r o c e e d s t o c h a l l e n g e W a t k i n s ' ( t h e dream­

e r ' s ) " i n s t i n c t i v e s e n s e . " The " g i f t " he a c c u s e s him o f " a r r o ­

g a t i n g " i s t h e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t " a l l w i l l be w e l l " on t h e o t h e r 

s i d e o f t h e g r a v e : 

'What r i g h t had y o u t o know, what r i g h t 
To a r r o g a t e so g r e a t a g i f t ? ' 
I woke, and memory w i t h t h e l i g h t 
B r o u g h t b a c k a w e i g h t I c o u l d n o t l i f t . 

I n s l e e p t h e dead and l i v i n g y e a r 
Had s t o o d one moment r e c o n c i l e d , 
But i n t h e n e x t t h e a c c u s e r ' s s p e a r 
Had s a c k e d t h e c i t y o f t h e c h i l d . 

Why i s i t , t h o u g h t h e c o n s c i o u s mind 
T o i l s , t h e i d e n t i t y t o k e e p 
F o r g e t f u l y e a r s w i l l l e a v e b e h i n d , 

No l i k e n e s s matches t h a t o f s l e e p ? (CA, p. 44) 

W a t k i n s ' o l d hope o f t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f t h e "dead and 

l i v i n g y e a r " p r e s e n t i n t h e e a r l y " M a r i Lwyd" i s s h a t t e r e d by 

t h e g h o s t ' s b o l d c y n i c i s m . The dream t u r n s t o n i g h t m a r e ; t h e 

u n b e l i e v e r c o n f r o n t s t h e b e l i e v e r . The u n r e l e n t i n g s c e p t i c i s m 

o f t h e " a c c u s e r " (a b i b l i c a l d e s i g n a t i o n f o r S a t a n ) i s ex­

p r e s s e d m e t a p h o r i c a l l y as t h e s a c k i n g o f " t h e c i t y o f t h e 

c h i l d . " Not o n l y does t h e image i n v o k e t h e b i b l i c a l " m a s s a c r e 

o f t h e i n n o c e n t s " by H e r o d , b u t a l l o w s W a t k i n s t o a l l u d e t o a 

p a s s a g e f r o m one o f Thomas' own e a r l y poems, "Do you n o t f a t h e r 

me," where Thomas w r i t e s o f h i s mother and t h e m o t h e r i n g f i g ­

u r e s i n h i s l i f e . The s a c k i n g o f t h e c h i l d ' s c i t y h e r e , as i n 

W a t k i n s ' poem, i s a symbol f o r t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f i n n o c e n c e and 

hope. Thomas w r i t e s : 
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You a r e a l l t h e s e [ i . e . t h e f a t h e r , t h e l o v e r , t h e 
s i s t e r , b r o t h e r e t c . ] , s a i d she who gave me t h e 
l o n g s u c k , 

A l l t h e s e , he s a i d who s a c k e d t h e c h i l d r e n ' s t o w n . . . . ^ 

I have c i t e d W a t k i n s ' " E x a c t i n g G h o s t " a t l e n g t h b e c a u s e i t 

r e v e a l s h i s c o n t i n u i n g d i a l o g u e w i t h Thomas a f t e r t h e p o e t ' s 

d e a t h , and b e c a u s e i t shows t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h he was c o n s c i o u s 

o f h i s d i f f e r e n c e s f r o m Thomas, h i s a b i l i t y t o e n v i s i o n him 

(even beyond t h e g r a v e ) i n a r e a l i s t i c c o n t e x t . At a s e c o n d 

l e v e l , W a t k i n s may be u s i n g t h e c o n f l i c t between h i m s e l f and 

" t h e e x a c t i n g g h o s t " t o work o u t h i s own more p e r s o n a l and i n ­

ward c o n f l i c t between f a i t h and d o u b t , s i n c e t h e g h o s t o f Thomas 

i s c a p a b l e o f s h a k i n g h i s n a t i v e o p t i m i s m . The poem shows Wat­

k i n s a t h i s b e s t and most o r i g i n a l , d e a l i n g w i t h a r e a l s t r u g g l e 

w i t h i n the s e l f . The l a n g u a g e i s f r e s h , t h e i m a g e r y c o n c e n t r a t e d 

a r o u n d a s i n g l e a c t i o n , and t h e t o n e ( o f hope a b o u t t o be u n d e r ­

c u t by doubt) r i g h t t h r o u g h o u t . 

I n A f f i n i t i e s and F i d e l i t i e s , t h e e l e g i e s t o Thomas c o n t i n ­

ue t o a p p e a r . Some l i k e "A T r u e P i c t u r e R e s t o r e d " (A) a t t e m p t 

t o s t r i p o f f t h e p u b l i c mask and r e v i v e t h e t r u e image o f t h e 

man and poet as W a t k i n s knew him. Poems l i k e "At Cwmrhydyceirw 

Q u a r r y " and "Cwmrhydyceirw E l e g i a c s " (F) a r e p u b l i c t r i b u t e s 

h a v i n g t o do w i t h t h e c h o o s i n g o f t h e s t o n e f o r t h e D y l a n Thomas 

m e m o r i a l i n Cwmdonkin P a r k , Swansea. These e l e g i e s a r e no l o n g e r 

v e i l e d , b ut e x p l i c i t and f u l l o f t o p i c a l r e f e r e n c e s t o Swansea, 

Cwmdonkin P a r k and o t h e r p l a c e s w i t h w h i c h Thomas was a s s o c i a t ­

ed. W a t k i n s w r i t e s i n "A T r u e P i c t u r e R e s t o r e d " out o f h i s o l d 

l o y a l t y t o p l a c e : 
L e t each whose s o u l i s i n one p l a c e 
S t i l l t o t h a t p l a c e be t r u e . 
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The man I mourn c o u l d h o n o u r s u c h 
W i t h e v e r y b r e a t h he drew. 
I n e v e r h e a r d h i m w i s h t o t a k e 

A l i f e f r o m where i t grew. (A, pp. 32-33) 

Though w h o l l y a f f i r m a t i v e , t h e s e poems a r e , I b e l i e v e , l e s s 

s u c c e s s f u l t h a n "The E x a c t i n g G h o s t " i n c a p t u r i n g t h e c o m p l e x i ­

t i e s o f W a t k i n s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Thomas. They a r e on t h e 

w h o l e more p u b l i c a nd c o m memorative e x p r e s s i o n s o f g r i e f . 

The s h o r t poem " E x e g e s i s , " c i t e d i n a r e v i e w o f E. W. T e d -

l o c k ' s D y l a n Thomas: The L e g e n d and t h e P o e t ( L o n d o n : W i l l i a m 

H e i n emann, 1 9 6 0 ) , l a t e r a p p e a r e d i n F i d e l i t i e s ( 1 9 6 8 ) , t h e l a s t 

o f t h e F a b e r v o l u m e s . I t t o o i s a n e l e g y f o r Thomas, b u t a l s o 

a d e f e n s e a g a i n s t c r i t i c s who, as W a t k i n s e x p r e s s e d i t , l a c k e d 
6 6 

" t h e c o m p l e t e e q u i p m e n t t o a n a l y s e " h i m : 
So many v o i c e s 
I n s t e a d o f one. 
L i g h t , t h a t i s t h e d r i v i n g f o r c e 
Of s o n g a l o n e : 
G i v e me t h i s o r d a r k n e s s , 
The man o r h i s b o n e . 

None s h a l l r e p l a c e h i m , 
O n l y f a l s i f y 
L i g h t b r o k e n i n t o c o l o u r s , 
The a l t e r e d s k y . 
H o l d b a c k t h e b r i d l e , 
Or t h e t r u t h w i l l l i e . ( F , p. 51) 

W a t k i n s was vehement t o t h e end i n r e g i s t e r i n g h i s c o m p l a i n t 

a g a i n s t p r e m a t u r e g e n e r a l i t i e s on t h e v a l u e o f Thomas' w o r k , 

and t h e t e n d e n c y t o j u d g e t h e man by t h e mask. 

We c a n s e e t h a t by t h e t i m e o f t h e l a t e r poems, Thomas i s 

n o t a n a c t i v e p o e t i c p r e s e n c e i n t e r m s o f s t y l e and c o n t e n t , b u t 

r e m a i n s a p e r m a n e n t s y m b o l o f t h e p o e t . Though W a t k i n s f o c u s e d : 

on t r a n s c e n d e n c e , and Thomas on immanence, W a t k i n s on God and 

Thomas on t h e s e l f , t h e f r i e n d s h i p was s u r e l y t h e most i m p o r t a n t 
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i n W a t k i n s ' l i f e . F o r p u r p o s e s o f c r i t i c a l e v a l u a t i o n , i t i s 

m i s t a k e n , however, t o see W a t k i n s as t h e same k i n d o f p o e t as 

Thomas, whose p e r s o n a l i t y has overshadowed t h a t o f h i s l e s s w e l l -

known c o n t e m p o r a r y . As s u g g e s t e d i n C h a p t e r IV, a d i f f e r e n t 

k i n d o f c r i t i c a l a p p a r a t u s i s n e e d e d t o come t o terms w i t h Wat­

k i n s , one w h i c h would s e t him among t h e s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

m e t a p h y s i c a l p o e t s , and e a r l i e r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n 

m y s t i c a l o r v i s i o n a r y t r a d i t i o n . H i s a n c i e n t s e n s e o f t h e Muse 

demands t h a t he be s e e n n o t m e r e l y as a p o s t - R o m a n t i c , b u t as 

p a r t o f a p r o p h e t i c l i n e s t r e t c h i n g f r o m Homer and D a n t e , down 

t o M i l t o n , B l a k e and Wordsworth. 

U n l i k e t h e j u s t - n a m e d m a j o r p o e t s who were a l s o m a s t e r s o f 

t h e l o n g poem, W a t k i n s c h o s e t o c o n c e n t r a t e on t h e s h o r t e r 

l y r i c . Y e t as a p r e d o m i n a n t l y l y r i c p o e t he d i d e x p e r i m e n t i n 

i n t e r e s t i n g ways w i t h l o n g forms i n t h e b a l l a d s ( " B a l l a d o f t h e 

M a r i Lwyd" and " B a l l a d o f t h e O u t e r Dark") and t h e " l o n g l y r i c s " 

f r o m The Lamp and t h e V e i l ("Sea-Music" and "The B r o k e n S e a " ) . 

To t h e e x t e n t t h a t h i s c o l l e c t i o n s o f v e r s e a r e n o t m e r e l y 

g r o u p i n g s o f d i s c o n n e c t e d poems b u t t i g h t l y u n i f i e d p r o g r e s s i o n s 

i n t erms o f theme and symbol, one c a n a r g u e t h a t t h e y t a k e on 

t h e t e x t u a l and s t r u c t u r a l c o h e r e n c e o f l a r g e r works. I n t h i s 

way t h e y more r e s e m b l e Y e a t s ' c a r e f u l l y o r d e r e d volumes o f 

p o e t r y o r George H e r b e r t ' s The Temple t h a n many modern c o l l e c ­

t i o n s o f l y r i c s . Though h i s v i s i o n i s l e s s c o m p r e h e n s i v e 

( i n c l u s i v e o f t h e f u l l r a n g e o f human p a s s i o n s and e x p e r i e n c e ) 

t h a n t h a t o f Y e a t s and E l i o t , and sometimes l a c k s t h e i r i n t e l ­

l e c t u a l r i g o u r and i n c i s i v e n e s s , h i s p o e t r y i s s u r e l y d i s t i n c ­

t i v e as a modern e x p r e s s i o n o f t h a t a s p e c t o f t h e C h r i s t i a n 
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t r a d i t i o n which l o o k s a t n a t u r e as b o t h a m i r r o r o f e t e r n i t y 

and a l a d d e r w h i c h l e a d s beyond i t s e l f t o a more p e r f e c t r e a l ­

i t y . I n h i s b e s t poems he manages t o b r i n g t o g e t h e r c o n s i d e r ­

a b l e t e c h n i c a l m a s t e r y w i t h a p r i s t i n e s e n s e o f n a t u r e ' s d a z z l e 

and g l o r y . H i s r e c u r r e n t symbols a c h i e v e t h a t " d e p t h i n t h e 

m a t r i x " he b e l i e v e d i n d i s p e n s a b l e t o g r e a t m e t a p h y s i c a l a r t . 

Though some o f h i s work i s uneven, t h e b e s t poems o f V e r n o n Wat­

k i n s , poems l i k e " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n , " " B r e a d and 

t h e S t a r s , " "Rewards o f t h e F o u n t a i n " and " E a r t h and F i r e , " 

s t a n d among t h e f i n e s t l y r i c s w r i t t e n i n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . 

As a m e t a p h y s i c a l and r e l i g i o u s p o e t he i s , l i k e h i s p r e d e c e s ­

s o r s Vaughan and T r a h e r n e , a d i s t i n g u i s h e d p o e t o f i n d i s p u t a b l e 

e x c e l l e n c e i n h i s t i m e . Because o f i t s q u a l i t i e s o f s i g n i f i c a n t 

v i s i o n u n i t e d w i t h o u t s t a n d i n g t e c h n i c a l a s s u r e d n e s s , I b e l i e v e 

h i s work w i l l c o n t i n u e t o be v a l u e d and s t u d i e d f o r i t s uncom­

p r o m i s i n g o t h e r w o r l d l i n e s s and i t s o r i g i n a l r e w o r k i n g o f P l a t o n ­

i c and C h r i s t i a n symbols i n a c o n t e m p o r a r y c o n t e x t o f r e l i g i o u s 

b e l i e f . 
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NOTES 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
1 R o l a n d M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , e d . M e i c S t e p h e n s and 

R. B r i n l e y J o n e s , W r i t e r s o f Wales S e r i e s ( C a r d i f f : U n i v e r s i t y 
o f W a l e s P r e s s , 1 9 7 4 ) , p. 27. M a t h i a s i s q u o t i n g f r o m a n unpub­
l i s h e d l e c t u r e - r e a d i n g by W a t k i n s . 

2 
P e r s o n a l i n t e r v i e w w i t h Gwen W a t k i n s , t h e p o e t ' s widow, 

P e n n a r d , W a l e s , 28 J u n e 1982. 
3 

M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 27. W a t k i n s a l s o r e i t e r a t e s 
t h i s i d e a i n h i s e d i t i o n o f D y l a n Thomas 1 L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n  
W a t k i n s ( L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 1 9 5 7 ) , ~p~. 17. 

4 
Samuel T a y l o r C o l e r i d g e , L a y Sermons , V o l . V I o f The  

C o l l e c t e d Works o f Samuel T a y l o r ~ C o l e r i d g e , B o l l i n g e n S e r i e s 
LXXV, e d . R. J . W h i t e ( P r i n c e t o n : R o u t l e d g e & Kegan P a u l , 
1 9 7 2 ) , p. 30. 

5 D a v i d J o n e s , E p o c h a nd A r t i s t , e d . Harmon G r i s e w o o d 
( L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 1 9 5 9 ) , p. 159. J o n e s ' n o n - s t a n d a r d 
e t y m o l o g y , i s a v a r i a t i o n on A u g u s t i n e ' s " s t r i v i n g a f t e r one 
God and b i n d i n g o u r s o u l s t o h i m . " 

B i o g r a p h i c a l S k e t c h 

Gwen W a t k i n s , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s , 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 6 7 , " i n V e r n o n Wat-
k i n s , 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 6 7 , e d . L e s l i e N o r r i s ( L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 
1 9 7 0 ) , p. 1 7 . — 

2 
W a t k i n s a l s o w r o t e a n e s s a y c a l l e d "Swansea" w h i c h was 

p u b l i s h e d i n The T e x a s Q u a r t e r l y , 4, No. 4 ( W i n t e r 1 9 6 1 ) , 59-64. 
M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 14. 

4 M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 5. 
5 M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 22. 
6 Gwen W a t k i n s , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s , 1906 
7 M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 27. 
8 M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 28. 
9 M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 27. 

- 1 9 6 7 , " p. 15. 

Gwen W a t k i n s , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s , 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 6 7 , " p. 18. 
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V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " P r o s e , " P o e t r y W a l e s , 1 2 , No. 4 
( S p r i n g 1 9 7 7 ) , 56. 

12 
V e r n o n W a t k i n s , "The P o e t ' s V o i c e , " i n "The P r o s e o f 

V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " e d . J a n e M c C o r m i c k , U n p u b l i s h e d M.A. t h e s i s , 
Simon F r a s e r U n i v e r s i t y , 1 969, p. 20. 

1 3 Gwen W a t k i n s , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s 1 9 0 6 - 1 9 6 7 , " p. 17. 
14 

A l l s u b s e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s o f 
W a t k i n s ' p o e t r y w i l l a p p e a r a b b r e v i a t e d i n t h e t e x t as f o l l o w s 
h e r e . C i t a t i o n s a r e f r o m t h e f i r s t e d i t i o n u n l e s s o t h e r w i s e 
i n d i c a t e d : 

B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd and O t h e r Poems (2nd e d i t i o n ) = BML 
The Lamp and t h e V e i l = LV 
The L a d y w i t h t h e U n i c o r n = LU 
The D e a t h B e l l : Poems and B a l l a d s = DB 
C y p r e s s a nd A c a c i a = CA 
A f f i n i t i e s = A 
F i d e l i t i e s " = F 
U n c o l l e c t e d Poems = UP 
U n i t y o f t h e S t r e a m = US 
The B a l l a d o f t h e O u t e r D a r k and O t h e r Poems = BOD  
The B r e a k i n g o f t h e Wave = BW 

A f t e r t h e H u n g a r i a n r e v o l u t i o n o f 1956 a t t h e r e q u e s t o f 
H u n g a r i a n r e f u g e e s , W a t k i n s t r a n s l a t e d t h e p o e t r y o f G y u l a I l y e s 
and J o z s e f A t i l l a . He w o r k e d f r o m p r o s e v e r s i o n s s i n c e he knew 
no H u n g a r i a n . I a n H i l t o n i n h i s e s s a y , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s as 
T r a n s l a t o r , " i n V e r n o n W a t k i n s 1906-1967 ( F a b e r and F a b e r , 1 9 7 0 ) , 
g i v e s a n a c c o u n t o f how t h e poems were t r a n s l i t e r a t e d . 

16 
M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 117. 
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C h a p t e r I 

"* V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " W r i t t e n t o An I n s t r u m e n t , " i n "The 
P r o s e o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 50. The poem, " T a l i e s i n and t h e 
M o c k e r s , " was p u b l i s h e d l a t e r i n A f f i n i t i e s ( 1 9 6 2 ) . 

2 
" T a l i e s i n i n Gower" was f i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n The L i s t e n e r 

i n 1950. A l i s t o f t h e T a l i e s i n poems and poems t h a t a l l u d e 
b r i e f l y t o T a l i e s i n i n t h e p u b l i s h e d volumes f o l l o w i n o r d e r o f 
d a t e s o f p u b l i c a t i o n . Some o f t h e s e have been r e p u b l i s h e d i n 
t h e posthumous v o l u m e s . D a t e s o f f i r s t p u b l i c a t i o n a r e l i s t e d 
b elow a l s o . 

T a l i e s i n poems i n t h e p u b l i s h e d v o l u m e s : 

1. " T a l i e s i n i n Gower," i n DB, 1954; f i r s t a p p e a r e d i n 
The L i s t e n e r , 1950. 
2 . " T a l i e s i n and t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n , " i n CA, 1959; f i r s t 
a p p e a r e d i n The Times L i t e r a r y Supplement, T"9~52. 
3. " P o e t and G o l d s m i t h , " i n CA, 1959; o r i g i n a l l y e n t i t l e d 
" T a l i e s i n a t S u n s e t . " T h i s poem went t h r o u g h numerous 
r e v i s i o n s . I t a p p e a r e d i n The London M a g a z i n e , 1954. 
4. " T a l i e s i n ' s V o yage," i n 1962; f i r s t a p p e a r e d i n 
The N o r t h e r n Review, 1953. 
5~I " T a l i e s i n and t h e M o c k e r s , " i n A, 1962; f i r s t a p p e a r e d 
i n P o e t r y ( C h i c a g o ) , 1955. 
6. " T a l i e s i n a t P w l l d u , " i n F, 1968. 
7. "Sea Chant ( T a l i e s i n t o V e n u s ) , " i n F, 1968. 

Poems t h a t m e n t i o n o r a l l u d e t o T a l i e s i n : 

1. " Y e a t s i n D u b l i n , " i n LV, 1945. 
2. "The B r o k e n S e a , " i n LV, 1945. 
3. "The Salmon," i n P o e t r y Review, 1949; r e v i s e d v e r s i o n 
f r o m s i g n e d t y p e s c r i p t d a t e d 1960. R e p u b l i s h e d i n BOD, 
1979. 
4. "The P u l s e and t h e Shade," i n A r t i s a n , 1952. Repub­
l i s h e d i n BOD, 1 9 7 9 ; r e v i s e d v e r s i o n f r o m s i g n e d t y p e s c r i p t 
d a t e d July~T9~67. 
5. "Woodpecker and L y r e - B i r d , " i n DB, 1954; a p p e a r e d e a r ­
l i e r i n P o e t r y ( C h i c a g o ) , 1 9 5 3 . 
6. " P o e t s i n Whom T r u t h L i v e s , " i n CA, 1959. 
7. " N i g h t and t h e Swan," i n P o e s i a e C r i t i c a , 1 9 6 1 ; r e ­
p u b l i s h e d i n BOD, 1979. 
8. " T h r e e S o n n e t s f o r C h a r l e s W i l l i a m s , " i n A, 1962. 
9. " S w a l l o w s , " i n F, 1968. 

3 
R u t h P r y o r , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s and t h e T a l i e s i n L e g e n d , " 

A n g l o - W e l s h Review, 26, No. 59 (Autumn 1 9 7 7 ) , 5 2 - 5 3 . Dr. P r y o r 
p o i n t s o u t t h a t , " A t a f a i r l y e a r l y s t a g e o f t h e i r g e n e s i s , f o u r 
o f t h e T a l i e s i n poems, l a t e r p u b l i s h e d s e p a r a t e l y and c o l l e c t e d 
i n s e p a r a t e volumes a t d i f f e r e n t d a t e s , were l i n k e d i n s e r i e s 
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u n d e r t h e common t i t l e ' T a l i e s i n on t h e B e a c h . ' The f o u r poems 
o f t h e s e q u e n c e a r e 1. ' T a l i e s i n ' s V o y a g e ' ; 2. ' T a l i e s i n a t 
P w l l d u ' ; 3. ' T a l i e s i n a nd t h e M o c k e r s ' ; 4. ' T a l i e s i n a nd t h e 
S p r i n g o f V i s i o n . ' " 

4 
P r y o r , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s and t h e T a l i e s i n L e g e n d , " p. 59. 

~* P r y o r , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s and t h e T a l i e s i n L e g e n d , " p. 51. 
The d r a f t was e n t i t l e d " T a l i e s i n , " and was w r i t t e n a f t e r t h e 
p o e t r e t u r n e d f r o m a c y c l i n g t o u r made i n t h e S p r i n g o f 1938 t o 
e x p l o r e t h e a r e a o f T a i n e a r L a k e G e i r o n y d d where T a l i e s i n was 
s a i d t o h a v e l i v e d and d i e d . D r . P r y o r i n f o r m s u s t h a t i n t h e s e 
e a r l y d r a f t s , W a t k i n s d i s t i n g u i s h e s h i m s e l f f r o m t h e b a r d , and 
s p e a k s as one who w i s h e s t o t r e a d i n h i s f o o t s t e p s , u n l i k e t h e 
s p e a k e r o f t h e p u b l i s h e d poems whose v o i c e i s w h o l l y i d e n t i f i e d 
w i t h t h a t o f T a l i e s i n . 

"The S a l m o n " was f i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n The P o e t r y R e v i e w 
( 1 9 4 9 ) ; r e v i s e d v e r s i o n f r o m a s i g n e d t y p e s c r i p t d a t e d I 9 6 0 ; 
r e p u b l i s h e d i n BOD ( 1 9 7 9 ) . 

^ C h a r l o t t e G u e s t , t r a n s . , The M a b i n o g i o n ( L o n d o n : J . M. 
Dent & Co., 1 9 0 6 ) , p. 265. 

g 
L e s l i e N o r r i s , "The P o e t r y o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " D i s s . 

S o u t h a m p t o n U n i v e r s i t y 1 9 7 2 , p. 9 1 . See a l s o G l y n J o n e s ' r e m a r k s 
on W a t k i n s ' k n o w l e d g e o f t h e e a r l i e r s o u r c e s i n L e s l i e N o r r i s ' 
m e m o r i a l e d i t i o n , V e r n o n W a t k i n s : 1906-1967 ( L o n d o n : F a b e r and 
F a b e r ) , p. 25. J o n e s a r g u e s t h a t W a t k i n s knew t h e w o r k s o f 
A n e i r i n , T a l i e s i n a n d L l y w a r c h Hen i n t r a n s l a t i o n f r o m e a r l y 
c h i l d h o o d . 

9 
D o r a P o l k , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : An A m b i e n c e f o r R e a d i n g t h e 

' B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd and O t h e r Poems,'" D i s s . U n i v e r s i t y o f 
C a l i f o r n i a 1 9 7 0 , p. 265. See a l s o A. 0. H. J a r m a n , "The L a t e r 
C y n f e i r d d , " i n A G u i d e t o W e l s h L i t e r a t u r e ( S w a n s e a : C h r i s t o ­
p h e r D a v i e s , 1967) , p~. 107; and Gwyn W i l l i a m s , An I n t r o d u c t i o n  
t o W e l s h P o e t r y ( L o n d o n : F a b e r and F a b e r , 1953T1 p~. 26. 

Gwen W a t k i n s , t h e p o e t ' s widow, i n f o r m e d me i n a n i n t e r ­
v i e w ( J u n e 1982) t h a t W a t k i n s ' p r i m a r y s o u r c e f o r t h e T a l i e s i n 
poems was t h e G u e s t t r a n s l a t i o n o f The M a b i n o g i o n . H e r s t a t e m e n t 
i s b a s e d on a f i r s t h a n d k n o w l e d g e o f t h e p o e t ' s r e a d i n g . 

P a t r i c k K. F o r d , e d . , The M a b i n o g i ( L o s A n g e l e s : U n i ­
v e r s i t y o f C a l i f o r n i a P r e s s , 1977) , p~. x~I 

12 
J a n e M c C o r m i c k , " ' I S i n g a P l a c e l e s s a nd a T i m e l e s s 

H e a v e n ' : A S t u d y o f S e v e r a l Themes i n t h e P o e t r y o f V e r n o n Wat­
k i n s , " D i s s . L e h i g h U n i v e r s i t y 1 9 7 5 , p. 33. 

13 
M c C o r m i c k , " ' I S i n g a P l a c e l e s s a nd a T i m e l e s s H e a v e n , ' " 

p. 33. We n o t e a l s o i n s u p p o r t o f t h i s a r g u m e n t t h a t T a l i e s i n 
a p p e a r s i n t h e c o n t e x t o f r e f e r e n c e s t o A n e i r i n and L l y w a r c h 
Hen, h e r o i c f i g u r e s f r o m t h e W e l s h h i s t o r i c a l p o e t r y i n t h e 
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poem, " S w a l l o w s " ( F , pp. 6 2 - 6 3 ) . 

S t i l l T a l i e s i n s t a y s , 
T o u c h i n g more t h a n a l l we know, 
The p u l s e o f p r a i s e , 
D e e p e r , more s t r o n g , t h a n s t r i n g o f h a r p o r bow. 
14 

G u e s t , p. 264. D o r a P o l k i n h e r d i s s e r t a t i o n p o i n t s o u t 
t h a t i n t h e I o l o M a n u s c r i p t f r o m w h i c h G u e s t drew h e r n o t e s , 
T a l i e s i n i s a l r e a d y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Gower. ( P o l k , "An A m b i e n c e 
f o r R e a d i n g , " p. 290.) 

1 5 P r y o r , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s and t h e T a l i e s i n L e g e n d , " 
pp. 56-57. 

16 
W a t k i n s , "Commentary on 'Poet and G o l d s m i t h , ' " i n "The 

P r o s e o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 158. 
1 7 F o r d , The M a b i n o g i , pp. 185-86. W a t k i n s c o u l d h a v e 

known t h i s poem i n t r a n s l a t i o n b o t h t h r o u g h H. I . B e l l a n d 
t h r o u g h G r a v e s . 

18 
J o n e s , E p o c h and A r t i s t , p. 155. I n " A r t and S a c r a m e n t " 

J o n e s w r i t e s , 
We h a v e ample a r c h a e o l o g i c a l e v i d e n c e t o show us t h a t 
p a l a e o l o t h i c man, w h a t e v e r e l s e he was, and w h a t e v e r h i s 
a n c e s t o r s w e r e , was a s a c r a m e n t a l a n i m a l . 
19 

J o n e s , E p o c h and A r t i s t , p. 150. 
20 

W a t k i n s , "New Y e a r 1 9 6 5 , " i n "The P r o s e o f V e r n o n Wat­
k i n s , " p. 199. 

21 
K a t h l e e n R a i n e , D e f e n d i n g A n c i e n t S p r i n g s ( L o n d o n : 

O x f o r d U n i v . P r e s s , 1967~T~, p~! 337 
22 

R a i n e , D e f e n d i n g A n c i e n t S p r i n g s , p. 33. 
23 

W i l l i a m B l a k e , C o m p l e t e W r i t i n g s , e d . G e o f f r e y K e y n e s 
( L o n d o n : O x f o r d U n i v . P r e s s , 1 9 6 6 ) , pp. 6 1 1 , 657, 687. I t i s 
i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t e h e r e t h a t Thomas T r a h e r n e , a n o t h e r o f Wat­
k i n s ' s o u r c e s , e m p l o y e d t h e image o f t h e g r a i n i n a s i m i l a r c o n ­
t e x t when he w r o t e , "You n e v e r e n j o y t h e w o r l d a r i g h t t i l l y o u 
see how a s a n d e x h i b i t e t h t h e wisdom and power o f God." ( f r o m 
T r a h e r n e ' s C e n t u r i e s o f M e d i t a t i o n , "The F i r s t C e n t u r y , " no. 27) 

24 
B l a k e , " J e r u s a l e m , " i n C o m p l e t e W r i t i n g s , p. 657. 

25 
B l a k e , C o m p l e t e W r i t i n g s , p. 418. 

2 6 
B l a k e , " J e r u s a l e m , " i n C o m p l e t e W r i t i n g s , p. 687. 

27 
I am r e f e r r i n g h e r e t o two p r i m a r y w o r k s o f C h r i s t i a n 

m y s t i c i s m : The A s c e n t o f Mount C a r m e l , i n c l u d i n g "The D a r k 
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N i g h t o f t h e S o u l " by S t . J o h n o f t h e C r o s s , a n d t h e a n o n y m o u s l y 
w r i t t e n f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y work o f m y s t i c a l t h e o l o g y , The C l o u d  
o f U n k n o w i n g . W a t k i n s knew and t r a n s l a t e d S p a n i s h and s h a r e d a n 
i n t e r e s t i n J o h n o f t h e C r o s s w i t h h i s f r i e n d Roy C a m p b e l l who 
t r a n s l a t e d t h e " S p i r i t u a l C a n t i c l e s " o f S t . J o h n . 

2 8 
N o r r i s , "The P o e t r y o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 28. Many o f 

W a t k i n s ' s o u r c e s , s u c h as B l a k e , P l o t i n u s and Von H u g e l "were 
s u g g e s t e d by h i s s t u d y o f Y e a t s ' poems," w r i t e s N o r r i s . I s h a l l 
be e x p l o r i n g Y e a t s ' i n f l u e n c e i n C h a p t e r V. 

29 
P o l k , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : An A m b i e n c e f o r R e a d i n g , " p. 299. 

30 
W a t k i n s ' u s e o f D a n t e h a s b e e n i n v e s t i g a t e d by R u t h P r y o r 

i n h e r a r t i c l e , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s and D a n t e , " A n g l o - W e l s h R e v i e w , 
23, No. 52 (Summer 1 9 7 4 ) , 9 4 - 1 0 1 . W a t k i n s t r a n s l a t e d s e c t i o n s 
o f t h e D i v i n e Comedy and was i n f l u e n c e d by E l i o t ' s u s e o f D a n t e 
i n The F o u r Q u a r t e t s . L e s l i e N o r r i s h a s t r a c e d W a t k i n s ' u s e o f 
B l a k e i n an a p p e n d i x t o h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n . 

31 
W a t k i n s , "A N o t e on ' E a r t h - D r e s s , ' " i n "The P r o s e o f 

V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 236. 
32 

F o r r e f e r e n c e s t o Z a c c h a e u s o r t o t h e image o f t h e s y c a ­
more and i t s k e y s s e e : 

" S y c a m o r e , " BML 
"Thames F o r e s t , " BML 
"Autumn S o n g , " BML 
" F o u r S o n n e t s o f R e s u r r e c t i o n , " LU 
"A Man w i t h a F i e l d , " CA 
"The S c y t h e , " CA 
" P o e t and G o l d s m i t h , " CA 
"Movement o f Autumn," F 
3 3 W. B. Y e a t s , A V i s i o n (New Y o r k : C o l l i e r B o o k s , 1 9 6 6 ) , 

p. 275. 
O A 

R o l a n d M a t h i a s , " G r i e f a nd t h e C i r c u s H o r s e : A S t u d y o f 
M y t h i c and C h r i s t i a n Themes i n t h e E a r l y P o e t r y o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " 
T r i s k e l One ( S w a n s e a : C h r i s t o p h e r D a v i e s , 1 9 7 1 ) , p. 97. 

35 
W a t k i n s t r a n s l a t e d a number o f H o l d e r l i n ' s poems and 

w r o t e s e v e r a l e u l o g i e s on t h e German R o m a n t i c , "To H o l d e r l i n , " 
a n d "The C h i l d h o o d o f H o l d e r l i n " i n A f f i n i t i e s . I n t h e f o r m e r 
poem he s p e a k s o f H o l d e r l i n as one i n whom " t h e C h r i s t i a n and t h e 
G r e e k w ere r e c o n c i l e d . " (A, p. 48) 

3 6 
P o l k , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : An A m b i e n c e f o r R e a d i n g , " p. 277. 

I n h e r t h e s i s P o l k c o n d u c t s a t h o r o u g h d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e shaman-
i s t i c a s p e c t s o f t h e b a r d i c f i g u r e . 

37 
See W a t k i n s ' u s e o f t h e s e b i r d s as s y m b o l s o f t h e a r t i s t 

i n "The K e s t r e l " (CA, p. 55) and " A r t and t h e R a v e n s " (DB, p. 5 7 ) . 
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38 V e r n o n W a t k i n s , "Le C a t h e d r a l e E n g l o u t i e , " i n "The 
P r o s e o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 174. 

39 
W a t k i n s , "New Y e a r 1 9 6 5 , " i n "The P r o s e o f V e r n o n Wat­

k i n s , " pp. 198-99. 
40 

D a v i d J o n e s , I n P a r e n t h e s i s (New Y o r k : C h i l m a r k P r e s s 
1 9 6 1 ) , pp. 79-84. 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

G u e s t , p. 267. 

G u e s t , pp. 281-82. 

G u e s t , p. 274. 

R a i n e , D e f e n d i n g A n c i e n t S p r i n g s , p. 20. 

K a t h l e e n R a i n e , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " 
A n g l o - W e l s h R e v i e w , 14, No. 33 (Summer 1 9 6 4 ) , p. 27. 

46 
G u e s t , p. 268. 

47 
O t h e r C e l t i c t r i o s o f s u p e r n a t u r a l s h a p e - c h a n g i n g women 

i n c l u d e M o r r i g a n o r M o r r i g i n a o f I r i s h m yth and a t r i a d c a l l e d 
t h e " M a t r o n e " o r " M a t r e s " ( M o t h e r s ) o f L a t i n o r i g i n . P o l k a r ­
gues ( a l o n g w i t h G r a v e s a nd o t h e r s ) t h a t t h e s e f e m a l e g o d d e s s e s 
were o r i g i n a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h h o r s e w o r s h i p . See P o l k ' s "An 
A m b i e n c e f o r R e a d i n g , " p. 102. "Y Mamau" c a n a l s o be co m p a r e d 
f r u i t f u l l y t o t h e I r i s h t h r e e B r i g i d s and i n C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y 
t o t h e t h r e e M a r y s . 

48 
G u e s t , p. 271. I n T a l i e s i n ' s s o n g t h e b a r d r e f e r s t o 

Badon's f i g h t , m e n t i o n i n g b o t h k n i f e b l a d e s a nd t h e i d e a o f v e n ­
g e a n c e i n c o n j u n c t i o n : 

As e r s t i n Badon's f i g h t , — 
W i t h A r t h u r o f l i b e r a l o n es 
The h e a d , w i t h l o n g r e d b l a d e s : 
T h r o u g h f e a t s o f t e s t y men, 
And a c h i e f w i t h h i s f o e s . 
Woe be t o them, t h e f o o l s , 
When r e v e n g e comes upon them. 

Gwen W a t k i n s makes t h i s p o i n t i n h e r n o t e s t o t h e poems 
f r o m U n i t y o f t h e S t r e a m , a posthumous s e l e c t i o n o f W a t k i n s ' 
v e r s e ( C a r d i f f : Gomer P r e s s , 1 9 7 8 ) , p. 105. 
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C h a p t e r I I 

*" D o r a P o l k , V e r n o n W a t k i n s a n d t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n 
( S wansea: C h r i s t o p h e r D a v i e s , 1977) , p~. 28. 

2 
W a t k i n s , "The P o e t ' s V o i c e , " i n "The P r o s e o f V e r n o n Wat­

k i n s , " p. 22. W a t k i n s o f t e n i n t r o d u c e d h i m s e l f a t r e a d i n g s as a 
C h r i s t i a n p o e t . I n "The P o e t ' s V o i c e , " a r a d i o b r o a d c a s t o f 
S e p t . 2 5 , 1947, he s t a t e s : 

I am a C h r i s t i a n p o e t and b e l i e v e t h a t a p o e t s h o u l d n o t 
o f f e r m a n k i n d l e s s t h a n t h e w h o l e t r u t h o f h i s i n t e g r i t y . 
3 

W a t k i n s , e d . L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 17. 

^ E. H. B l a k e n e y , e d . , The H i s t o r i e s o f H e r o d o t u s ( L o n d o n : 
J . M. D e n t & S o n s , 1 9 6 4 ) , p. 299. 

M a t h i a s , " G r i e f a n d t h e C i r c u s H o r s e , " p. 124. 

^ B. J o w e t t , t r a n s . , The D i a l o g u e s o f P l a t o (New Y o r k : 
Random Ho u s e , 1 9 3 7 ) , I I , 1~T~. T h e r e T i m a e u s a r g u e s : 

The w o r k o f t h e c r e a t o r , w h e n e v e r he l o o k s t o t h e u n ­
c h a n g e a b l e and f a s h i o n s t h e f o r m a n d n a t u r e o f h i s work 
a f t e r a n u n c h a n g e a b l e p a t t e r n , must n e c e s s a r i l y be made 
f a i r and p e r f e c t . 

^ I n " F o u r S o n n e t s " he w r i t e s , "The p a g a n c r e e d s f l y b a c k , 
s t a i n i n g w h i t e s t o n e s . . . . " ( L U , p. 9 9 ) . I n "The C a v e - D r a w i n g " 
he d e s c r i b e s t h e " F i v e c o l o u r s a m i s t - f o r m e d r a i n b o w s p u n / From 
t h e dawn o f t i m e . . . . " ( L U , p. 1 0 0 ) . 

g 
R o l a n d M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 57. See a l s o K a t h l e e n 

R a i n e ' s " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " p. 23. I n D o r a 
P o l k ' s W a t k i n s a n d t h e S p r i n g o f V i s i o n t h e a u t h o r w r i t e s : 

He [ W a t k i n s ] was d e e p l y d e v o t e d t o t h e E n g l i s h m y s t i c s 
s u c h as R o l l e and J u l i a n o f N o r w i c h , and r e a d e x t e n s i v e l y 
a n d i n t e n s i v e l y i n t h e p o e t s o f t h e r e l i g i o u s and h e r m e t i c 
t r a d i t i o n . L i k e Y e a t s , whom he a d m i r e d t r e m e n d o u s l y . . . 
W a t k i n s was f a m i l i a r w i t h t h e N e o - P l a t o n i s t s , as c i t a t i o n s 
a n d q u o t a t i o n s f r o m P l o t i n u s ' Enneads i n h i s n o t e b o o k 
s u g g e s t . ( p . 14) 

A l e t t e r f r o m Gwen W a t k i n s t o t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r d a t e d M a r c h 28, 
1983 c o n f i r m s t h a t W a t k i n s , " d i d u s e t h e l a r g e MacKenna t r a n s l a ­
t i o n o f The E n n e a d s , s i x v o l u m e s . He must h a v e b o u g h t i t i n . . . 
any o f t h e y e a r s f r o m 1931 t o 1 9 3 5 . " Y e a t s h i m s e l f c i t e s t h e 
MacKenna t r a n s l a t i o n i n A V i s i o n ( C o l l i e r , 1 9 6 6 ) , p. 20. 

9 
P l o t i n u s , The E n n e a d s , t r a n s . S t e p h e n MacKenna, 4 t h e d . 

( L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 1 9 6 9 ) , p. 236. The o r i g i n a l e d i t i o n 
i s l o n g o u t o f p r i n t , b u t t h e s e c o n d , t h i r d a n d f o u r t h e d i t i o n s 
r e t a i n s u b s t a n t i v e l y t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e f i r s t . 
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^ P l o t i n u s , p. 324. 

^ P l o t i n u s , p. 4 7 3 . The c o n c e p t o f " p u r e w h i t e n e s s " c a n 
a l s o be t r a c e d b a c k t o P l a t o ' s P h i l e b u s , a s o u r c e w e l l - k n o w n t o 
t h e N e o p l a t o n i s t s and l a t e r t r a n s l a t e d by M a r s i l i o F i c i n o . 
( J o w e t t , V o l . I I , p. 388) 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

P l o t i n u s , p. 497. 

P l o t i n u s , p. 506. 

P l o t i n u s , p. 510. 

P l o t i n u s , p. 4 2 9 . 

Thomas, L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 102. Thomas w r o t e : 

Any more a b o u t y o u r l e p r o u s c o l l e c t i o n ? P e r h a p s t h e 
v o l u m e s h o u l d be s u r g i c a l l y b ound. I do hope i t comes 
o u t t h i s summer, j u s t b e f o r e t h e g a s . 

The f o l l o w i n g poems make r e f e r e n c e t o t h e f i g u r e o f t h e 
l e p e r : 

" B a l l a d o f t h e M a r i Lwyd," BML, p. 38. 
"The C o l l i e r , " BML 
"The B r o k e n S e a T ^ L V 
"Money f o r t h e M a r l c e t , " LU 
"Song o f t h e Good S a m a r i t a n , " LU 
"Quem Q u a e r t i s , " A 
" F i v e Poems o f M a g d a l e n i a n D a r k n e s s , " A 
18 

J o s e p h P. C l a n c y , t r a n s . , The E a r l i e s t W e l s h P o e t r y 
( L o n d o n : M a c m i l l a n , 1 9 7 0 ) , pp. 91-95 & 202. 

19 
W a t k i n s may a l s o h ave b e e n aware o f F a t h e r Damien's 

(1840-1889) work w i t h l e p e r s . A book on t h e B e l g i a n p r i e s t ' s 
l i f e , D amien t h e L e p e r by J o h n F a r r o w , was p u b l i s h e d i n 1937, 
and t h e BBC t o o k up t h e s t o r y o f h i s m i s s i o n t o a c o l o n y o f 
l e p e r s i n t h e S a n d w i c h I s l a n d s , H a w a i i , i n i t s S c h o o l B r o a d c a s t s 
o f t h e 1 9 4 0 ' s . S i n c e W a t k i n s r e a d o c c a s i o n a l l y f o r t h e BBC and 
f o l l o w e d i t s p r o g r a m s d u r i n g t h o s e y e a r s , i t i s h i g h l y l i k e l y he 
knew t h e s t o r y . 

20 
t t i 

LU 

F o r o t h e r e x a m p l e s o f W a t k i n s ' u s e o f t h e g r a v e y a r d 
s e t t i n g s e e "The B u r i a l , " " G r a v e s t o n e s " and "The Y e w - T r e e " i n 

21 
G e o r g e H e r b e r t , The Poems o f G e o r g e H e r b e r t , e d . H e l e n 

G a r d n e r ( L o n d o n : O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1961) , p. 56. 
22 

W a t k i n s ' "swan poems" i n c l u d e : "Swan N a r c i s s u s " ( F , 
p. 44) and " N i g h t and t h e Swan" (BOD, p. 4 3 ) . 



23 
P l o t i n u s , p. 4 6 1 . 

24 
A. E. T a y l o r , t r a n s . The Laws o f P l a t o ( J . M. D ent & 

S o n s , 1 9 3 4 ) , p. 103. 
25 

P s e u d o - D i o n y s i u s A r e o p a g i t e , The D i v i n e Names and  
M y s t i c a l T h e o l o g y , t r a n s . J o h n D. Jones" ( M i l w a u k e e , W i s c o n s i n : 
M a r q u e t t e U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1 9 8 0 ) , pp. 211-14. 

2 6 
L e c t u r e - n o t e s 1-22, TS, U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n , 

S e a t t l e , 6pp. 
27 

D u r i n g t h e p e r i o d f r o m 1874-76 when H o p k i n s was r e a d i n g 
t h e o l o g y i n N o r t h W ales he t o o k a k e e n i n t e r e s t i n W e l s h p o e t r y . 
P a s s a g e s f r o m h i s l e t t e r s n o t o n l y r e v e a l t h a t he was b e g i n n i n g 
t o l e a r n W e l s h , b u t t h a t he was a d a p t i n g W e l s h v e r s e t e c h n i q u e s 
l i k e " c y n g h a n e d d " t o h i s own p o e t r y . 

2 8 
N o t e b o o k s on H o p k i n s and Y e a t s , U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n 

S e a t t l e . The n o t e b o o k s i n d i c a t e t h a t W a t k i n s was r e a d i n g J o h n 
B u r n e t ' s E a r l y G r e e k P h i l o s o p h y ( L o n d o n : Adam and C h a r l e s B l a c k 
1899) a t t h e t i m e o f h i s f i r s t a p p o i n t m e n t a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f 
W a s h i n g t o n . T h i s work c o n t a i n s a l o n g s e c t i o n on H e r a c l i t u s . 
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A c c o r d i n g t o t h e P r i n c e t o n E n c y c l o p e d i a o f P o e t r y and P o e t i c s 
( P r i n c e t o n U n i v . P r e s s , 1 9 7 4 ) , t h e s t r e s s p a t t e r n s a r e as f o l l o w s 

L e s s e r S a p p h i c L i n e : — v — ' — — ^ v — ' — ̂ —^ — — 
A d o n i c : — s ^ v — ' — " i = £ 

^ 8 G r o s s , p. 34. 
29 

G r o s s , p. 273. 
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30 
M a t h i a s , " G r i e f and t h e C i r c u s H o r s e , " p. 104. 

31 
R a i n e , " I n t u i t i o n ' s L i g h t n i n g , " p. 52. 

32 
I a n H i l t o n , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s a nd H o l d e r l i n , " P o e t r y  

W a l e s , 12, No. 4 ( S p r i n g 1 9 7 7 ) , 115. 
33 

M i c h a e l H amburger, t r a n s . , Poems and F r a g m e n t s , by 
F r i e d r i c h H o l d e r l i n ( L o n d o n : R o u t l e d g e a nd Kegan P a u l , 1 9 6 6 ) , 
p. x v i i . 

3 
The scheme f o r t h e A l c a i c Is: 

_ w _ _ _ w ^ ( t w i c e ) 

35 
G r o s s , p. 274. 

3 6 
M c C o r m i c k , "The P r o s e o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 7. 

37 
N o r r i s , "The P o e t r y o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 109. 

3 8 
D a v i d W r i g h t , " E s s a y on V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " N i m b u s , 3, 

No. 1 (Summer 1 9 5 4 ) , 13. W r i g h t e n u m e r a t e s some o f the"common 
g r o u n d s o f a t t a c k i n o r d e r u l t i m a t e l y t o d e f e n d W a t k i n s a g a i n s t 
h i s c r i t i c s . 

39 
D a v i e , P u r i t y o f D i c t i o n , p. 16. D a v i e d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

b e t w e e n p o e t s l i k e S h a k e s p e a r e , who e n l a r g e and r e c r e a t e t h e 
l a n g u a g e and t h o s e who u n d e r t a k e " t o p r e s e r v e o r r e f i n e a p o e t i c 
d i c t i o n . " 

40 
Gwen W a t k i n s and R u t h P r y o r , e d s . , I T h a t Was B o r n i n  

W a l e s : A New S e l e c t i o n f r o m t h e Poems o f V e r n o n Watkins" ( C a r ­
d i f f : U n i v e r s i t y o f W a l e s P r e s s , 1 9 7 6 ) , p. 1 1 . 

41 
Hamburger, " V e r n o n W a t k i n s , a M e m o i r , " p. 56. 
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C h a p t e r I V 

P a r t I 
I R a i n e , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " p. 35. 
2 

R a i n e , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " p. 35. 
3 

L o u i s M a r t z , "New P o e t r y : I n t h e P a s t o r a l Mode," The  
Y a l e R e v i e w , 44 ( W i n t e r 1 9 5 5 ) , 307-08. 

4 
M a t h i a s , V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 2. 

5 T. S. E l i o t , S e l e c t e d E s s a y s (New Y o r k : H a r c o u r t , B r a c e 
and W o r l d , 1 9 6 4 ) , p. 24/. 

E r y l D a v i s , " F o u r T r i b u t e s , " A n g l o - W e l s h R e v i e w , 1 7 , No. 
39 (Summer 1 9 6 8 ) , 9 - 1 0 . 

7 H e n r y V a u g h a n , The C o m p l e t e Poems, e d . A l a n Rudrum 
( H a r m o n d s w o r t h , M i d d l e s e x : P e n g u i n , 1 9 7 6 ) , p. 65. See t h e e p i ­
gram t o " O l o r I s c a n u s , " ("The Swan o f U s k " ) : 

0 who w i l l s e t me down i n t h e c o o l v a l l e y s o f t h e U s k , 
and p r o t e c t me w i t h t h e ample shadow o f h i s b r a n c h e s ! 
( p . 65) 
g 

J o n e s , D a v i d J o n e s : L e t t e r s t o V e r n o n W a t k i n s , p. 59. 
9 

W a t k i n s , " P r o s e , " i n P o e t r y W a l e s , p. 59. He a l s o w r o t e , 

So M i l t o n , when he was o v e r t a k e n by b l i n d n e s s , s p o k e o f 
" t h a t one t a l e n t w h i c h i s d e a t h t o h i d e . " ("The J o y o f 
C r e a t i o n , " p. 178.) 

S i g n i f i c a n t r e f e r e n c e s t o M i l t o n o c c u r i n t h e f o l l o w i n g poems: 

" D i s c o v e r i e s , " BML 
"The B r o k e n S e a T ^ L V 
"The I m m o r t a l i n N a t u r e , " CA 
"A T r u e P i c t u r e R e s t o r e d , " - X 

I t c a n a l s o be a r g u e d t h a t W a t k i n s ' Samson poems, "The M e a s u r e 
Moves" (F) and "Samson" (BW), a r e i n d e b t e d t o M i l t o n ' s Samson  
A g o n i s t e s . 

1 0 W a t k i n s , "The P o e t ' s V o i c e , " i n "The P r o s e o f V e r n o n 
W a t k i n s , " p. 22. 

I I J o h n Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y o f J o h n Donne, e d . J o h n 
T. S h a w c r o s s (New Y o r k : New Y o r k U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , T 9 6 8 ) , pp. 
3 9 0 - 9 2 . S u b s e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e c o m p l e t e poems o f Donne 
a r e d r a w n f r o m t h i s e d i t i o n . 
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12 G e o r g e R. P o t t e r and E v e l y n M. S i m p s o n , e d s . , The  
Sermons o f J o h n Donne, 10 v o l s . ( B e r k e l e y : U n i v . o f C a l i f o r n i a 
P r e s s , 1 9 5 3 - 6 2 ) . See, f o r i n s t a n c e , Sermon XV, F o l i o o f 1640 
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p r i s o n i s d e a t h , and what i s o u r b i r t h b u t a b r e a k i n g 
o f p r i s o n ? ( V o l . I V , p. 52) 

See a l s o Sermon X X X V I , F o l i o o f 1640 on " t h e d e c a y o f t h e w o r l d " 
and h i s l a s t s e r m o n , " D e a t h ' s D u e l l " o r Sermon X X V I I , F o l i o o f 
1649 p r e a c h e d a t W h i t e h a l l , F r i d a y , F e b r u a r y 25, 1630. 

13 
V a u g h a n , p. 147. 

1 4 V a u g h a n , p. 149. The poem c o n c l u d e s : " L o r d , t h e n s a i d 
I , On me one b r e a t h , And l e t me d i e b e f o r e my d e a t h ! " 

1 5 G e o r g e H e r b e r t , The Poems o f G e o r g e H e r b e r t , e d . H e l e n 
G a r d n e r ( L o n d o n : O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1961) , p. 79. 

H e r b e r t , p. 33. 
1 7 Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y , p. 368. 
18 

J . E. C i r l o t , A D i c t i o n a r y o f S y m b o l s , t r a n s . J a c k Sage 
(New Y o r k : R o u t l e d g e and K e gan P a u l , 1 9 6 2 ) , p. 3. 

19 
J . D. C o o p e r , An I l l u s t r a t e d E n c y c l o p a e d i a o f T r a d i t i o n a l  

S y m b o l s ( L o n d o n : Thames and H u d s o n , 1 9 7 8 ) , p. 10. 
20 

Thomas T r a h e r n e , C e n t u r i e s , Poems, and T h a n k s g i v i n g s , e d . 
H. M. M a r g o l i o u t h ( O x f o r d " C l a r e n d o n P r e s s , 1 9 5 8 ) , I I , p p T 
113-16. T r a h e r n e w r i t e s i n " S e c t i o n I I " : 

From C l a y , and M i r e , and D i r t , my S o u l , 
From v i l e a n d common O r e , 

Thou must a s c e n d ; t a u g h t by t h e T o l l 
I n what f i t p l a c e t h o u m a y s t a d o r e ; 
R e f i n ' d by f i r e , t h o u s h a l t a B e l l 
Of P r a i s becom, i n M e t t a l p u r e . . . . ( p . 114) 

A l l s u b s e q u e n t r e f e r e n c e s t o T r a h e r n e a r e d r a w n f r o m t h i s t w o -
v o l u m e e d i t i o n . 

21 
Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y , p. 339. 

22 
H e r b e r t , p. 113. 

23 
Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y , p. 142. 

24 
H e r b e r t , p. 97. 

25 
Sermons o f J o h n Donne, V o l . I X , pp. 173-88. H e r b e r t a l s o 

u s e s t h e h o u r g l a s s f i g u r e i n "Church-monuments": 
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. . . . f l e s h i s b u t t h e g l a s s , w h i c h h o l d s t h e d u s t 
T h a t m e a s u r e s a l l o u r t i m e ; w h i c h a l s o s h a l l 
Be c r u m b l e d i n t o d u s t . . . . ( H e r b e r t , p. 57) 
2 6 

J o h n Donne, The E p i t h a l a m i o n s , A n n i v e r s a r i e s , and  
E p i c e d e s , e d . W. M i l g a t e ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n P r e s s , 1 9 7 8 ) , 
pp. 6-10. 

27 
We h a v e s e e n h i s d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h i s theme e a r l i e r i n 

"Song o f t h e Good S a m a r i t a n " d i s c u s s e d i n C h a p t e r I . I n "The 
D e a t h B e l l " he a g a i n makes r e f e r e n c e t o t h e S a m a r i t a n ' s d e e d 
and o t h e r i n c i d e n t s f r o m t h e g o s p e l s i n c l u d i n g t h e s t o r y o f 
S i m e o n , and t h e d a y o f P e n t e c o s t f r o m A c t s : 

0 who c a n m a t c h t h e s p e e d 
Of w h i r l i n g n e b u l a e 
To t h e S a m a r i t a n ' s d e e d 
P e r f o r m e d i n s y m p a t h y ? (DB, p. 104) 
2 8 

R a i n e , " V e r n o n W a t k i n s : P o e t o f T r a d i t i o n , " p. 35. 
29 

Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y , p. 390. Donne's l i n e s a r e 
as f o l l o w s : 

S i n c e I am c o m i n g t o t h a t H o l y roome, 
Where, w i t h Thy Q u i r e o f S a i n t s f o r e v e r m o r e 

1 s h a l l be made Thy M u s i q u e . . . . 
30 

Donne, The C o m p l e t e P o e t r y , p. 391. 
31 

L e t t e r f r o m Gwen W a t k i n s , t h e p o e t ' s widow, 28 M a r c h 
1983. M r s . W a t k i n s w r i t e s : 

H e r b e r t he [ W a t k i n s ] knew a t R e p t o n , and r e a d h i m a g a i n 
a g r e a t d e a l b e c a u s e D y l a n Thomas e s p e c i a l l y l o v e d h i m . 
32 

See a l s o W a t k i n s ' poem, "One Theme": 
Why s h o u l d y o u w a nder i n t h e c l o u d s 
I f a r t h a s b u t one theme: 
D i d n o t t h o s e t r a n s f i g u r e d s h r o u d s 
Shake y o u f r o m y o u r dream? (BW, p. 38) 
33 

T r a h e r n e , I , p. 10. 
The r e f e r e n c e t o " H i s [ C h r i s t ' s ] b e a t i n g h e a r t " s t r o n g l y 

e c h o e s t h e w ords o f t h e amazed G r e e k i n Y e a t s ' p l a y , The R e s u r ­
r e c t i o n , " t h e h e a r t o f a phantom i s b e a t i n g ! " L i k e Y e a t s , whose 
i n f l u e n c e w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d i n C h a p t e r V, W a t k i n s e m p h a s i z e s 
t h e g r e a t p a r a d o x o f a s p i r i t b e c o m i n g f l e s h a nd b l o o d . 

3~^ H e r b e r t , p. 48. 
3 6 H e r b e r t , p. 31. See a l s o W a t k i n s ' "The R e s t i t u t i o n " 

(UP, p. 25) f o r a n o t h e r s t a t e m e n t o f t h e theme o f " r e p r i s a l . " 
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37 H e r b e r t , p. 32. 
3 8 See M a t t . 2 6 : 6 - 1 3 , Mark 14 : 3 - 9 , L u k e 7:36-50 and J o h n 

1 2 : 3 - 5 . 
39 H e r b e r t , p. 164. 
4 ^ V a u g h a n , p. 273. 
4 1 V a u g h a n , p. 275. 
42 

M a r t z , The P o e t r y o f M e d i t a t i o n , p. 184. 
43 

The d a t e s o f t h e s e w r i t e r s a r e : 
Donne: 1571-1631 
H e r b e r t : 1593-1633 
Vaughan: 1622-1795 
T r a h e r n e : 16377-1674 

P a r t I I 
1 B e i n g a n a t i v e s p e a k e r o f W e l s h , Vaughan w o u l d h a v e known 

t h a t "gwyn" was t h e w o r d u s e d i n t h e W e l s h B i b l e f o r " w h i t e , " 
" h o l y " and " b l e s s e d . " Though modern s c h o l a r s h i p c a n n o t d e l i n e a t e 
h i s e x a c t W e l s h l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s , i t i s h i g h l y l i k e l y t h a t he h a d 
r e a d much o f t h e o l d e r p o e t r y where " g w y n f y d " i m a g e r y a b o u n d s . 
Thomas P a r r y i n h i s A H i s t o r y o f W e l s h L i t e r a t u r e ( O x f o r d : C l a r ­
e ndon P r e s s , 1 9 5 5 ) , p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e r e was a v i g o r o u s a n t i ­
q u a r i a n r e v i v a l i n W ales t h r o u g h o u t t h e s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
( p p . 2 2 2 - 2 4 ) . " W h i t e l i g h t " i s a l s o a n i m p o r t a n t s y m b o l o f t r a n s ­
f i g u r a t i o n o r t r a n s m u t a t i o n i n t h e d o c u m e n t a b l e H e r m e t i c s o u r c e s 
w h i c h he s h a r e d w i t h h i s t w i n b r o t h e r , Thomas, s o u r c e s l i k e C o r ­
n e l i u s A g r i p p a , P a r a c e l s u s and Boehme. See F. D. H u t c h i n s o n ' s , 
H e n r y V a u g h a n , A L i f e and I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n 
P r e s s , 1 9 4 7 ) , pp. 1 5 5 - 6 2 , f o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f V aughan's u s e o f 
W e l s h c o n c e p t s and l i t e r a r y d e v i c e s l i k e c y n g h a n e d d and " d y f a l u " 
o r a p i l i n g up o f c o m p a r i s o n s . W a t k i n s w o u l d h a v e a c q u i r e d h i s 
s e n s e o f " g w y n f y d " b o t h f r o m a n c i e n t W e l s h and more e s o t e r i c 
s o u r c e s l i k e H e r m e t i c i s m and N e o p l a t o n i s m as d i s c u s s e d i n C h a p t e r 
I I . 

2 
L o u i s L. M a r t z , The P a r a d i s e W i t h i n , S t u d i e s i n V a u g h a n , 

T r a h e r n e and M i l t o n (New Haven and L o n d o n : Y a l e U n i v . P r e s s , 
1 9 6 4 ) , p. 52 . 

3 T r a h e r n e , I I , pp. 128-30. 
4 T r a h e r n e , I , pp. 1 1 1 - 3 1 . I n "The T h i r d C e n t u r y , " T r a h e r n e 

t r e a t s t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f God i n t h e C r e a t i o n (No. 3 ) , t h e s e l f 
o r s o u l (No. 18) and i n "The Book" o r b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n (Nos. 
27-35) as he e x p l o r e s h i s own s e a r c h f o r what he c a l l s " F e l i c i t y , " 
a w o r d t h a t c omprehends t h e n o t i o n s o f h a p p i n e s s , b l e s s e d n e s s a n d 
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j o y . The i d e a o f t h e w o r l d as "God's Book" i s M e d i e v a l and c a n 
be t r a c e d t o A u g u s t i n e and B o n a v e n t u r e , two o f T r a h e r n e ' s p r o b ­
a b l e s o u r c e s . L o u i s M a r t z h a s e x a m i n e d t h e p r e s e n c e o f A u g u s t i n -
i a n c o n c e p t s i n V a u g h a n , T r a h e r n e and M i l t o n i n h i s The P a r a d i s e  
W i t h i n . F o r a f i n e s y n o p s i s o f t h e M e d i e v a l m e t a p h o r o f t h e b ook 
se e E. R. C u r t i u s ' E u r o p e a n L i t e r a t u r e a nd t h e L a t i n M i d d l e A g e s , 
B o l l i n g e n S e r i e s , No~I 3b ( P r i n c e t o n : P r i n c e t o n U n i v . P r e s s , 
1 9 5 3 ) , pp. 315-26. 

^ V a u g h a n , p. 173. 

^ V a u g h a n , pp. 241-42. 

^ T h i s e s s a y was p u b l i s h e d i n L a b r y s 1 ( F e b . 1 9 7 8 ) , and r e ­
p u b l i s h e d as "War and P o e t r y : The R e a c t i o n s o f Owen and Y e a t s " 
i n Y e a t s and Owen: Two E s s a y s (Frome, S o m e r s e t : The H u n t i n g 
R a v e n P r e s s , 1 9 8 1 . 

g 
W a t k i n s , "War and P o e t r y : The R e a c t i o n s o f Owen and 

Y e a t s , " p. 27. 
9 

L e t t e r r e c e i v e d f r o m Gwen W a t k i n s , 28 M a r c h 1983. 

The o n l y a r e a i n w h i c h W a t k i n s ' c a n o n does n o t p a r a l l e l 
t h a t o f Vaughan i n r a n g e i s i n t h e p r e s e n c e o f s a t i r i c p i e c e s 
l i k e V a ughan's e a r l y t r a n s l a t i o n s o f J u v e n a l . Y e t one c a n a r g u e 
t h a t i n t h e s a t i r e s and poems t o " A m o r e t " Vaughan i s l e s s h i m s e l f 
and more i m i t a t i v e o f Donne. I t s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t some o f 
W a t k i n s ' l a t e r poems i n F i d e l i t i e s a r e more s o c i a l l y a n d p o l i t i c ­
a l l y c o n c e r n e d , l i k e " T r e e s i n a Town" and " P o s t s c r i p t ( f o r 
J . F . K . ) , " b u t h i s work i s g e n e r a l l y f r e e o f t o p i c a l a nd p o l e m i c a l 
r e f e r e n c e s . 

N o r r i s , "The P o e t r y o f V e r n o n W a t k i n s , " p. 35. N o r r i s 
w r i t e s : 

Some o f t h e p r o p e r t i e s we n o t e d i n h i s f i r s t b o o k b e g i n 
t o show t h e m s e l v e s h e r e , t h e i n v e r s i o n s , a c e r t a i n ob­
s c u r i t y , a nd some v e r y commonplace w r i t i n g . 
12 

W a t k i n s ' l e c t u r e - n o t e s f r o m t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n 
r e v e a l t h a t he was s t u d y i n g and t e a c h i n g t h i s poem a t t h e t i m e o f 
h i s d e a t h . See l e c t u r e - n o t e s on H o p k i n s ' "Wreck o f t h e D e u t c h -
l a n d , " TS, 27 S e p t . 1967, U n i v e r s i t y o f W a s h i n g t o n , S e a t t l e , 
3 pp. 

13 
D a f a u - L a b e y r i e was t h e f r i e n d who a c c o m p a n i e d W a t k i n s on 
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M o d e r n W e l s h P o e t r y . E d . K e i d r y c h R h y s . L o n d o n : F a b e r and 
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1 9 5 4 ) , 79-82. 

W i l l i a m s , J o h n S t u a r t . Rev. o f A f f i n i t i e s , by V e r n o n W a t k i n s . 
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. " T h e E n g l i s h P o e t i n Wales ( I I ) : 'The Boys o f 
Summer i n T h e i r R u i n . ' " A n g l o - W e l s h R e v i e w , 10, No. 26 
( 1 9 5 9 ) , 1 1 - 2 1 . 

D a v i e s , C h a r l e s . " P o e t r y C h r o n i c l e . " W a l e s , 8, No. 29 (May 
1 9 4 8 ) , 544-46. 

D a v i s , R o b e r t Gorham. " E u c h a r i s t a nd R o a s t i n g P h e a s a n t . " 
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. V e r n o n W a t k i n s . E d . M e i c S t e p h e n s a nd R. B r i n l e y 
J o n e s . W r i t e r s o f Wales S e r i e s . C a r d i f f : U n i v e r s i t y o f 
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L e h i g h U n i v e r s i t y , 1975. 
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( S p r i n g 1 9 5 5 ) , 235-39. 



380 

T a i g , Thomas. "Swansea Between t h e Wars." A n g l o - W e l s h R e v i e w , 
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APPENDIX 

S y n o p s i s o f L a d y C h a r l o t t e G u e s t ' s T r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e T a l i e s i n 
M a t e r i a l f r o m The M a b i n o g i o n (London: J . M. Dent & Co., 1906) 

I n P e n l l y n n e a r Lake T e g i d t h e r e once l i v e d a man named 
T e g i d V o e l and h i s w i f e C a r i d w e n . Her son Avagddu was t h e u g l i ­
e s t man i n t h e w o r l d , and she f e a r e d t h a t b e c a u s e o f t h i s d i s a d ­
v a n t a g e he m i g h t n o t be a d m i t t e d among t h e r a n k s o f t h e n o b i l i t y . 
T h e r e f o r e she d e c i d e d t o compensate him f o r h i s d e f i c i e n c y by 
making him l e a r n e d i n t h e m y s t e r i e s o f " t h e f u t u r e s t a t e o f t h e 
w o r l d . " C a r i d w e n p r o c e e d e d t o b o i l a m a g i c a l c a u l d r o n o f h e r b s 
f o r a y e a r and a day i n o r d e r t o o b t a i n " t h r e e b l e s s e d d r o p s o f 
i n s p i r a t i o n . " She t o l d Gwion Bach, t h e son o f a n e i g h b o r , t o 
s t i r t h e c a u l d r o n , and l e f t a b l i n d man t o k i n d l e t h e f i r e . One 
day when she was away g a t h e r i n g h e r b s f o r t h e c a u l d r o n , t h r e e 
d r o p s o f t h e f l u i d f l e w f r o m i t and f e l l upon Gwion Bach's f i n ­
g e r . He p u t h i s f i n g e r t o h i s mouth; and as soon as t h e d r o p s 
t o u c h e d h i s l i p s , he g a i n e d p r o p h e t i c knowledge o f p a s t , p r e s e n t 
and f u t u r e . 

R e a l i z i n g i m m e d i a t e l y t h a t he must p r o t e c t h i m s e l f f r o m 
C a r i d w e n , he f l e d away. When C a r i d w e n a r r i v e d and saw h e r p l a n 
s p o i l e d , she w r o n g f u l l y s t r u c k t h e b l i n d man, who d e f e n d e d him­
s e l f by i n f o r m i n g h e r i t was Gwion Bach who had r o b b e d h e r . 
C a r i d w e n t h e n s e t o u t i n p u r s u i t o f Gwion. On s e e i n g h e r coming, 
he c hanged i n t o a h a r e . She changed h e r s e l f i n t o a g r e y h o u n d . 
He became a f i s h ; she an o t t e r - b i t c h . He t u r n e d h i m s e l f i n t o a 
b i r d ; she p u r s u e d him as a hawk. F i n a l l y , he s p i e d a heap o f 
wheat on t h e f l o o r o f a b a r n and t u r n e d h i m s e l f i n t o one o f t h e 
g r a i n s . She t r a n s f o r m e d h e r s e l f i n t o a hen and s w a l l o w e d him. 
N i n e months l a t e r she b o r e him as a c h i l d . B e c a u s e o f h i s b e a u t y 
she c o u l d n o t k i l l him, so she wrapped him i n a l e a t h e r bag and 
c a s t him i n t o t h e s e a . 

The " u n l u c k y " s o n o f Gwyddno, P r i n c e E l p h i n , was f i s h i n g i n 
t h e s a l mon w e i r on t h e b e a c h between D y v i and A b e r y s t w y t h when 
he s p o t t e d t h e bag. On o p e n i n g i t he saw t h e f o r e h e a d o f a boy 
and e x c l a i m e d , " B e h o l d a r a d i a n t brow! T a l i e s i n be he c a l l e d . " 
Then E l p h i n p l a c e d T a l i e s i n b e h i n d him on h i s h o r s e and c a r r i e d 
him home, w h i l e T a l i e s i n r e c i t e d h i s f i r s t poem, a song o f c o n ­
s o l a t i o n t o h i s new m a s t e r f o r l o s i n g h i s c a t c h o f f i s h . Next, 
T a l i e s i n sang a song t o Gwyddno G a r a n h i r t e l l i n g o f h i s v a r i o u s 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s t h r o u g h many t i m e s and p l a c e s . A t t h e c o u r t o f 
Gwyddno, E l p h i n ' s f a t h e r , T a l i e s i n c o n t i n u e d t h e song o f h i s 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s , s p e a k i n g o f h i s r e l a t i o n t o " h i s L o r d , " t h e "Son 
o f Mary." The c h i l d was t h e n r e a r e d t i l l he was t h i r t e e n y e a r s 
o l d , when he was t a k e n by E l p h i n t o t h e c o u r t o f Maelgwn Gwynedd. 
T h e r e he f i g u r e d i n a s e r i e s o f i n c i d e n t s where he d i s p l a y e d h i s 
g r e a t knowledge and s k i l l b e f o r e t h e c o u r t . I n one o f t h e s e , he 
e m b a r r a s s e d t w e n t y - f o u r o f Maelgwn's b e s t b a r d s by r e d u c i n g them 
t o p l a y i n g t h e n o n s e n s e p h r a s e , "Blerwm, blerwm," on t h e i r l i p s 
b e f o r e t h e k i n g . When a s k e d by t h e k i n g t o g i v e an a c c o u n t o f 
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h i m s e l f , he c o n t i n u e d t o s i n g o f h i s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s : 

I was w i t h my L o r d i n t h e h i g h e s t s p h e r e , 
On t h e f a l l o f L u c i f e r i n t o t h e d e p t h o f h e l l 
I have b o r n e a b a n n e r b e f o r e A l e x a n d e r ; 
I know t h e names o f t h e s t a r s f r o m n o r t h t o s o u t h ; 
I have been on t h e g a l a x y a t t h e t h r o n e o f t h e D i s t r i b u t o r ; 
I was i n Canaan when Absolom was s l a i n ; 
I c o n v e y e d t h e D i v i n e S p i r i t t o t h e l e v e l o f t h e v a l e 

o f Hebron; 
I was i n t h e c o u r t o f Don b e f o r e t h e b i r t h o f Gwdion. 
I was i n s t r u c t o r t o E l i and Enoc; 
I have been winged by t h e g e n i u s o f t h e s p l e n d i d c r o s i e r ; 
I have been l o q u a c i o u s p r i o r t o b e i n g g i f t e d w i t h s p e e c h ; 
I was a t t h e p l a c e o f t h e c r u c i f i x i o n o f t h e m e r c i f u l 

Son o f God; 
I have been t h r e e p e r i o d s i n t h e p r i s o n o f A r i a n r o d ; 
I have been t h e c h i e f d i r e c t o r o f t h e work o f t h e tower 

o f Nimrod; 
I am a wonder whose o r i g i n i s n o t known.... 

I n t h e l a s t s e r i e s o f r i d d l i n g f r a g m e n t s , T a l i e s i n goes on t o 
p r o p h e c y t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e c o u r t . 

A most s t r a n g e c r e a t u r e w i l l come from t h e s e a marsh o f 
R h i a n n e d d 

As a p u n i s h m e n t o f i n i q u i t y on Maelgwn Gwynedd. 

F i n a l l y , a f t e r f r e e i n g h i s m a s t e r E l p h i n , who had been i m p r i s o n e d 
by t h e k i n g f o r making e x t r a v a g a n t c l a i m s about T a l i e s i n , t h e 
b a r d ends w i t h a song o f c r e a t i o n . 


