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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to investigate the nature
and extent of Dylan Thomas!s artistic debt to William Blake.
"Chgﬁter I" of oﬁr study documents Thomas's pfofessibnal in-
terest in Blake, offering evidence that Thomas read Blake
extensively and carefully. Further, evidence is presented
of Thohas's admiration of Blake as a poet and his stated de-
sife to emulate him.

‘"Chapter IT" traces Thomas's_direct borrowings from Blake
in his 18 Poems aé well as in a shért_story° Because'Northrop
Frye!s idea of the importance of and significance of literary
borrowing and literary alluéion dictates the direction of muéh
of our argument, our discussion attempts to show the signifi-
cance of Thomas's borrowings; the implication is that Thomas's
imagination shared certain archetypal similarities to that of
Blake!s. The method of investigation used throughout the thésis,i
then, has involved a detailed examination of‘the poems of both
poets with the purpose in mind of indicating, where possible,
the archetypal significance of the borrowing.

"Chapter III" attempts to_eétablish Thomas’s direct debt
to Blake for many of his images and concepts in his "Altarwise
by Owl-Light" sonnet sequence. Our implication is that‘Thomas

was directly influenced in writing the sequence by his knowledge
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of Blake‘s‘epics Vala and Milton. Evidence is presented, in
fact, that Thomas borrowed certain of the images for his son-
nets from Blake's epics.

The preocéupation of both Blake and ThomasAwith the sinis~
ter feméle will aspect of lbve in marriage is investigated in
"Chapter IV'"; our argument implies that Blakevderived much of
his attitude toward marriea‘love from Milton, and through both
vMilton and Blake, Thomas inherited a somewhat similar attitude.
At all times, howevgr; bur éhief concern is with the poetry
resulting from these underlying tensions.

There emergesAfrom our. study evidence of aﬁstriking simi-
larity in artistic visioh between Blake and Thomas. Our trac-
ing of literary.archetypes (in Northrop Frye's definition) and
analogues in the poems leads to the cohclusion that Thomas saw
the universe from a somewhat similar pdint of view to that of
Blake. "Chapter:V" compares Blake'!s Jerusalem with Thomas's
last poems to eétablish a.correspondence of achieved visibn. The
‘comparison is validated, énd our afgument proceeds}to show that,
while Thdmas.was attempting to move in a similar visionary diF
rection to Blake in terms of art, Bléke far outstripped the
Welsﬁ poet from the point of view of achieved‘total vision ex-
pressed through poetry.

Our conclusion follows that, while Tﬁomas, throughout his
artistic career, was influenced by Blake and borrowed from him,
he found himself at a creative impasse out of‘which he aﬁfempted

to work by turning to voice drama in the4form of a dramatic and

highly imaginative documentary called Under Milk Wood; and even
‘this, his last work, is in some ways reminiscent of Blake'’s

influence.
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CHAPTER ONE-INTRODUCTION

Write:s very often acquire what might be called a liter-
ary conscience or, better still, a type of iiterary guardian
angel; a great writér from the past becomes a type of alter=zego
that the present writef can look back to and»evén confer with.
The earlier writer becomes the present writer's source of in-
spiration and "ideal". Boethius might be considered the lit-
erary conscience of Chaucer just aé Virgil was for Dante and,
in a sense, Keats was for F. Scott Fitzgerald. None of these
examples is so famous as Blake®!s admiration of Milton and his:
userf Milton as a direct source of artistic inspiration (we
will, in facf, refer again to this influence of Milton on Blake
“later in our discussion). Dylan Thomas, too, like the great
. writers mentioned ébove, also had:-his 'source! of inspiration
and his'ideal poet!®. Thomas's literary 'guardian angel! was
William Blake. Professor W. T. Moynihan, discussing Thomast!s
reading habits, makes this observation about the young Thomas:

In a letter to P.H.j. begun Christmas Day,

1933, Thomas makes these observations about his

reading habits and the books available to him. He

had received these as presents: Blake's complete

works, the Koran, a 1923-33 anthology of poemslby
‘Mrs. Munro, -and two pamphlets by James Joyce. =

W. T. Moynihan, The Craft and Art of Dylan Thomas, (New
York: Cornell University Press, 1966), p. 16. :



Later, in the same éhapter of his book, still discussing the
formative forces on Thomas, Professor Moynihan makes some com-
ments that must be included hére as they have a direct bearing
on our discussion. Moynihan Writes,

. When one looks back from the vantage point of

the complete work, Blake's influence looms large in
Thomas!s attempt to find fresh symbols for the old
forms of Chapel and country. Although many of Thomas's
ideas and attitudes--from anagrams to mysticism--could
have been influenced by any number of poets, only
Blake could have provided models for so many of Thomas's
interests. It is Blake'!s, name alone and Blake's
~words that one finds in the crucial formative years.
...Thomas evidently read Blake off and on throughout
his youth and young manhood. 1In 1951 he could recall.
Blake as an "incomparable and inimitable" master.

One of the first things he wrote to Pamela Hansford
Johnson twenty years earlier was: I am in the path

of Blake, but so far behind him that only the wings

of his heels are in sight. Ruthven Todd supplies the
rather unexpected information that Thomas not only
read Blake deeply and intelligently, but that he also
read S. FosteE Damon'!s superb study of Blake's ideas
and symbols.

It is our task, in part at least, to trace the debt of Thomas
to Blake and to suggest the extent of the influence. Our argu-
ment is, in fact, that Blake was the major influénce (with the
exception of the Bible) on the formation of Thomas!s view of
‘the world. Our problem, then, is to compare one poet with -
another and ﬁo suggest the extent of the influence of the earlier
~poet on the later.

To compare one poet with another and claim that the Qork
of the earlier‘poet influenced the work of the later poet is

to become involved in a task riddled with the self-evident, the

2 Moynihan, p. 33.



factitious and/or the unprovable. The devil's advocate might
argue that all English poets have a great deal in common: they
all are limited by the same languagg or nearly so;. they all
draw from many cdmmon sources (oOvid, Plato, Aristotle, The Bible,
etc.). indeed, in many cases their minds work in similar pat-
terns and images so that, for example, we may trace the rose
as a symbol of female human love from Jean de Meun through Yeats
" and beyond. An aspect of our argument will in fact be that
the human mind seems to work invwhat Professor N. Frye terms
archetypes.

A question closely related to our study is the.question
as to why one poet uses or draws from the work of another poet
and what the later poet does with the material that he does
borrow. How does he adapt and change the borrowed material
and to what purpose?.. In answer to the question as to why one
poet borrows from another, Mr. J. Isaacs, discussing the borrow-
ings and literary alluéions of T. S. Eliot, remarks:

The chief device which Mr. Eliot has taught modern

poets, and which has become the standard device of

modern poetry, is the method of incorporating a

line from some other poet, or some other language,

déftly converted, deftly conveyed, its license-

. plates so altered that its own proprietor would

hardly recognize it. . It is.a device used not for

mere decoration, or even wit, but to produce reger—

berations of meaning and above all of feeling.
Mr. Isaacs then uses Edith Sitwell's "Still Falls the Rain" in

" which she incorporated a line from Marlowe'!s Faustus to illu-

strate his point. And Marlowe in turn, Mr. Isaacs points out,

J. Isaacs, The Background of Modern Poetry, (New York:
E, P. Dutton and Co., 1952), p. 64.




incorporates a line from Ovid to reinforce and accentuate the
feeling he 1is tryingAto express. Eliot, of course, was the
"master at this sort of thing; and while our discussion does not
meaﬂ to suggest that Thomas indulged in borrowing to anywhere
near the same extent (the fact is he did not), it does help to
answer the question as to why one poet uses the work of another.

"Ndrthrop Frye, discussing the archetypal nature of symbols
in literature, has”this to say about“literary'borrowing:

Poetry can only be made out of other poems;
novels out of other novels. Literature shapes it-
self, and is not shaped externally: the forms of
literature can no more exist outside literature
than the forms of sonnata and fugue and rondo can
exist outside music.

He then adds:

But any serious study of literature soon shows
that the real difference between the original and
the imitative poet is simply that the former is
more profoundly imitative...The remark of Mr. Eliot
that a good poet is more likely to steal than to
imitate affords a more balanced view of convention,
as it indicates that the poem is specifically in-
volved with other poems, not vaguely gith such
abstractions as tradition or style.

And finally on this point he remarks:
We can get a whole liberal education simply
by picking up one conventional poem and following
its archetypes as they stretch out into the rest
of literature.
What Professor Frye means by ‘these statements may be debated.

One might suggest that literature is shaped, at least in part,

by externél'forces-such as environment and the experience the

4 N. Frye, Anatomy,of.Criticism, (Princeton, New Jersey: Prince-
5 Ibid., p. 98. ton U. Press, 1957), p. 97.

Ibid., p. 100.




author wishes to convey. Alfavbrite comment of contemporary
poets is thaf the experience dictates the form. What these
poets mean when they méke this statement is, in our opinion,
that their'basic_unit of construction, the linguistic phrase,
varies according to the type of e#perience that is being re-
corded in the poem. In the genre of the novel,We cannot deny

that the difference between Middlemarch and Desolation Angels

is as much a part of external experience as any other factor.
What Professor Frye means, then, is that all poets are limited
to the medium itself and the most complex use of and most dis-
ciplined example of language is in literature, so that in the
sense that no literature can go beyond language we agree that
literature comes from literature; poems must grow out of other
poems. This point, as we shall see, is as true of Thomas as
it is of Eliot. Thomas, in fact is extremely archetypal in
his imagery.

T. S. Eliot's well known remarks in "Tradition and the
Individual Talent" might appropriately be recalled at this
point as having a bearing on our argument. Writing of what he
means by a poet being aware of his tradition, Eliot states:

...that the whole of the literature of Europe

from Homer and within it the whole of the literature

of his own country has a simultaneous existence and

composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense,

which is a sense of the timeless as well as the tem--
poral and of the timeless and of the temporal together,
is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the

same time what makes a writexr most acutely conscious
of his place in time, of his own contemporaneity.

7 ' :
, T. S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent}; The
American Tradition in Literature, ed:; Bradley, Beatty and Long
(New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1956), p. 1168.




And then Eliot adas:
No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete
meaning alone. His significance, his apprecia-
tion is the appreciation of his relation to the
‘dead poets and artists...The existing monuments
(of art) form an ideal order among themselves,
which is modified by the introduction of the new
(the really new) work of art among them. The
existing order is complete before the new work
_arrives; for order to persist after the super-
vention of novelty, the whole existing order must
‘be, if ever so slightly, altered...8
Following Eliot's suggestions, then we might argue that we are
really examining Thomas?!s historical sense, his sense of "the
timeless and temporal" in art. This sense of the timeless in
art as Eliot means it is something quite unconscious:onvthé
part of the poet. This sense is simply part of being a great
artist, it would seem. Blake's heavy debt to the Bible and
Milton is an illustration of the same point.
The combinihg of the temporal and the timeless in art
sets up a type of tension within the work which adds to its
artistic quality. It has often been remarked of Thomas'!s poetry
that when it was first published there was nothing else like,
it in English. Yet, 'as we will see, Thomas combines much of
‘what is traditional in art; the most obvious example would be
his many Biblical references. So to bear out Eliot's remarks,
our argument suggests that the most contemporary of poets (when
first published) is also traditional in Eliot!'s meaning of being
gifted with an "historical sense”. To grasp Thomas's complete

" meaning we must see him, as Mr. Eliot suggests, in relation:

to dead poets and artists.

81pid., p. 1168.



The final purpose of this study might be said to be an
examination of how Thomas has . assimilated his cultural heri-
tage and ours, how his individual:talent fits into the tradi-
tion in which he found himself. Part of assimilating one's
tradition is the borrowing of ideas, symbols, attitudes and
even lines themselves from earlier Qreat_poets within the same
tradition. Blake's debt to Milton has been well documented °
by Mr; Saurat and we, in turn, want to indicate something of
Thomas's debt»to Blake and through Blake to Milton asnwell.

A factor to be kept in mind at this point in eur aiscus;
sion is the concept of the archetype in literature. Professor
Frye'ls definition of a literary archetype is useful here: "A
symbol, usually an image, which recurs often enough in litera-
ture to be recognizable as an element of one's literary experi-

10

ence as a whole." Or we might dwell on the first few Xines

of Miss Bodkin®’s book for a moment. She begins with the fol-
lowing comment:

"Dr.. C. G. Jung has set forth an hypothesis in
regard to the psychological significance of poetry.
The special emotional significance possessed by cer-

~tain poems- a significance going beyond any definite
meaning conveyed- he attributes to the stirring in
the reader's mind, within or beneath his conscious
response, of unconscious forces which he terms "pri-
modial images" or archetypes. These archetypes he
describes as "psychic residue® of numberless experi-
ences of the same types", experiences which have
happened not to the individual but to his ancestors,
and of which the results are inherited in the struc-
ture of the brain, a priori determinants of individual
experience. '

9D. Saurat, Blake and Milton, (London: J. M. Dent & Sons,
1932), p. 113. ‘
OFrye, Anatomy of Criticism, (Princeton, New Jersey: Prince-
ton_U. Press, 1957), p. 365.
11y, Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, (New York: Vin-
tage Books, 1958), p. 1.




Professor Fryels definition tells us what an archetype
is while Miss Bodkin's remarks serve to explain why archetypal
'patterns occur at all. The significance for us is that Thomas's
similarities to Blake aré often archetypal and may not be always
classed as borrowing or direct influence. We'are aware at this
point that the reason Thomas read and admired Blake and often
sounds Blakean in his poétry may be because he was born with a
Blakean view of the world and so Was.attracted to Blake. The
"psychic residua" of both men may'hsvevbeen similar from the
beginning. These points do not invalidate any such study as
ours however because any archetypal coﬁnections between works
of art simply add to the associativssrichness of all of art.

So that iﬁAwe point out the associations between Milton, Blake,
and Thomas, or if we happen to seé these similar patterns of
image of notice the similar world view then we, the readers, are .
richer and better rewarded for the experience.

The task of ‘provingf that an earlier poet influenced a
later one must begin with evidence that the later poet actually
borrowed from the works of the earlier poet. This evidense
coupled with the admission on the part of the later poet that
he was influenced by the éarlier poet should serve as the begin-
ning for a comparative study such as this. Even before we begin
to document direct borrowing on Thomas's part from Blake, Moynihan,
in his quoted comments in this chaptér discussing Thomas's debt
-to Blake, gives us evidence of Blakel!s influence on Thomas.

While both poets are generally.considered tdifficult?,

Blake_presénts more formidible initial diffidulties because of



the kind of vision'he had. A short digression which discusses
something of the nature of Blake's visionary approach to reality
will prQVideauseful basis for the argument which follows.

Because the discussion which follows requires some know-
-ledge of Blake'!'s mythic terminology and visionary concept of
the world,iit should be helpful at this point to offer some
explanation of Blake's terms. The reader not Wholly familiar
‘ with Blakean terminology may be somewhat contused when we attempt
to explain Thomas's attitudes in Blakean terms. For this reason,
then, what follows, however over—simpiifiea and distorted, is
an explanation of our understanding of the Blakean terms used
Vin this discussion. In the remarks that follow, our debt to
Foster Damon and Northrop Frye cannot be overestimated.

Blake!s myth, in 'our understanding, is really hisiattempt
to visualize and dramatize his ideas about humanipeychoiegy.
Blake, instead of explaining what he meant, chose to project
his ideas about the nature of man in phyeical terms so that
his ideas become characters in a huge cosmic drama that the
reader may become involved in dramatically.

‘Blake's myth begins with the Fall and ends with the Apoca=-
lypse: the result of the fall was that'man;was divided into
warring aspects of his former unified self. Man in Eternity
was a harmoniously balanced unity of all aspects of himself,
‘but the Fall resulted in the appearance of four ‘characters’
called Urthona, Luvah, Urizen and Tharmas, who, according to
Damon, represent in that order the spirit, the emotions, the

reason and the body or senses. Further divisions often folliow
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when,'for example, Urthoné (the.spirit) dividesAiﬁto Los and
Enitharmon. Los, a very importanf figure throughout Blake's
works, repreéents poetry or the creative principle while.Eﬁi—
tharmon represents the inspiration necessary to the artist.
The Enitharmoh aspect of Los, Blake calls Los's Emanation whom
Los wishes to be united with to make him whole~and as a conse-
quenée prodﬁctive. When Los is dividéd from Enitharmon, which
means when the artist lacks inspiration, Los constantly pursues
Enitharmbn} his Emanation, in a desire to be united with her,
and Blake describes this unibﬁ in sexual terms.

The first character inﬁolved in our discussioh is Urizen.
' While,our discussion clearly endugh implies what Urizen repre-
sents, we might add that he is man's Reason who attempts to
dominate all the other sensestand emotions, so the readér.asso—
ciates him with tyrannical rules, laws, thou-shalt-nots, control
and restrictién.‘ Urizen, then, opposes the imaginative freedom
necessary to produce great art;nUfizenic imagery involves snow,
ice, rocks, barren spaées, things blighted and frozen. Much
~ of the struggle in Blake!s myth naturally centers around Los
and Urizen. | |

Orc should be mentioned as well, for he.is the son of Los
and Enitharmon, and his role is that of the fiery boy full of
revolution and revolt. The reader can see how Thomas, like
many# ﬁany artists, can be said to have passed through his Orc
stage into his Los stage of existence.

Another term used in our discussion is Albion. Albion is

the white giant figure which, as Frye points out, has a long history
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in literature and myth. Albion is the fallen fofm of eternal
man, the earth, who in eternity holas all creation in_his giant
form. Man was and, Blake argues, will again be the whole of
everything.‘ Albion, of course is also ;he,nameifor Engiand;'
Blake saw fallen man, like thé island of Englana, surrounded

by a sea of time ahd'space. Thomas uses this same concept in

" his last poem ih Collected Poemsi_while_at the end of Jerusalem,

Albion, united with all the divided apsects of man, rises into
'Eternity. Another term associated with the risen Albion that
Blake uses is Golgonooza.. As Frye éxplains,

All imaginative and creative acts, being eternal, go

-to build up a permanent structure, which Blake calls

Golgonooza, above time, and; when this structure is

.finished, nature, its scaffolding, will be knocked

away and man will live in it. Golgonooza will then

be the city of God, the New Jerusalem which is thi2

total form of all human culture and civilization.
Golgonooza, New Jerusalem, may be seen as the ultimate goal of
the artist.

Certain other Blakean terms should be mentioned here.
Blake often refers to Spectre aml Selfhood; these concepts seem
to be forces and/or ideas which are hostile to the individual
and which, if allowed to dominate the individual, will leadlto
misery, if not total destruction. Related to man’s Selfhood
is .another concept Blake calls Error. Error is the result of
viewing something in the wrong manner. ‘This is possible because
the earth and everything on it is covered with a shadow which

Blake calls The Mundane Shell. This shell protects man, but

it also results in error. .This concept of a surface or veil

- N. Frye, Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake, (Bos-
ton: Beacon Press, 1947), p. 91.
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which must be broken through occurs in Thomas's poems also
and so ié important for this reason.

Our discussion of the marriage poems of Thomas involve
us in Blaket's attitudes to sex and married love. (I think
these attitudeé are explaihed fully there without my mention-
ing them here.) An additional complication to Blake's myth
is his idea of the four states of e#istence which these *‘char-
acters' that we have mentioned may enter. The four states in
a descending order are: Eden (completely unified vision),

" Beulah (triple vision), Generation (double vision) and Ulro
(siﬁgle vision). Our discussiqn is mainly concerned with the
Beulah staté.of existence and the state called Generation.
When a 'character‘ leaves Eternity (Eden) because-of lack of
harmony he descends (the descent is seen as a type of death)
into Beulah, which Blake describes as the moony existence of
married love; for the eternal it is a f£all, bﬁt for fhe ‘char-
acter{ in Generation,’which is the étate of existence in this
world of work and caie and pain, entrance into Beulah is a
step toward Eden or Eternity. - Ulro is the state éf pure mat-
ter, a dead world of petrified forms, rocks, metal and disem-
bodied spirits.

Thomas;s struggle as a man and artist can be seen as an
attempt'to move from a world of Generation through Beulah into
Eternity. With an apology to Blake fbr a gross oversimplifi-
cation of his myth, we hope that the comments above will aid

the unfamiliar reader to make his way through our discussion.



CHAPTER TWO

EVIDENCES OF BLAKE IN THOMAS'S 18 POEMS

Blake and Thomas share a number of superficial pointe.
Both poets came from the lower middle class in a class-conscious
_sOcietyl3. Both poets were in a large measure self—eduéated14
and both poets ‘were rejected by the Establishment. Furthermore,
the work of both poets is considered to be difficult and ob-
scure; both began writing poetry very early in their liﬁes;

both were preoccupied with early childhood. Moynihan, in fact,

points out that Thomas wreteimany imitations of Blake's Songs

of Innocence and Songs of Experience15 in his early note books.

13C. FitzGibbon, The Life of Dylan Thomas, (Boston: Little,
Brown and Co., 1965), p. 7. FitzGibbon explains that "the poets
and preachers came, in general, from the shopkeeper . or small
farmer class, the class in fact from which Dylan Thomas was
sprung, but there was no reason other than the basic educational
one why a man from the humblest background should not gain local
or even national fame through his talents as orator or bard."

14FitzGibbon, writing of Dylan Thomas's education remarks,
"On the other hand, and in part because of his defective educa-
tion and consequently somewhat restricted view of the world,
certain English academics...have denied that he was an original
and_important poet at all, though he certainly was."

5Moynihan, p. 33. .

On August 1, 1967, I had the opportunity to visit the Lock-
wood Memorial Library in Buffalo, New York, where Thomas's note-
books are housed. Although I had only a short time in which to
examine the books, the librarian was kind enough to make them
available to me. '

I found that the first notebook, dated 1930, does contain
poems that appear to be Blakean imitations. Poem number 11 in
the notebook begins,

"The shepherd blew upon his reed
A strange fragility of notes..."
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Both Blake and Thomas have reputations as great lyric poets,

and both Blake and Thomas are known as Rémantic in a sense that
redquires some comment. While the term Romantic may mean nothiné
more -than the investiné of every day things with wonder and
strangeness, it can be defined in many ways. C. M. Bowra in
his study explains that the chief distinguishing feature of.'
the Romantic poets as compared to the Eighteénth Century poéts
was the way in which they used their imaginati0n16, and certainly
Blake and Thomas, as we will see, share many similar imaginative
quaiities. It is the emphasis.on THE IMAGINATION as opposed to
THE REASON that chiefly distinguishes the romantic poet. For
Blake and for Thomas THE IMAGINATION included all of onels fac-
ulties of perception and it was through the imagination that

the artist reached out and ordered the world around him. It

implies as well a trust in the senses and the romantic must carry

The opening lines here seem a clear echo of the introductory
lyric to Blake'!s Songs of Innocence. "Poem 11"is then carefully
" crossed out with pencil. ‘

"Poem 12 again methodically scribbled out but dated June
17, 1930, is titled "The Shepherd to His Lass!. Certainly these
early imitations of conventional pastoral lyrics could show the
influence of many poets, but in the light of our knowledge of
Thomas's interest in Blake, it is at least reasonable to see them
as the result of Blakean influences.

I did manage to examine some of Thomas's other early experi-
ments in poems which resulted in certain interesting lines and,
couplets: as early as age 16 Thomas writes, "The actiens of l©ve
are stale," 1nd1cat1ng a rather early world-weariness!' Then a
rather plaintive couplet appears in'"Poem 14"which states

"We are too beautiful to die;
All our life is bound to the green trees."

Somehow these lines foreshadow the poignancy of "Fern Hill", for
example. Poem 39 states "I, poor romantic, held her heel/ Upon
the island of my palm." Even these meagre lines show the young
Thomas with a rather precocious talent and indicate, however faintly,
the pose he will adopt in years to come.

leg. M, Bowrd, ThHe:Romantic.Imaginaticn, (Cambridge, -Massa-
chusetts: Harvard University Press, 1949), p. 1.
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with him a concept of the ideal as a state of existence. For
Blake the world of the Ideal andlthe world of the Imagination'
become one, as we will show that they do for Thomas. For the
' Romanfic the human imagination takes an actiﬁe part in peréeiv—
ing and dealing with the external world. As Blake. says in A

Vision of the Last Judgement,

This world of Imagination is the world of Eternity:

it is the divine bosom into which we shall go after

the death of the Vegetated body. This world of Imagi-

nation is Infinite and Eternal, whereas the world of

Generation or Vegetation, is Finite and Temporal.

There exist in that Eternal World the permanent Réali-

ties of Every Thing which we see reflected in this

Vegetable Glass of Nature. All things are comprehended

in their Eternal Forms in the divine body of the

. Savior, the True Vine of Eternity, The Human Imagination."
Certainly for Thomas as well, the "True Vine of Eternity" was his
very human imagination.

While we have been pointing out the many similarities be-
tween the two poets, we must concede immediately that both poets
share, perhaps, as many differences, but as we are primarily
.concerned with the similarities, the differences will be given
considerably less emphasis. - Our real purpose here is to com-
pare two visionary poets, for both Blake and Thomas were vision-
ary poets who saw life and nature in somewhat similar terms.
Dﬁring this comparison we want to examine the nature of each
poet's vision, as well as the degree of completeness of the vision;
we must as well consider the method that each poet used to ex-
press his vision in his poetry, for method cannot be separated
from the content of the poetry itself.

We can safely begin with the assumption that both Blake and

Thomas were visionary poets seeking a total view of the universe
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through which man could be fitted into the total process of
nature. Professor Frye's distinction between the visionary
and the mystic is worth noting at this point because both
Thomas and Blake have been called mysticé. Professor Frye
writes:

...mysticism,,.is a form of spiritual communion ..
with God which by its nature is incommunicable to
anyone else, and which soars beyond £faith into direct.
apprehension. But to the artist, qua artist, this
apprehension is not an end in itself but a means to
another end, the end of producing his poem. The mys-.
tical experience for him is poetic material, not
poetic form, and must be subordinated to the demands
of that form. '

A visionary creates, or dwells in, a higher
spiritual world in which the objects of perception
in this one have become transfigured and charged
with a new intensity of symbolism. This is quite
consistent with art, because it never relindquishes
the visualization which no artist can do without.1?

Both Thomas and Blake, particularly in their later poetry, ex-
hibited this visionary duality of perception. Again and again
in their poetry the objects of perception have become trans-
figured into symbols glowing with a divine aura, and as Profes-
sor Frye has pointed out, this visionary experience is material
for poetry.
. Many critics, in fact, have noticed a process of increasing
intensity of vision in both Blake ‘and Thomas as their poetry
“matures. Mr. Munro writes in his thesis on Thomas,
My chief concern will be to trace the poet's
" evolution from the existentialist world of process,
a sterile void ruled by death, to a vision of a
universe at the centre of which reposes the Divine
Image. By process is here meant the machinations

of conception, embryonic growth, development. and

formation into the adult capable of seeing a vis_ion.18

17Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 8.
18¢c, Munro, Existentialist Void and Divine Image, Thesis,
U. B. C., April, 1962, p. 3.




17

Although Mr. Munro makes no mention of Blake, he well
might have pointed out that Thomas's conéept of the Divine
Image could have been taken stiaight from Vala. "Night the
Second" gives us the following lines: -"For the Divine Lamb,
Even Jesus who is the Divine Viéion,/ Permitted all,'leét Man
should fall into Eternal Death;"/: while Blake's vision was
more. completely worked out than Thomas's, théir artistic pur-
pose was similar. This similarity in purpose and World view
in fact can ofteh be seen in the manner inwhich both poets

handle their images.

The type of imagery used by Blake in “The Book of Urizen®
- such £hihgs as "vast clouds of blood rolling down the rocks
of Urizen" - might be compared to much of the imagery in‘
Thomas's early poems. .The last few 1lines from Tthas‘s:"In
the Beginning” are very Blakean in imagery: Thomas writes
"Before the veins_were shaking in their sieve,/ Blood shot and
scattered to the winds of light/ The ribbed original of lqve."
This_use of blood imagery and anatomical imagery is persistent
in both poets. Both poets tend to see the world and its various
aspects in hﬁman form or forms, so that Blake and Thomas de-
scribe the genesis of the external world in terms of the crea-
tion of a human body; for both poets as well, the external‘world
in its falien form is seen in terms of a gian£ sleeping body.
In shoft Thomas has assimilated much of Blake's ﬁyth both from
reading Blake on his own and froﬁ'reading Foéter Damon's pioneer
discussion of Bléke's myth. Going a step further, we can argue,

after having presented indisputable evidence that Thomas read
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Blake and borrowed from him, that Thomas adopted and adapted
to his own purposes Blake's ideas and images and used them to
express his. own world view.

Our next concern is the indisputable evidence that Thomas
even read Blake. We might assume that Thomas had read Blake
as a matter of course, since most major writers -are well and '
widely read. The evidence that Thomas did read Blake follows
along with a discussion of his influence on Thomas. In a talk
before a poetry reading, Thomas remarked about his early read-
ing in "my father's brown study, before homework" that:

I wrote imitations of whatever I happened,'moon—and—

print struck, to be goggling at and gorging at the

time: Sir Thomas Browne, Robert W. Ser¥§ce, de Quincey,

Henry Newbolt, Blake, Baroness Orczy...

Still discussing the early period in Thomas's dévelopment,
Fitzgibbon, commenting on the influence of Dan Jones on Thomas,
has this to say:

In Dan Jones! home, Warmley, Dylan found the most

- modern literature of the day, Joyce, Stein, Eliot,

Pound, the Sitwells, as well as those rediscovered

writers of the past who were exerting a strong in-

fluence on young poets, Blake, Gerard Manley Hopkins,

the minor Elizabethans.2 :
Eitzgibboh makes yet another reference to Thomas and Blaker

After addressing the Cambridge literary society,

where he had a passage with a don, the don said

angrily that he had been reading Blake before

Dylan was born and to whom Dylan replied: '?nd

I shall be reading him after you are dead?.?

The statement implies not only that Thomas read Blake but that

he read him with admiration. In this same chapter, Fitzgibbon

19. Fitzgibbon, The Life of Dylan Thomas, (Toronto: " Littlé,
BroyBAand Co., 1965), p. 41. . :
Ibid., p. 54.
21Tpid., p. 206.
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discuéses whether or not Thomas was:a Christian in any orthodox
sense and comes to the conclusion that he remained an agnostic
all his life "though at times perhaps a reluctant one".22
Fitzgibbon then coqéludes the chapfer with a comment from Vernon
.Watkins, a long time friend of Thomas's and a firm Christian.
After discussing the'nature of Thomas'’s religious belief, Watkins
concludes with the.following comment: "I would call Dylan a
Blakean Christién bﬁt even that would only be an approxii’nation."23
Watkins' phrase "Blakean Christian" must be dealt with when we
~are discussing the actual poems. What he mx;ht have meant was
‘that Thomas, like Blake, found all of nature holy; the color
and glory and holiness of every creature impressed Thomas, as
it did Blake, and perhaps, like Blake he saw all of this beauty
as a manifestétionwof God in the universe. Blake's_statement
"Evér?thing that lives is Holy" is equally Thomas's cry. We db
not think that Thomas necessarily learned this attitude toward
nature from Blake (it may be a Wélsh attitude, as G. M. Hopkins
certainly poésesséd it) but Blake's atfitude may have been 6ne
of the factors which attracted Thomas to him in the first place.
Again FitzGibbon, writing of his own acquaihtance with
Thomas during the war years in London, remarks:
.Sométimes Dylan and Theo and I, and occasionally
Caitlin, would be alone together after the pubs closed.
We then usually read poems. ...Lawrence he read, too,
and Ezra Pound's "In Kensington Gardens", and Blake's
"London" as well as much else,...Apart from Cowper,

Burns, Smart and above all Blake, I do not recall him
reading any eighteenth century poet.24

221pid., p. 237.
23Tpid., p. 237.
24FitzGibbon, p. 269.
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Yet one more statement that supports our argument. Jirina
Haukova, who was Thomas's escort when he made his one visit
to.Prague on March 4, 1949, wrote a letter to FitzGibbon tell-
ing him about the visit. ©She writes "I took him home, where
came some good friends and we spoke again about poetry. He
said Blake was the greatest poet and he read us his poems."z_5

We have ample evidence, then, from Thomas himself and
from his friends and acquaintances of two things: that Thomas
certainly read Blake and that he admired Blake immensely as a
poet, at one poiht going so far as to call him the greatest
poet. We could compound this list of evidence that Thomas was
influenced by Blake at considerable length, but a few more illu-
strations should suffice.

Professor Moynihan, who had the opportunity to examine
Thomas's early notebooks at the Lockwood Memorial Library in
Buffalo, states:

The first clear signs of Blake's influence

appear sometime between 1929 and 1931. In the

1930 Notebook there are journeyman imitations cof

the "Songs of Innocence." The fifteen-year-old

Thomas wrote of the shepherd blowing upon his

teed and of all the creatures in the forest that

feed on the music of golden throats. In the 1933

Notebook there are more polished imitations, in-

cluding one that uses such Blakean images as

lepers and lambs, babes and dams.

Thomas'®s early poetry shows a strong Blakean attitude in the

sense that Thomas insists man.is an identity of body and spirit

and as such he should examine the universe through the senses

25Moynihan, p. 33.
261pid., p. 33.
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enlightened by poetic insight. Blake's statement that we should
see through the eye, not with the eye, that man must seek to
achieve total perception through all the doors of the senses

to understand the puzzle of his universe,can be traced again

to one of Blake!s famous statements in “The Marriage of Heaven
and Hell": "If the doors of perception were cleansed everything
would éppear to man as it is, infinite. For manh has clésed

- himself up, till he sees all things thro' narrow chinks of his
cavern." Thomas's poetry is permeated with the idea that man,
in a sense, becomes the universe and the universe becomes man.
In certain poems this attitude is carried to the point where
the universe becomes a projection of the imaginétion of the
poet. This'artistic perspective toward the external universe
might be considered another similarify between the two poets.
It stems in fact from the Romantic concept of the uﬁiverse.

One more éxample of Thomas's familiarity with Blake must
be mentioned before we examine some of. the workslin detail.
Maud, in his book, lists a stage appearance by Thomas in a read-
‘ing of Blake's "An Island in the Moon" produced by Eric Capcn
on February 16, 1950.27 This is a valuable piece of information
in that it indicates Thomas was reading Blake off and on over
many years.

Besides the superb lyric Quality of Blake's verse, which
woﬁld attract Thomas, he f@und as well Blake's approach to the
universe at£ractive and useful, his technical accomplishment

~worth studying, and his handling of images worth copying. Thoemas-

27R. Maud, Entrances to Dylan Thomas' Poetry, (New York:
Book Craftsmen Associates, Inc., 1963), p. 141.
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may even have been influenced in his surrealistic imagery through
Blake. Moynihan suggests that Blake's "London" contains a rudi-
mentary form of surrealistic imagery in the lines,

How the Chimney-sweeperts cry

Every black'ning Church appalls;

And the hapless Soldier‘'s sigh

Runs in blood down Palace walls.
Moynihan says "It is difficult to seé how anyone could visualize
such an image before the surrealists'.'28 But here we have Blake
anticipating.a type of poetic technique many years before it
was *invented®!. Much of the discussion over whether or not

Thomas was a Surrealist29

might .be resolved by tracing the in-
fluence of the surrealistic type of Blakean imagery on Thomas,
something which we intend to do to some éxtént in this study.

We must now turn to the direct evidence of Thomas's borrow-

ing from Blake. 1In a short sfory of Thomas'!s titled "The Visitor"

there is a direct quotation from Blake's “"The Book of Thel‘.

The borrowed line is, "She read until the worm set ugcn the iilly's
leaf.”"” Before suggesting tﬁe_significance of the quotation, we
must briefiy_outline the story.

The central figure in the.story is a dying man haméd Peter-
who 1is-being attehded by a woman named Millicent (changed to
Rhianon in a léter draft) and visited by a very unusual ch?racter
named Callaghan. It is unclear at thé outset whether Peter is -
dead or dying, for we have these lines: "Millicent was atten-

dant on a dead man, and put the chipped edge of the cup to a

28Moynihan, p. 112.
29H. Treece, Dylan Thomas, Dog Among the Fairies, (London:
Ernest Benn Ltd., 1949), p. 22.
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dead lip. It could not be a heart that beat under the ribs."30
Then we are told that "Millicent had cut open his chest with
a book;knife, torn out the heart, put in the cldck." But as
Peter lies in bed, he thinks "People will say, *!There walksvﬁﬁe
ghost of Peter, a poet, who was dead for years before they buried
hinf. " Peter cannot believe that after each night and its sleep-
ing "life would sprout up again like a flower through a coffin'é
cracks."

We learn that someone Peter loved very much (his Wife Mary)
has died. "His child killed her in her womb." Here we have a
faint echo of the "Thel" motif of the unborn soul. There is
considerable crucifixion imagery ﬁresent as well,-which-is in-
teresting in that it anticipates the crucifixion imagery in the
"Altar-wise by Owl-Light" sonnet sequence, to be discussed later.
Peter remarks, speaking of Millicent, "Such a woman with cool
and coméetent fingers that touched on the holes ;ike ten bless-
ings, washed the body after it had been takén»ffom the tree.”
This remark is an obvious allusion to the Crucifixzion of Christ
at the moment of Christ's death while the Mary becomes his wife
and the mother of Christ and Mary'Mégdalene. It is significant
that‘Thomas is emphasizing the crucified Christ, réthervthan the
risen Christ which is given eﬁphasis in later poems such as
~"Vision and Prayer". The above quofed”remark from the étdry
suggests a subliminai Christ which quickly becomes a central

figure even in Thomas!s early poems.

3OD. Thomaé, Best Short Stories-1935, (London: Jonathan
Cape, 1935), p. 206.
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Peter thén asks Millicent to réad to him, and af this point
in the story Callaghan appears and asks Peter where they shall
go tonight. Callaghan picks Peter up and, both naked, races
- through the night. . Peter asks why they are naked and Callaghan
replies "Are we naked? - We have our bones and our organs, our
skin and ourAflesh. There is a ribbon of blbod tied in your
haif. You have a cloth of veins around your thighs." These

lines are significant in that they are Blakean in their imagery,

recalling “The Book of Urizeh” for example; more important, the
lines are Blakean in the sense that they imply a similar world
view. Blaké's figures are often naked because of his belief
that body. and soul are one,'heﬁce a.glorious body means a glor-
iols soul. Here we have Thomas writing that the characterslin
his story are *clothed! in their bodies, suggesting that the
soul radiates through the body and'is part of it. Just how
Blakean Thomas's ideas are here may be gathered from the fbllgw;
ing: FitzGibbon, explaining about Thomas's general disregard
for material possessions, writes "The outer display was only é
manifestation, like cléthiné, of the inner reality. And he,waé
beginning to reaiize, even as early as 1936 if not befo;e, that

this was true of poetry too. Adventures In the Skin Trade was

envisaged as the story of a man who peels off layer after layer
of what lies without until at last only the naked maﬁ is left,
the truth established, the absolute achieved."(p. 206) The
reader can see how directly thié applies to the story under dis-
cussion. The source of this idea is Blakeap, we argue, in the

sense it postulates a unity of body and spirit; if one peels. off
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all extraneous matter and still has left the person himself,

then what is peeled off is not the real self.

The extent of Thomas!s debt to Blake for this idea may be
judged from Harold'Bloom's comments on a passage of Milton.
Bloom writes,

If there is a single central image in Milton, it

is the garment, from the weavings of Enitharmont's

looms... The whole of Milton's heroic testimony

is concentrated in this-multiple image, for the’

garment that must be put off is revealed as only

an "Incrustation over my Immortal Spirit," to be

cleansed from every human face by self-examination.

To cast off the false garment is to become free...(P. 358.)

Mr. Munro remarks of Thomas, "His peculiaf cast of vision
recalls Blake and to a lesser degree Hdpkins; the former in

substance, the latter chiefly in language'.'3l In what is a descrip=

tion of creation, from “The Book of Urizen', we notice how Blake
handles similar images:

'In;a horrible, dreamful slumber,

Like the linked infernal chain,

A vast spine writhed in torment

Upon the winds, shooting pain'd

Ribs, 1like a bending cavern;

And bones of solidness froze

Over all the nerves of joy.32
The image in Blake is grander and much more powerful; however
the visual representation of thought in the case of each poet is
similar. In "The Book of Urizen" Blake is dealing with the prob-.

lem of how life and consciousness-spring out of a deéd world;

this is one of Thomas's concerns in "The Visitor". Thomas was
J

3lc. Munro, Thesis, U. B. C., 1962, p. 55.
32Keynes, ed., Blake'’s Poetry .and Prose, (London: The None-
such Library, 1961), p. 225.°
All subsequent quotations in this thesis will be from
this edition. / -
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in his "womb-tomb period", as many ¢ritics put it, during the
time of this story and this theme.is evident in the story. Fur-
ther we find that one of Thomas's favorite images in his earlier
poetry is what we term the anatomical image. Callaghan carries
Peter to Jarvis Valley and there, as ghost-like figures, they
witness a regenefative nightmare as they see animals‘die, sink
into’the earth{ become dust, and then "flowers shot but of the
dead and the biades and the -roots were doubled in their power.".
There is certainly'something of B;ake here in his concept of
birth into this life being a dying from a higher plane of exis-
tence, whilé dying in the world of Géneration is birth into the
world of Eternity. This early story of Thomas's shows his firm
grasp of this Blakean idea, although, he does not employ Blékean
‘symbols in which to express it. As daWn approaches, Callaghan'
rﬁshes Peter back home before the cock crows. The story ends
with Pete;uback in be& calling for Millicent to come and hold
his hand; Millicent enters and Peter asks "Why are you putting
the sheet over mylface?" |

The significance of the story for us is that it seems to
be the Thel theme worked~ou£ in pfose rather than poetry. Thel
feared descendiné into life through death, while Peter fears to
descend into death, to pass through'Beulah and into Eden. Frye,
explaining 'Thel*, comments: "But as, according to Blake, nothing
achieves reality without going through physical existence, the
descent must be made (ihto Generation). .The failure to make

this descent is the theme of Thel. "Thel:is an imaginative seed;
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she could be any form of embryonic life, £from a‘hﬁméﬁ'béby to

an artist's inspiration, and her tragedy could be anything from
a miscarriage to a lost vision.“33'Peter's wife, we recall, died
becéuse of complications during’childbirth, while Peter seeﬁs

to be a poet with a still-born vision.

In a later version of "The Visitor" appearing in Adventures

in the Skin Trade, Thomas quotes three complete lines from "The

Book of Thel” beginning "Ah?! gentle may I lay me down..."; these

are.the last three 1ines of the-second stanza of the pOem. When
Thomas writes, "She read on until the worm sat 6n the‘Lilly's
leaf", he means that Rhianon, in the‘earlier version, read to
Peter until she reached this point in Thomas's poem whiéh ocdgrs
at the end of part II of the poem. The significance of this is
that Thomas must have known the poem extremely well to employ
it in the fashion that he did. |

A further point to note here is that both "The Visitor"
and “"Thel® are pfoducts of an early period in the canon of
each author's work. We see these two poets struggling with a
similar theme in their early works as they move toward a compre-
hension of their regpective world views.

"The Visitor" might or could have been written at the same
time as the "Altar-wise by Owl—Light" sonnet sequence, forHThomas
was twenty¥one when he wrotebTHe Sonnets (Milton was twenty-one

as well when he wrote *The Nativity Ode', an wobservation which

is not irrelevant) and "The Visitor" was published in Best Short

Stories-1935. We mention this because both pieces cocntain many

33

N. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p.A233.
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similar themes and images which we will referAback>to when dis-~
cussiﬁg The Sonnets. The similarity in imagery that we have
in mind might be illustrated by the foliowing lines from "Sonnet
VIII" of the Sonnet -sequence:

This was the crucifixion on the mountain,

Time's nerve in vinegar, the gallow grave

As tarred with blood=as the bright thorns I wept-

The world!s my wound, God!s Mary in her grief,
These lines, it seems to us, express very well Peter's position
in "The Visitor"; we recall that Petert's dead wife's name was
Mary as well.

Thomas®s poem "Before I Knocked" contains another example
of his direct borrowing from Blake. Heré Thomas uses the name
of one of Blake% characters, Mnetha, from "Tiriel”. Thomas?!s
lines are:

Before I'knockedfaﬁd flesh let enter,

With liquid hands tapped on the wWomb,

I who was shapeless as the water

That shaped the Jordan near my home

Was brother to Mnetha'®s daughter

And sister to the fathering worm. -
Mnetha brings us back . to the question of literary borrowing which
has been discussed earlier. Whén poets deliberatelyiborrow as
in this case c¢f Thomas, they are working within a tradition given
great respectabilify by the comments of T. S. Eliot quoted ear-
lier. Thomas, when he consciously borrows from Blake here, would
be aware of the well established tradition to which he is con-
forming.

Thomas's use of the name Mnetha is evidence that he had

read into Blake'!s minor prophecies at least and, as our argument

shows, Thomas read the major prophecies as well. Mnetha in-"Tiriel"
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is the aged nurse of Har and Heva; Frye explains:

But "Tirdel" is so obviously\the complement to

"The Book of Thel"...that some consideration of

it belongs here. Thel fails to achieve physical

existence in infancy and Tiriel fails to achieve

spiritual existence in senility.34 -
"Thel' ends with a shriek from the virgin as she refusés to
enter the world of Generation, and so chooses to retreat into
the Vales of"Hér; Tiriel wanders into the Vales of Har as weil
and |

Har and Heva, like two children, éat beneath the Oaks

Mnetha, now aged, waited on them and brought them

food and clothing.35_ :
Démon coﬁméﬁts that "Tiriel" is an eérly version of 'The Book
of ﬁrizen? and he goes on to explain that Har and HeQa'"symbo—
lize‘poetry and'painting in a degraded state while the name
Mnetha is almost an anagram of Athena. She represents the in-
telligence which preserves poetry and painting, though she does
-not understand them well enough to know their degradation.”36
Now this comment by Damon throws a very interesting iight on
Thomas's meaning, particularly when we have evidence that Thomas
did read Damonfs comments on Blake. Frye remarks that "Tiriel,
as an indiyidual, is a man who has spent ﬁis entire life trying
to domineer over others and estébl;sh a reign of terror founded
on moral virtuet! Frye explains, treating the poem at its nérra—
tive 1eyelh that Har and Heva "are a couple éf ﬁideous imbeciles,

senile children, eternally old..?37. Both Damon and -Frye, then,

essentially agree on the meaning of the poem, for we can see that

34N. Fryve, Fearful Symmetry, p. 241.

35y. Blake, Works, Ed. G. Keynes, p. 151.

36Damon, William Blake, His Philosophy and Symbols, (Mass:
Peter Smith, 1958), p. 306. .

37N. Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 243.
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if‘Har and Heva symbolize poetry and painting-in a degradea
state as Damon suggests, then Frye is consistent when he sees
them as "imbeciles;,sehile children". Now to return to Thomas's
poem, we find that there is an area of agreement among critics
about the meaniné of "Before I Knocked"; Tindall remérks in

A Reader's Guide,

The speaker is an undifferentiated vital liquid
before it has assumed shape as sperm cell; yet this
blind mouth foresees. Foreknowledge of life and death
and man's condition is the theme of this poem. ...since
Christ is all men in one sense, especially, according
to poets, all %oets, this liquid mouth identifies it-
self with Him. 8 : .

Jacob Korg in his text states:

"Before I Knocked" has as its theme this inter-
locking of natural and spiritual worids... The speaker
of the poem, the unborn Jesus, begins by declaring his
kindship with the processes and elements of nature.

John Ackerman, while in essential agreement with the above com-
ments, adds further insights but fails to mention Mnetha at all
.or Blake. He says, in part:

In this poem Thomas. characteristically identifies

man with Christ, a device related to the seventeenth-
century poets?! use of Christian mythology and symbol.
...By assuming this identity, Thomas in his early
poems is seeking to define the relation between imme-
diate reality and archetypal religious symbols...

Here (the poem) the poet is speaking of existence be-
fore it takes the form of human life. Thomas assumes,
as so often, the role of ambassador: here, an ambas-
sador between the life that begins with conception in
the womb and previous existence in nature. He sees
all life as part of an organic whole; existence is a
unity which is broken when life is conceived, but to
which the body returns at death. ...Here Thomas speaks
in the person of Christ, who, in terms of the Virgin
Birth was in a real sense born of the flesh and ghost.40

38Tinda11; A Reader's Guide, p. 36.

J. Korg, Dylan Thomas, (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc.,

1965), p. 58. - ' | :

40J." Ackerman, Dylan Thomas, His Life and Work, (London:
Oxford U. Press, 1964), pp. 46-47.
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We have quoted Mr. Ackerman at length here becausé his comments
are valuable énd his explanation éf thé poem, without apparently
his being aware of it, makes the poem Blakean in concept. Here |
we have Thomas expressing Blake's idea of the four levels of
existence, death being a type of life while being born into
existence (Generation) becomes a kind of death. We suggest,
knowing how famiiiar Thomas was with Blake's poetry and Damon's
discussion of Blake; that Thomas was purposely using ideas he
had learned ffom Bléke in this poem.

That the speaker in the first part of the poém}is Christ
is made clear by tﬁe'lines: "Long breath that'carried to my
father/ The message of his dying Christ." The poem is, as well,
rich in images quite original with Thomas such as "The rack of
dreams my 1lily bones" suggesting Christ suffering on the cross
as well as his purity and his conception as the 1lily. The ex-
pression "1lily bones" carries with it the meaning of delicacy
and fragility as well as a perennial quality. This is merely
one example of Thomas's first-rate use of richly associative
words, which }s, of course, bne of the dqualities of all great
poetry.

But we must return to the problem of Mnetha. What do the
lines "Was brother to Mnetha®s daughter/ Apd sister to fhe fath- .
ering worm" mean in Thomas's poem and what, if anything, is the
relation fo Blakefs poem from which the name Mnetha comes? Of
the many critics of Thomas, Tindall gives us the most satis-
factory explanation:

*Mnetha' puzzling William Empson, is from Blake's
"Tiriel", a prophetic book. An old nurse, Mnetha,
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serves as mother to senile Heva. Being brother

to Mnetha's "daughter" unites senility and youth.

Since Mnetha seems a combination of Athena and

Memory, her daughter could serve as Muse of poetry.

That our speaking liquid is not only her brother

but father®s sister indicates the androgynous state

of vital fluid before sperm fixes_sex.4?
Now if we go back to Damon for a moment and»remember that
Mnetha could represent an intelligence that pfeserves the arts
although that same intelligenée doesn't fully understand them,
then Thomas may mean, not denying the idea of the androgynous
state, that Christ becomes the embodiment of the visionary
principle and the custodian of it. He is brother because he
is male; Mnetha suggests as well the futility of the custody
because Mnétha~did not have a daughter; if one is brother to
nothing one must be nothing himself. More simply, Thomas may
mean that Christ, as a source of artistic endeavour as a prophet
and visionary, is only dimly aware of this as one of his func-
tions. We must remember here as well that religious belief
often replaces aft in a person's code of values. If one sees
one's duty as to love, serve and know God, art as a central
concern may or can be dispeﬁsed with. Or again; beéause Christ
was "brofher to.Mnetha‘s daﬁghter" he contains within himself
the source of inspiration, redgeneration and so becomes, in a
sense, a source of artistic inspiration, yet this is not his
primary role on earth.

The spéaker in the poem is "...sister ‘to the fathering

worm" in the sense that Christ is the asexual source of life;

this idea seems to work if we see the worm as phallic, which it

41Tindall, A Reader!s Gulde, p. 37.
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very often is in Thomas. It could as well be the destructive

worm of the grave, for Christ taught eternal life only thrbugh
death. The worm image must'hot:belneglected,iasﬁitiiggimportént
"in'understandiﬁg Thomas as well as in appreciating his similar-
ity to Blake, for the poems of both poets are full of worms

and serpents. Thomas's worm here anticipates the "crooked worm"
of "Thé Force That Through the Green Fuse Drives the Flower),
where we find that the "crooked worm" comes directly ffom Blake's
destructive worm in "The Sick Rose". | ‘

There are many critics who make no mention of Mnetha in
4Thomas‘s poem or simply prefer not to discuss the name. Mr.
Munrb, in his thesis, seems to be unaware of.the source or the
importance of the name in the poem., He dpes quote Olsgn’about
the line containing the name Mnetha; Olsen seems to be edqually
unaware of the source... Olsen writes, "He (Thomas) is merely
saying that Jesus, as yet unconceived,'was utterly formliess
~and had every and no relation to everything and evefybody."42
An additional and impdrtant meaning to the poem is added with
the knowledge of the source of Thomas's borrowing, becaﬁse this
awarenéss throws the emphasis on the importance of art in the
life of éli men. | |

Blake's_"Tiriel” belongs to a group of poems which Frye
calls the Ofc cycle and which are'all visions of tragedy'and

failure; one of. this group is The Book of Urizen. Much of the

imagery employed by Thomas in his early poems which are con-
cerned with mortality and death is very Urizenic in impaét and

intention. In the poem under discussion, there are threatening

42E. Olsen, The Poetry of Dylan Thomas, (Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1954), p. 99. :
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Urizenic images in such phrases as "The leaden stars, the rainy
hammer" Which thebreader associates with gloom and destrucﬁion,
implying a threat to man's imagination. For Thomas, in his
early foems at least, as for Blake,istarskare usualiy sinister.
‘These images in Tﬁomas’s early poems become Urizenic in
méaning ana, we can be fairly certain, haviﬁg established Thomas's
debt to'BlaKe, in origin as well. Almost at random, lines~from
Urizen may be selected for the purpose of comparison:

For Eternity stood wide apart,
As the stars are apart from the earth.

The Eternal Prophet heav'd the dark bellows,
And turn®d restless tongs, and the hammer
Incessant beat, forging chains new and new,
Numbering with links hours, days and years.

A time passed over: the Eternals

Began to erect the tent

.When Enitharmon, sick,

. FPelt a Worm within her Womb.
Notice that in Blake we have the threatening stars and the ham-
mer which forges the chains to bind the creative forces'iﬁ man.
Blake's line, "Felt a Worm within her Womb", (a worm which be-
comes a serpent) has distinct echoes in Thomas's "I smelt the
maggot in my stool." The woermaggot—serpent imaéevis, as we

will see, a persistent one in both poets. That Thomas was attrac-

ted to The Book of Urizen is not surprising when we remember how

often Thomas must havé felt bound by the chains of Urizen pre-
veﬁting him from exefcising his creative forces to their ful-
lest extent, for the Urizenic aspects of Thomas's sociéty very
often fruétrated the Los within him. . The extent to which Thomas
had absorbed Blake's Urizenic imagery may be judged from the

following quotation from a letter of his to Pamela H. Johnsonr
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Thomas writes "Therefore the description of a thought or action-
however abstruse it may be- can be beaten home by bringing it
onto a physicalvlevel. Every idea, -intuitive or intelleétual,
can be imaged and translated in terms of the body, its flesh,
skin, blood, sinews, veins, glands, organs, cells, or senses."
(p. 296,AFitzGibbon) Whét Thomas has described is Blakean in

the extreme as an examination of The Book of Urizen will show.

Blake created a whole race to house and express his ideas and
. Thomas, in his»attempt to ‘express his ideas in physical terms,
was moving -in the same direction.

The meaning of "Befoie I Knocked" can be stated as follows:
the speaker is an unformed vital liquid before it has assumed
shape as a sperm cell. As Tindall says, foreknowledge of life
and .death and man's condition is the theme of this poem. Through

" Christ, death is engendered in the poem as it is in any beget-
ting, hence the greatiword 'doublecrossed!' in the last line of
the poem.43 Now if we examine the meaning of Urizen we will be
able to establish an interesting 1link bétween the two poems here.

Damon, diécussing the meaning of Urizen, writes:

It deals with the problem of evil, which is the prob-

lem of Creation. (or the Fall). It must be interpreted

in two ways: £first as appearing in the creation of

the world, about 4004 B.C.; and secondly, as recurring

in the life of every man. The Macrocosm is repeated in

the Microcosm. The Fall from Eternity into .Matter is

mirrored as the Fall from Innocence into Experience.

'ihomas, whose metaphors throughout 18 Poems carry with them this

idea of Macrocosm mirrored in Microcosm, could well again have

43Tindall, A Reader'!'s Guide, p. 37
44pamon, p. 116.
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been given the initial idea from a reading of Blake and Damon.
Even the title of certain of his early poems carries with it
this metaphor; such a title as "A Process in the Weather of the
Heart" is as good an example as any; But to return to the re-
lation between the two poems, the connection is this: Christ's
birth was a fall from innocence into experience.with the pur-
pose of man’s redemption in mind. If we see the poem in this
light then Blake's meaning aﬁd Thomas®s meaning are similar.

The cumulative effect of the imagery in the poembUrizenuis to
give the reader a sense of limits, bounds and geometrical shape
to what was first described as chaos and void. This, of course,
is the effect Blake wished to achieve, for the Creation is seen
in Blake's myth as a‘means of giving limits to the Fall; it is
an act of mercy jﬁst as Christ's descent into this world in
"Before I Knocked" becomes aﬁ act of mercy. toward man, includ-
ing Thomas. Thomas, who shows consistent interest in Christ
throughout his poems, sees in Christ the incafnation of the
artistic creative principle linked with the redeemer and, most
important, for Thomas man can be redeemed*through aft. If Urizen
deals with the problem of evil in the world which was a result
of the Creation then "Beforé I Knocked" is an attempt to answer
the question posed by Urizen. So we see that Thomas's relation
to Blake becomés more and‘more intimate as we continue oﬁr exam-—
ination. Further, knowing that Thomas read Thel, we are tempted
to see Christ ‘in "Before I Knocked" completing the action begun
by Thel. Thel refused to be born into Genefation so that she
might achieve eternity; Christ is willing to make the descent

‘knowing that his action can mean eternity for all men.
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While we do not have incontrovertible evidence that Thomas

actually read The Book of Urizen, we do mean to suggest that
through Thomas?!s choice of imagés as well as his meaning in
"Before I Knocked" coupled with his preoccupations in 18 Poems
we have strong circumstantial evidence that Thomas was familiar

with this poem of Blake's.

Jacob Korg, discussing possible influences on Thomas, writes:

The most significént name on this list, as

Thomas implicity acknowledges, and his critics

have often pointed out, 1is that of Blake. Thomas

shared with Blake an hallucinatory commitment to

the concreteness of what he imagined, and the sort

of cosmic awareness that generates myth. Though

Thomas's cosmos is far more fragmentary than the

one found in Blake's prophetic books, it has some

of the same energies, gigantic deities, and above

all, the same !fearful symmetry! of balanced pat-

terns formed by oppcsing forces.
While this is a very useful comment for'our argument, we cannot
agree with Mr. Korg's use of the word 'hallucinatory® because
the word carries with it a distinct pejorative flavor. The
usual definition of the word might run "perception of objects
with no reality... arising from disorder of the nervous system.
This.is exactly the sort of statement that would infuriate both
poets. For both Blake and Thomas, their mythic conceptions,
their metaphors, their images were 'real’ in every serise of the
word. All poets deal ih the concreteness of what they imagine
because this is the source of the artistic image. The only way

that Blake, Thomas, Shakespeare... can deal with the universé

about them is to see it in concrete terms. Metaphor is at the

457. Korg, Dylan Thomas, p. 180. . ,
46Webster's Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary, (Springfield,
Mass: G.&C. Merriam Co., 1963), p. 375.
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centre of all poetry and the great gift of metaphor is that it
makes the-abstracf concrete so that we see the meaning. Blake's
great figures and forms, while they are abstractions made con-
crete, do exist and are not hallucinations. The artist cannot,
by his nature, deal in the abstract (Blake is not alone in being
unable to tolerate a dead universe), so, of course, both Blake
‘and Thomas believed in the concreteness of what they imagined.

Frye makes an interesting comment in this regard about The

Book of Urizen-s

When we read that Los attempts to embrace Enitharmon

but that she is jealous and goes over to the embraces

of Urizen, it is neither very helpful nor very inter-

esting to translate that as: 'Time or Prophecy attempts

to overcome space but Space falls under the domination

of Reason'. Continuous translation of poetic images

into a series of moral and philosophical concepts is

what usually passes for the explanation of allegory.

Now a construction of a poem in abstract nouns is not

necessarily a false interpretation of part of the

meaning. Butilis a translation, which means that it

assumes the reader's ignorance of the originalilanguage.47
Frye's point is central here for we must always remember that
the poem is a totality of sound, image and sense which are in-
cluded in its total form. Mr. Korg is beiﬁg exceedingly myopic
if he means to censure Blake and Thomas for believing in the
literalness of their universe. In fact Thomas has often insisted
that his poems be taken literally and he meant'just that; one
must deal with the poem as a series of concrete images and not

translate the images into the abstractions that they might

represent.
A point in Mr. Korg's favor is his statement that Thomas's

cosmos "has some of the same energies, gigantic deities, and,

47Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 185.
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abdve.all; the same fearful symmetry" as the cosmos of Blake.
We will encounter many similar energies and deities when we
compare Thomas?s "Altar-wise by Owl-Light" sonnet sequence with
Blake's Four Zoas. That Thomas used Blake's ideas and concepts
throughout his poetry even to the conception of an Albion-like
sleeping human form in "The White Giant;s Thigh", a late poem
of Thomas's, will become clear.as we examine his poems;

At this point in our study we have. accumulated ample direct
evidence that Thomas read Blake and understood him. When we are
comparing two poets, we must consider other things as well. We
must examine such things as similarities in tone, point of view,
and preoccupations>with certain themes as well as total vision,
cpmpletely achieved or only partially,as in the case 6f Thomas.
We must not neglect the very great differences between the two
poets as well. Certainly Blake seems to have had no influence
on Thomas's syntax, but we can discover how he influenced him
in his use of-imagery and metaphor.

In relation to similarities, we have seen then that Blake
and Thomas see the universe in somewhat similar terms;‘they both
interpret the exterﬁal WOrld in terms of human anatomical imagery
which ultimately leads to a cOmﬁlefely subjective world view.

We have seen as well that they are éoncerned with similar prob-
lems: the problem of man's fall and his'redemption through
Christ, the interlinking of birth and death, destruction and
creation and the concept of childhood innocence and adult experi-
ence. We have pointed out as well thét both poets see a unity

of personal existence in:the sense that man dies from Eternity
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into this world (the world of Generation) while death in the
wor;d of Generation is birth into Eternity. This concept is
explicit in the poems of both poets.

As we are primarily.concerned at the moment with_evidénce

of Blake's influence on Thomas, we might examine Ralph Maud's

»book-Entrances-to Dylan Thomas!s Poetry. Maud tells us that,

Answering some questions in 1951, Thomas recalled

what first led him to love language and want to

work in it and for it: ‘"nursery rhymes and folk

tales, the scottish ballads, a few lines of hymns,

the most famous Bible stories and the rhythms of

the Bible, Blake'l's "Songs of Innocence" and the

quite incomprehensible magical majesty and nonsense

on Shakespeare read,heard, and near-murdered in the

first forms of myxschool.48
Shortly after this, Maud remarks,

The question of source is worth taking up because

the negative answer supports what we instinctively

feel about Thomas's poems; they are new and unidque,

that no one ever wrote poems like this before, and

that readers of Thomas have to begin without pre-

conceptions.
Now, while we are in essential agreement with Professor Maud's
statement above, we must insist that although Thomas's poems
were '"mew and unique" they are, as we have been showing, firmly
related to the great tradition of English poetry and firmly re-
lated through William Blake as we have demonstrated. To return
to an earlier point for a moment, we will see that what liter-
ary borrowing and literary allusion does do is preserve a vital
historical continuity-from writer to writer and age to age. When

we come to discuss Thomas's marriage poems we will find that

Thomas's concept of married love, gained in part through Blaké,

48R. Maud,-Entranées,‘p. 2.
491bid., p. 4. ‘
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can be, din turn, related to the Miltonic concept.of'sexualrlove
and married love. ~Once the iinkgbetween one poet and anothef

is established, an understanding of the earlier poet will clarify
the meaning of the later poet.

Méud himself uses two quotations from Blake to introduce
chapters in his book on Thomas.. He introduces'Chaptet one” with
a quotation from a letter of Blake's to Rev. Trusler: "The
wisest Qf the Ancients considered what is not too explicit as
the fittest for instruction, because it rouses the faculties to
act." This statement fits both poets so well that the reason
fnr Maud's choice is obvious. Neither-Blake nor Thomas was ex-—
plicit if explicit means easy or redquiring no effort, but both
poets aré capable of rousing~the faculties to act in trying to
understand the poetry with considerable réwards resulting from
such action. Maud uses a second quotation from Blake, the title
page of Milton, "Book Two“;."Contraries aré‘Positives."

To return to our immediate problem here, we can find fur-
ther direct evidence of Blake's influence on Thomas's imagery

in Thomas®s poem "I See the Boys of Summer", the first poem in

Collected Poems. The following three lines from the second
stanza bear examination:

‘There in the sun the frigid threads

Of doubt and dark they feed their nerves;

The signal moon is zero in their voids.
While we are primarily concerned With-the_images‘inmthe lines,
we might first suggest what the lines mean in terms of abstract
concepts,‘Professor Frye notwithstanding. The theme of the

poem is similar to "Before I Knocked". Without working to a

tedious degree of explication, let us agree that the theme is
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one of Sterility and lack of fulfillment. Such words as ‘ruin?,
‘barren?!, 'freeze the soils!, *'winter floods', 'moon is zero!?,
all suggest the theme even before the poem is closely examined.
Maud remarks about this poem,
Any attempt to justify the ways of God to man,

even one by so young a poet as Thomas at the time

this poem was written is interesting. What Milton

wanted to justify, and what Thomas here faces, is,

in its simplest terms, the existence of death.

Tindall says of the same poemn,

Man's .condition and his fate emerge as theme; but
verbal play and gaiety of language prove life good,
however bad. Whatever our fate, poetry is £fun, and
this poem proves it by example.

Probably these boys are all men- in their aspects
of sperm cells, embryos, and adolescents. That.
they are also Welshmen, driven from mine, factory,
and home by the depression of 1931 (the year Thomas -
left school) and ruined in London, is not altogether
unlikely. These boys are victims of time. Temporal
process suggested by sun and moon, is established in
four stanzas by the four seasonsS autumn, winter,
spring and summer in this order.
We see that working from images a fairly consistent meaning from
the poem can be established. We notice how Thomas in his early
poems attempts to convey his ideas through the direct use of
images which carry the meaning. An interesting difference be-
tween this poem and Urizen, with which we wish to draw certain
comparisons, is that Thomas allows his images to carry the mean-
ing of the poem so that the images themselves become, in fact,
the narrative, while Blake constructs an exciting narrative in
the more traditional sense of the word; that is, the movement
of Blake's narrative is traditional, certainly not the indivi-

duals within it. Both poets, Blake to a far greater extent,

finally create a type of dramatis personae for their poems.

50
Maud, p. 19

5lTindall, A Reader's Guide, p. 29.
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The difference as far as effect is concerned is that with’
Thomas we must discuss the poem at the .level of image and puzZlé
over the narrative at which it hints, while with Blaké we can
usually discuss the characters such as Urizen, Enitharmon, Los
and often follow the action without too much difficulty. What
it all means is quite another dquestion. We might describe both
Blake's and Thomas®s method with a line from Miitoh, "Book The
Second: "There is a place where Contrarieties are equally
True."

| Notice the number of contraries that Thomas has set up in
his poem. The worm becomes a maggot (from,the phallic worm -to
the burial worm); summer...freeze; winter...heat; sour..;honey;
birth...death; deserts...tides. There are, of course, many more
- contraries which Thomas has chosen towork out his theme. We
might compare whole lines such as "A muscling life from lovers
in theirAcramp," and "Here love's damp muscle dries and dies."”
These two lines suggest more of a result £han a contrary. The
'cramé' could be the position of love and the muscle is the
phallic muscle so we realizé that Thomas is describing one of
his favorité ideas which is that the act of creatihg life is a
kind of death and that the birth of.a child is the beginning of
the death of the parents. We are not so taken with the unique-
ness of the idea, for of course it isn't unique,as we are with
the manner in which Thdﬁas expresses his idea.

Moynihan sees this poem as an encounter poem which attempts
td examine the human predicaﬁent; through these encounters Thomas,

Moynihan argues, was attempting to discover for himself his own
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God, having. rejected the God of tradition.52

The encounter

in the poem is between youth and age, criticism and rebellion.
Comparing Blake'!s Urizen to this poem, we find similarities in
image and theme. Blaké tells us that

A void immense, wild, dark and deep,

Where nothing was: Naturels wide womb;

And self balanc'd, stretch'd oler the void,

These lines of Blake carry a similar intention to those of
Thomas in the sense that they too are expressing concepts of
sterility, lack of fulfillment and death. Both poems involve
concepts of revolt and struggle between yoqth and age, reason
and pas$ion and both poems involve themselves in part with
sexual iﬁages. In Thomas the sexual-qﬁestion faised is to be
understood literally, while ianlake the sexual passage is a
metaphoric expression 6f something else.

The lines in "I See the Boys of Summgr"'which carry the
idea of masturbation and/or homosexuality are the following:
"The jacks of frost they finger in the hives;" and "Divide the
night.and day with fairy thumbs;"...Whatever meaning one wishes
to impose on such lines, whether it is Tindall®s who remarks,

Playing with words (Jack Frost) and with themselves,

they finger 'jacks of frost!. As the honey-boiling

womb holds curdling, frost death, so the penis:

and

As adolescents, they try *‘fairy thumbs!. Such sug-
gestions of masturbation and homosexuality, noted
by most commentators, serve the theme of sterility
and death.>%

52Moynihan, p. 182,
53rindall, p. 29.
541bid., p. 2%
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or whether we see it as does Jacob Korg,

What the children are doing as they *Split up the

brawned womb!s weathers/ Divide the night and day

with fairy thumbs," is analoguous to the destruc-

tive work of Blake'!s Urizen: "Times on times he

divided and measur'd/ Space by space in his nine-

fold darkness."55
we argue that the sexual images used by Blake in Urizen offer
a type of analoguous meaning. In"“Chapter vi¥of Urizen we have
the following lines:

Eternity shudder'd when they saw

Man begetting his likeness

On his own divided image.

A time passed over: the Eternals

Began to erect the tent, oo

When Enitharmon, sick,

Felt a Worm within hér Womb

What Blake's passage means or can mean is that the union
of poetry with pity produces revolt and what the lines of Thomas
with the sexual allusions might mean is that one must not tam-
per with natural processes and change, that one cannot fix time
at the moment of pleasure. One cannot help but recall Thomas's
early life in London when reading the above gloss on Blake's
lines. If we see Thomas as poetry, then when he received pity
and adulation,she revolted from this type of treatment often in-
cluding excessive drinking as part of this revolt. In Thomas's
life and in the poem under discussion, we see that any altera-
tion of natural processes will have a destructive effect on thé
entire natural process.

Urizen is a type of Selfhood who worships his own desires

and sees Creation as still;in‘a state of chaos which he must

bring to order. So he attempts to restrict the universe with

55Korg,‘p. 65.
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limits and laws and, of course, restricts creativity in the

process. Blake did not beiieve that.reasdn_was evil in itself;
it was the domination of the reason over the spirit-of inspira-
tion that Blake feared. Blake, as‘be¢omes evidént in "Visions

of the Daughters of Albion”, also feared the rigidity of laws

which no lonéer fit the situation. These ideas are related in
two ways to Thomas. We cénnot help but think that if Thomas,
in his personal life, had been able to allow 'Urizen! to have
more dbminion over his emotions, Thomas'might héve lived longer.
Secondly, Thomas's poem "The Hand that Signed the Paper" is a
condemnation of all tyranny from the dictator to God. Like
Blake, Thomas detested tyranny in any form and in the last stanza
of his fine poem he ines us an image which is in fact somewhat
reminiscent Of Blaﬁe‘s "London". Thomas's lines are

The five kings count the dead but do not soften

The crusted wound nor stroke the brow;

A hand rules pity as a hand rules heaven;

Hands have no tears to flow.

The "five sovereign fingers" in Thomasis poém which“becéme
"The five kings" of the last stanza suggest Blake'’s use bf the
word 'chérter‘d' in the.first two lines of his famous'lyric.
The ijideas are identical or nearly so in the senseAthat the words
tVs.overeign‘ and charter?®d?® both imply dominion, control by law,
rights or privileges granted by authority. These concepfs were
repellent: to both Blake and Thomqs: Thqmas’s protest ajainst
the irresponsibility of the tyraﬁt S0 wéll expressed in "The

Hand that Signed the Paper" may have been prompted or influenced

by a recollection of Blake's Urizenic figure, for we must not
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forget that Thomas, about £his time, was reading Blake and
Damon's book on Blake. We see then Blake and Thomas working
oh broadly similar lines with the use of similar images to ex-
pfess these ideas.

Before leaving these two poems, we might comment on~the
frequent occurrence of the worm image in both. A pérsistept
image with both poets, the worm image, is uéed to expréss some-
what different ideas at different times with Blakeland with
‘Thomas. Ralph Maud has made a count of fhe occurrence of the
image in Thomas. - Maud cails 'worm® a process word, stating
that it occurs in no less that ten of 18 Poems, Thémas‘s first
published book. Thomas uses the word in many different ways:
a) charnel, b) parasitic, c¢) phallic, d) glowsworm, e) umbili-
cal cord, f) Satan. We could chronicle almost as many uses
for Blake. We have mentioned that "Enitharmon felt a worm in .
hexr womb" énd as "Night the Ninth" of Vala. ends one of the
Eternals speaks and says "Man is a worm..." The worm image
becomes an archetypal image in the definition of Nofthrop Frye
given earlier in the sense that it is a recurring image around
which certain concepts have grown.

An excellent example of an archetypal worm image used by
Thomas which can be traced directly to Blake is found in his
poem "The Force That‘Through the Green Fuse Drives the. Flower".
The pertinent stanzas are,

The force that through the green fuse drives the flower

Drives my green age; that blasts-the roots of trees

Is my destroyer. '

"And I am dumb to tell the crooked rose

My youth is bent by the same wintry fever.

And I am dumb to tell the lover's tomb
How at my sheet goes the same crooked worm.
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Both in imagery and in theme this poem of Thomas's apparently
has its origin in Blake'!s poem "The Sick Rose":
O Rose, thou art sick!
The invisiblée worm
That flies in the night,
In the howling storm
Has found out thy bed
- 0f crimson jovy,
And his dark secret love
Does thy 1life destroy,
We can move even closer to Blake'!s poem with Thomas if we exam-
ine an earlier draft of the poem which Ralph Maud quotes from
Thomas's August, -1933 Notebook. The earlier draft follows:
The force that through the green fuse drives the flower
Drives my green age; that blasts the roots of tregesr
Is my destroyer '
And I am dumb to tell the eaten rose
How at my sheet goes the same crooked worm,
And dumb to holla thunder to the skies
How at my cloths flies the same central storm.
Maud states that in this earlier draft we still have something
of Blake's howling storm in the !central storm'. He writes
"The worm is split from the *rose'; but Blake'$ image now spans
the poem and the connection is telling.“56 Maud's comment is
very valuable here because it assures us Thomas was reading
Blake and using Blake in his early poems as well in his later
ones. The image of the crooked worm that Thomas uses can really
be considered an example of direct borrowing rather than simply

influence. We can easily imagine Thomas reading and rereading

Innocence and Experience as he was working on his own poems.

Now Blake'!s superb lyric occurs fittingly in “Songs of

Experience¥, for the howling storm in the poem is a Blakean

56Maud, Entrances, p. 6%
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symbol for materialism. The meaning of the poem'is self-evi-
dent, yet because it is pure metaphor the penqmbra of meanings
cannot really be exhausted. The rose is an almost universal
symbol for human.iove whiie the worm, as we have seen in both
Blake and Thomas, is a symbol for the c@rruptiblé flesh. As
Damon comments,

Therefore this poem means then that Love is destroyed

by the concealment of sin or thé gnawings of conscience;

It means ultimately that love, which is of the spirit,

is corrupted by the flesh, in this age of Experience.

For the worm.cpmes only in the night of experience...
- We will find thaﬁ'in ihomas‘s marriage poems, "I Make This in a
" Warring Absence", "Into Your Lying Down Head" and "Ballad of the
Long-Legged Bait", the core idea in this lyric.of Blake'!s is
expanded and explored at great length. For just as Blake was
concerned with the problems of married love, so was Thomas.

Both:poets then use the worm image to represent the flesh,
and both poets employ the rose image as a symbol“ofAﬁuman love.
In "The Force" Thomas is concerned with the fact that dreation
and destruction are linked, that love which creates life also
is the sentence of death; these concerns and variations on them,
with few exceptions, make up the only themes of 18 Poems. In
the above poem the speaker sees that he is victim to the same
forces as are natural objects; The crooked rose of stanza one
has become the crooked worm of the last stanza. Blake‘s'metaphor

then spans the poem; the ménner in which it does is worth com-

ment because it points up a truth about the workings of metaphor.

57bamon, p. 281.
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'We have seen that the themes of both poems are similar:
life and death are natural processes or parts of a natural pro-
cess which links man with what surrounds him. In fact this
awareness on the part of the young poet, the continuity of nat-
ural processes, is whét leads to the conception of the microcosm-
macrocosm attitude. Thomas argues that if he is a continuous
aséect of nature and not in any way different in kind from
other natural objectsy then the same processes that occur in the
~external world must take place within his and everyone else's
body so he can write, describing the situatién in the mother
after thé birth of a poet, "When'the galactic sea was sucked/
- And all the dry seabed unlocked,"; the liné employs images from
the external world to describe a condition in the mother: the
dry seabed is a description of the womb after birth while, as
Tindall points out, "galactic" is a portmanteau word uniting
}the idea of galaxy and lactic. However let us return to the
crooked worm metaphor. To leave the explanation at the point
we did gives no credit to either poet. As Thomas once remarked
"You can say that God is love and Love is God and leave it at
that. Go out and play golf;" With this attitude one is hany;
many miles from " the valléy of its saying where execuﬁives/
Would never want to tamper..."58

Both poems involve grdwth-and corruption; we caﬁ see ‘that.
But the interesting thing is the way Thomas cantexﬁand an already

perfect metaphor, thanks to Blake. Being aware of the source

58W. H. Auden, Modern British Poetry, ed. L. Untermever,
(New York:. Harcourt, Brace & Co.), p. 441.
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of the image adds to the meaning of Thomas's poem from the
reader's point of view; being ignorant of the source does it
no harm. This test is, of ‘course, a central test of all good
poetry. A poem must be able to stand on its own two feet and
communicate to some extent with no additional props except that
of a sensitive reader. We began our discussion with the thesis
that literary borrowing and literary allusion are an essential
and inseparable aspect of all great literature and Thomas's
use of Blake's metaphor is further support of our thesis.

For Thomas as for Blake, the metaphor is the thing, it is
the idea so that in Thomas*s .poems we are often witness to a
furious struggle between the poet and the language. Thomas
 often seems to be attempting to burst the barrier of languége
completely (this is not the case in "The Force" however,where
he organized a finely controlled poem) by torturing and twist-
ing the syhtax; but the language resists, the metaphor survives
" and we are left with a glittering poem.

Professor FrYe has a worthwhile comment on Blake's use of
metaphor which could just as well be applied to Thomas:

Further, all things are identical with each

other. A man feels identical with himself at the

age of seven... This is the view of things that

can only be expressed poetically through metaphor.

The metaphor in its radical form is a statement

of identification: the hero is a 1lion;  this is

that; A is B. When the hero is metaphorically a

lion, he remains a hero and the lion remains a

lion. Hence a world'where everything is identical

with everything else is not a world of monotonous

uniformity, as a world where everything is like .
everything else would be.>9

59The Divine Vision, ed. De Sold Pinto, (LQndoni Victor
Gollanez, 1957), p. 107
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This stétement brings ﬁs back to what Thomas meant by the lit-
eral méaning of his poems and his view of the world. For
Thomas as for Blake, the metaphor is not merely a convenience,
a device to express what they méan; the metaphor'is, literailyf
what they mean. ."The Green Fuse" is just that; it is metaphor—
ically the flower; it is metaphorically the phailus; it is meta-
phorically the vascular system in the organism that carries the
life fluid. So when Thomas says that his poem must be read
literally, he means just that. What he means pérallels what
Frye‘means above. The metaphor is not a device, raisins added
to the bread, the metaphor is the poem and carries the meaning.
vViewing metaphor in this manner, we are rewarded with a multi-
plicity: of meanings for, as an example, notice the possibilities
in the last line of "The Force", "How at my sheet goes the Ssame
_crooked worm, " The sheet could be a winding sheet, a shroud,
a bed sheet; the worm in the same line could well be an earth
worm, coffin worm,Aand phallus as well as an archetypal echo of
the great worm in The Garden of Eden. With Thomas it is all
these things and more.

We must say more about Thomasfs world view but his famous
reply to a kind paraphrase of ﬁis first "Altarwise" sonnet by
- Dame Edith Sitwell gives us a valuable clue to how he did see
his world. Miss Sitwell's paraphrase of the lines "The atlas-
eéter with a jaw for news,/ Bit out the mandrake with to-morrow's
scream" brought the.following comment from Thomas:

(If) seems to me very vague. She says the

lines refer ©o "the violent speed ‘and the sensation-
loving, horror-loving craze of modern life." She
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doesn®t take the literal meaning: that a Qorld—

devouring ghost creature bit out the horror of

to-morrow from a gentleman'!s loins.
What finally occurs to us both about Thomas and Blake in re-
gard to how they see the external world is that the metaphors
and images that they employ to explain to us what and how they
see are not mefely a convenient method of explanation but they
are the world. The images and metaphors are what exist in the
external world. Further, this way of seeing existence comes,
we think, from seeing the universe in terms of man which brings
us to the concept of an Albion-type vision. The microcosm of
man does contain the-éame parts and the same ingrediénts as
the macrocosm. We must return at this point to the two poems
under discussion and leave our. final remarks aboﬁt Thoﬁas‘s
manner of viewing the world until we have examined more of his
poems.

| Both "The Force'" and "The Sick Rose" are structurélly su-

perb. "The Force" is one of Thomas's most tightly organized
poems in terms of structure. The poem consists of four stanzas
of five lines and a last couplet with.the end rhyme on the coup-
let depending on assonant sounds rather than on cbmplete rhyme.
The fi:st line of each stanza begins with 'The', while the last
line of the last four stanzas begins with 'How!. The second
‘line of the first three stanzas is stopped with a semi-colon
marking a distinct caesura ih the line. The stanza is stopped
at the end of the third line and then the fourth and fifth lines

form one thought with no punctuation at the end of the fourth

60Maud, p. 21.
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line. We notice as well thaf the stanza moves from a first
line of eleven syllables to a third line of four. This pat-
tern is repeated in the first four stanzas with no real end
rhyme but a great many assonant sounds echoing throughout the
poem. The dominant sound in the poem appears to be é variation
on the (o), (u), (ow), (oo) vowels which in turn form a regular
pattern throughout the poem; thére are eleven of these sounds
in the first stanza alone. What this type of analysis of a ,
poem proves 1is that Thomas was a meticulous craftsman_indeed.

Blake'!s structure in. "The Sick Rose" is simplier less or-
nate but just as meticulous. Blake uses two quatrains rhyming
a,éb, c, b, 4, e, £, e. Here wé have a very simple structure,
ﬁittingly, to carrxy the meaning of this perfect lyric. The
lsyllable_count varies between three, four, and five at the most.
A close examination of this poem is worthwhile because the deli-
cacy of the lyric bélies the careful structure.

There is a further similarity between the two poems as
well, other than that of theme and image. Thomas seems to have
borrowed something of Blake!s sound pattern from this poem as
well. '"The Sick Rose" givés us the foilowing sound variations:
from (o) to (ou) to (or) to (or) to (ou).to (oy). What we see
is that Thomas, like Blake, emploYed variations on the basic
vowel sound of *worm', and this series of sounds comﬁlements
the meaning of. the poem.

The entire canon of Thomas®s poetry (here we mean Collected
Poems, which Thomas tells us in his introduction contains all

the'poems he wished to preserve to the time of publication) abounds
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with Blakean borrowings, echoes and archetypes; we will see in
our next chapter that the voyage archetype which he could have
borrowed from Vala is used by Thomas in "The Altar-wise by Owl-
Light" sonnet sequeﬁce. At present we wish to examine more of
the 18 Poems for Blakean overtones.

"A Process in the Weather of ﬁhe Heart" has a similar theme
.to "I See the Boys of Summer" and "The Force that Through the
Green Fuse Drives the Flower". In "A érocess in the Weather of
the Heart" again Thomas depends on similarity of. sound rather
than conventional endhrhyme. We notice that the (o) sounds move
through 'tomb', !worm', ‘*womb!, ‘outf,‘bone', 'ghost! as they
do in "The Force". The structure of "A Process" as well is
somewhat similar to "The Force"‘in the organization of stanzas.
"A Processg' consists of five stanzas of varying iength and slight
variation in syllable count. And like "Thé Force;, each stanza.
begins with the same sentence structure: érticle, noun, prepo-
sitional phrase. The poem is balanced as well between contrar-
ies; it is almost as if, during this period, Thomas keeps remem-
bering Blake's line, "There is a place where contrarieties are
equally True;/ This place is called Beulah. It is a pleasant
lovely shadow. "6l Thomasy as it were, is anticipating a .-Beulah
existence, for he had not -even attained that at this point .in
his development. He is, as Maud suggests, still in the world
of process. Thomas's.world of process is a world for him where
light and dark, life and death, cold and warmth, all the con-

traries exist equally. He does not attain the moony rest of

6lBlake, Works, p. 415.
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Beulah uhtil his marriage poems and then this rest is continu-
ally disrupted by the Spectre of the Sinister Female Will as

is Milton in the opening passagés of Blake's Milton, but we will
reserve further comment on this until a later chapter. Let us
return to Thomas®s world of wa;ring contraries.

We notice in "A Process" such contraries balanced as "damp

to dry", "the golden shot"/ Storms in the freezing tomb", "Turns
night to day", "A process in the eye... blindness", "the fath-
omed sea... unangled land." And so the poem works its way to a

conclﬁsion. The theme, the processes that link man with his

outer world, is similar to the one Thomas has been working through-
out these poems. As we keep remarking, these external processes

in nature are not only reflected but reproduced in man's inner
world; the macrocosm, for Thomas and we believe for Blake, is
reproduced in the microcdésm. So we have Thomas using the word
*weather' to reflect mant's inner world.

"If I Were Tickled by the Rub of Love" is a poem that must
be examined briefly for its own excellence as well as for its
treatment, with a difference, of the "Thel" theme. Of this poem
Jacob Korg remarks:

Olsen, in his persuasive reading of this poem

in "The Poetry of Dylan Thomas" describes its speaker

as a "modern Hamlet" whose feelings about such funda-

mental aspects of life as birth, growth, love and

~death are agonizingly divided between desire and fear.

In the last stanza he decides to arm himself against

these doubts by limiting himself to the human and the

actual.

Similarities immediately apparent between the two poems,

Thel and "If I Were Tickled'", are that théy are both excellent

62J.‘Korg, D. Thomas, p. 69.
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examples of each poetls skill and that they are products of an
early period of poetic creativity. |

Discussing "The Visitor" we remarked that the theme of
Thel is the failure of a vision; it is the failure to achieve
fulfillment in this life whether it be maturity, adulthood or
some sort of creative failure. Thel feared to enter physical
existence which included disease, o0ld age and death and with-
4out entering physical existence she could not finally enter
paradise. Thel refuses to acgept the conditions of the real
world and this is essentially the question that Thomas is
wrestling with in "If I Were Tickled".

’The use of the rhetorical question in the structure of
"If I Were Tickléd" is reminiscent of Thel, for compare these
two lines, one from Thel and one from Thomas's poem:

Why a tender curb upon the youthful burning boy?

Why a little curtain of flesh on the bed of our desire?

And what's the rub? Deggh‘s feather on the nerve?

Your mouth, my love, the thistle in the kiss?
Here we see the similar use of the hortatory device, the device
of ‘asking the puzzling question which teases the reader to
search for an answer. The technique just mentioned, the use
of the riddle, makes both poets very fine gnomic poets; per-
haps Blake is the better gnomic poet of the two, although cer-
tainly Thomas shares this quality wiﬁh his master.

Returning to the two poems, we.notice és well that the
lines from Thel contain the phrase "a littlé curtain of flesh"
whlch reminds us of'Thomas‘s line in "A Process": "Pulls down

the shabby curtains of the skin". Although the image has been
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somewhat degraded in Thomas by his use of the two words !shabby!
and ‘Skin'.ih placé of flesh (this degradation,_incidentally,
seems purposeful on Thomas's part), the close similarity be-
tweeﬁ the two phrases, after what has beén established about
Blake's influence on Thomas, seems. more than a coincidenée.

Thomasts poem is a rich,.well—constructed'and completely
successful poem from any point of view. The suggestiveneSS~of
" his diction is at its best here with such words as 'tickled' -
and ‘rub’ which.cafry such a host of meénings. Tickled,.for
example, suggests both being physically sfimulated in aﬁ erotic
manner as well as being simply pleased as in the phrase .'tickled
pink!. The word *rub' is suggestive of even more meanings, all
of which appear to be valid in the poem; it suggests a gentle
tactile stimulation, -an impediment, an annoyvance, and a diffi-
culty; all of fhese chnotative‘meaningé of the WOrd seem to
WOIk‘Within thé éontext of the poem.

The speaker in the poem, not ﬁnlike Thel, appears to be an
undefined liquid; in the first three stanzas of the poem at
least; Beginning in the fourth stanza, the speaker becomes an
adolescent considerinq the terrors of adult life.. The second
stanza of the péem opens with the line QShall it be male or
female? say the fingers" suggesting, of course, -an undefined
state in the womb. This is followed by the line “Apd drop the
plum like fire'from tﬁe flesh". This line is very fine in its
.sound suggesting as it does in the word 'Plum® particularly, the
redness and heat of birth as well as the idea of purgation by

birth and fire.
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The speaker in "If I Were Tickled" works thfough a number
of fears which include sin (the apple), punishment (the flood),
-execution (the gallows), the demands of physical love (the
musciing—in of love) to eventually arrive at the conclusion
that. he, the speaker, unlike Thel, will risk entry into the
real world. We find in the last three stanzas that the speaker
has become an adolescent considering the promises and fears of
the real world, for‘he rematrks "This world is half the devil's
énd my own." .Thomas may mean here that although the world is
half evil, the other half very likely is holy as it beléngs to
God. Further, the speaker decides to risk entry into this evil
holy world when he remaiks "vaould be tickled by the rub that
is:/ Man be my metaphor."

The speakef means by the above line that he wishes to face
*ig!, to come to terms with reality and not, as did Thel, re-
treat back into a Beulah existence. The last four words of the
pdéﬁ, "Man be my metaphor", carry with them the miérocosm—maéro?
cosm concept which is so prevalent in Thomas's early poems and
which is'Biakean‘in the sense that it suggests that man, throughl
dynamic vision organizes his universe for himself and this uni-
verse must parallel man as an organism. Manibecomes the meta-
phor through which all of creation is artistically explaihed.

"If T Were Tickled" differs from Thel then in that Thel
gives a shriek and refQSes to enter the world of generation:
"Fled back unhindered till she came into the vales of Har." The
speaker in "If I Were Tickied“ chooses to enter the adult world

and take his chances. This meaning may be inferred from the
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pﬂrase "the rub that is" which occurs in the second-toethe-last
line of the poem. The speaker is willing to accept all the
'rubs' that do exist in life rather than rema}n in a prolonged
pubescent "Beulah". Finally, when man becomes the metaphor,
he ﬁas esﬁablished a type of identity between two disparate
things. If man becomes the metaphor for the artist, he must
see the universe, the often unorganized, often inanimate world
of nature in terms of man; it is through\manfs point of view
that he will attempt to understand the universe resulting in

a humahization of the universe. The artist seeks a type of
artistic salvation through man and man's work.

Further Blakean influences on Thomas can be found in his
early poem "In the Beginning", which Professor Tindall examines
and makes some useful comments on. Once having been alerted
to the influence of Blakevon Thomas, the sensitive reader can
find many Blakean overtones in this poem.

"In the Beginning" opens with the first words of The Gospe;
of St. John: "In the beginning" but Thomas follows that famous
phrase, not with the word, but with a series of puzzling terms:
three-pointed star, smile of light, bough of bone, burning ci-
phers. These terms might all be seen as substitutes for *the
word!. Tindall suggests that the ?!*three-pointed' star might
stand for the three-personed God because the word was God accord-
ing to the Gospel. The smile of light might well be thevsmile
of illumination through the word; the *bough of bone‘_by the .
same type of analogy becomes the creative arm of the writer

while the 'burning cipher' becomes the written word of the poet.
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The poeﬁ's words burn with a message; they are, as well, a
cipher. in the sense of a puzzling, thought-provoking utter-
ance. Now, Tindall states of this poem that,
... the creative 'smile of light!, is from

Jacob Boehme (by way of Joyce?) or some other

occulist.
Tindall does not mention that.Thomas very likely became aware
of the writings of Boehme through Blake and Foster Damon®s
commentary on Blake which we have established that Thomas owned
and réad. Certainly the creative smile of light could have
come from such an obvious place as Blake's poem 'The Tyger".

In the first two lines of the poem, then,lWe find a Blakean
6vertone, but there are many more in this rather ébnjeéted poem.
| The last line of the first stanza of "In the Beginning"
reads "Heaven'and hell mixed as they spun." Tindall®!s comment

on this line is,
Blake's. ‘heaveh and hell, aboﬁe and below, "spun"
in the original mixture of chaos as they spin, co-
operating, in the new world. 54

Having established Blake's influence on Thomas, we suggest that

the above line indicates that Thomas read The Marriage of Heaven

and Hell .and his '‘line from "In the Beginning" is his cryptic

way of indicating this. Any number of Blake's proverbs from

The Marriagé of Heaven and Hell apply to Thomas. Take for example:

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.
Everything possible to be believed is an image of truth.
‘Exuberance is Beauty.

Improvement makes strait roads; but the crooked roads
without - improvement are roads of Genius.

63T1ndall p. 61,
641pbid.; p. 60.
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and one could continue finding proverbs that would describe
an aspect of Thomas but written by Blake. Certainly "Exuber-
ance is Beauty" becomes almost a coda of Thomas's when we
recall the way he conducted his personal life. Blakés line,
"but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of Genius"
becomes a type of gnomic explanation of Thomas's personal lite,
for we can interpret the line as meaning that Thomas's type of
genius ignores the 'crooked roads' of his personal life- such
.things as the details of household budgets and time payﬁents—
to concentrate on his art. The irony of this is that FitzGibbon
argues that financial worries and personal stresses helped to
kill Thomas as much as his dtinking. |

The.imagery and intention of the lest stanza of "In the
Beginning" is Urizenic, indicating a further influenoe of Blake:

In the beginning was the secret brain.

. The brain was celled and soldered in the thought

Before the pltch‘was forking to a sun;

Before the veins were shaking in their sieve,

Blood shot and scattered to the winds of light

The ribbed original of love.
Thomas S poem is about creation and about the creation of man
in terms of the creation of the world; man becomes a metaphor
for the world in this poem. Showing tight structural orgenl—
zation again with the identical phrase starting each stahza ehd
each stanza containing six lines, the poem deals with concepts
such as the passing from chaos to shape and orderx of the. world:
"Before the pitch was forking to a sun." It carries the idea
of the passage from darkness to light: “Blood shot and soat—

tered to the winds of light." There is, as well, the very

Blakean anatomical image of the veins "...shaking in their sieve..
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Blake!s The First Book of Urizen and Thomas's "In the Be-

_ginningﬁ deal with simiiar concepts of void, chaos and creation£
"Earth was not: nor globes of attraction;". For the moment we
are more interested'in ﬁhe first two lines of Thomas}s stanza
which contain the images *the sécret brain' and ‘'celled and
soldered‘, for the lines show a startling similarity to certain
lines in Urizen.

Urizen is described as "Self-closed, all-repelling: what
Demon/ Hath form'd this abominabkle void". We see that both
poems'cérry thé idea of the secrecy and cunning of human thought,
dark plots and stricture. Thomas's second line is particularly
Urizenic in the two words fcelled! and tsoldered!. Both words
have connotations of restriction, tight-bonded, metallic restric-
tive form. Blakel!s poem, in fact, contains the lines "And-heated
his furnaces, and pour'd/ Iron sddor and sodor of-brass.” Here
we have an example of both poets employing the same type of
imagery to describe the creation of the human brain. Blake's
character Los (his characterization of poetry) in Urizen élso
finclosfd/ In an orb his [ﬁrizen's fountain of thbught."' This
is.just what Thomas does in his poem. Notice how close these
next lines are to the type of anatomical imagé tha£ we keep en-
countering in these_early poems of Thbmas‘s;

In harrowing fear rolling'round,

His nervous brain shot branches

round the branches of his heart.

The branches in this stanza suggest a veinous or arterial sys-
tem, particularly in the context of the rest of the poem which

emphaéizes so strongly the physical anatomy. The above lines
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from Urizen contain the same type of blood and vein imagery so6
common in these early poems of Thomas's and which Tindall de-

scribes as "spaghetti in a seive“.65

The image.in Thomas is
more like_spaghétti strands covered with tomato sauce held aloft
by,séme trembling hand.

To this point we have seen, not .that Thomas copied Blake--
far from iti—but that he was powerfully influenced in image and
idea by reading Blake's prophecies. .This influence suggests
that Blake and Thomas shared a similar view of the world and
attempted to render that view into art in a somewhat similar

fashion as our discussion of Urizen and ‘"In the Beginning" suggests.

We know that Urizen, etched in 1794, when Blake was'37, is

in'ﬁart a parody of Paradise Lost and in part Blake!s account
‘of ‘The Fall and Creation, showing how man and the Qorld ended
up in their present very imperfect coﬁdition. As Damon remarks,

The Macrocosm is repeated in the Microcosm. The

Fall from Eternity into Matter is mirrored as the

Fall from Innocence into Experience.
Here we have Foster Damon sugdesting something'in Blake which
many Thomas critics have insisted about Thomas. Thomas often
explains and describes human emotions in terms of external forces
sﬁch as weathers and tides so repeating the Macrocosm in the
Microcosm, in a sense just as Blake'is doing here.

While we have pointed out the striking similarity of the
use of the Word»'soldered'Ato aeSCribe thé formation of the

brain by both poets, there is another noteworthy parallel phrase.

65pindall, p. 62.
66pamon, p. 116
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Thomas writes that "The brain was celled and soldered in the
thought" while Blake writes "Forgetfulness, dgmbness, neces-—
sity,/.In>chains of the mind locked up." The accumulation of
such evidence of -similar statements found in Thomas and Blake

more and more convince us that Thomas:khew The First Book of

Urizen well and dipped jinto it fbr poetic images.'
| Another early poem of Thomas's offers us further evidence

of Blakean influence. "I Dreamed'My Genesis", which appeared
in 18 Poems, is straightforward enough in meaning and struc-
ture. The theme, invoiving another crucial. step in Thomas‘s
development, is.well stated in the first lines of the poem:
the speaker describeé his dream of death and re-birth in terms
of machine and war imagery. The voice tells us that he is
}breaking! through the rotating shell towards a final vision
(of Jerﬁsalem?) by means of a "moto; muscie on the drill"; this.
device enables him to drive "Through vision and the girdered
nerve,'. - The rotating shell which has a sinister presence about
it certainly suggests the mundane:shell of Blake which in his
myth represents the present universe that muét be overcome or
breoken through to aéhieve the final vision. We note Urizen's
actions in "Chapter III" of the poem described in the following
lines:

And a roof vast, petrific around

On all sides he fram'd, like a womb,

Where thousands of rivers in veins

Of blood pour down the mountains to cool

‘The eternal fires, beating without

From Eternals;

Thomas's rotating shell and Urizen's vast roof are really the

same concept of enclosure and restriction which must be overcome
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by the artist,i In fact Los's role in Urizen in many ways
parallels the épeaker‘s role in Thomas's early poems.

"I Dreamed My Genesis" contains such images as ‘'the gir-
dered nerve?!, *irons in the grass', 'metal of suns', 'night-
geared man' which are all drawn from machines and a mechanical
universe. This use of machine imagery by Thomas is not meant
to equate man with some unthinking machine but rather, in our
opinion, Thqmas{s means of making his images as graphic and
striking'as he possibly could.. Just as Blake is an extremely
visual poet in that he attempts to illuétrate his ideas graph-
ically so that the reader !sees!' what he méans, so Thomas
attempts,the same things in his ?oems.

"I Dreamed My Genesis" describes a return to a t?pe of
| physical death into the womb of conception and.- a final re-birth
towards a vision of a new man: "Stale of Adam's~brine until,
vision/ Of new man strength, I seek the sun." éhomas's poem
then is Blakean in its fusion of the organic with the mineral
af the level df the image; in fact Thomas's poem closes with
a promise of the New Jerusalem-vision of Blake!s. We see tﬁat
both Blake and Thomas were interested in a redeemed man and
how ﬁan may be redeemed.

. Thomas;s fondness for images drawn from machinery, metal
and Qhat we term black-smith imagery is well ilius;:ated"in
"I, In My Intricate Images. The first stanza foliéws: |

I; ih my intricate imége,.stfide on two - levels,

Forged in man's minerals, the brassy orator

Laying my ghost in metal, :

The scales of this twin world tread on the double,

My half ghost in armour hold hard in death'!'s corridor,
To my man-iron sidle.
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Thomas here joins the two ideas of metal and mineral in the
phrase !forged in man's minerals?! as if the speaker in the
poem had been moulded in some blast furhace br steel foundry.
In the same stanza he speaks of 'ghost in armoﬁr“and !man-
ifon sidle® continuing this metaphor of man being forged in
the foundry. -The stanza deals with the poet as person and
writef. His intricate image -is himself or the 'armour! that
he hides behind and as a pdet his qther image is set in print-
er's type. So in a very literal sense the speaker is forged

in metal. = Again we note the similarity between Thomas's imagery

hefe'and what we term the black-smith imagery of The First Book
of Urizen.

“Chapter IV" of Urizen which describes the changes of
Urizen contains many black-smith images; in fact the basic image
is thatiof the forge, the hammer ana tongs. Los, significantly,
is seen forming nets and gins or snares as he binds the dark
changes in "rivets of iron ahd brass"; Los hammers his rivets
and works his bellows. With hammer and tongs he forges time in
hours, days and years'while 0ld Urizen sleeps on. This section
of the poem is then followed by a graphic account of the creation
of the human body. First a roof encloses a fountain'of thought,
the head. A description of the spine and ribs follows, then a
description of the heart, and finally the formation of the eyes,
ears and nose. - About this section of Urizen Mr. Mills Harper
writes:

It is well known that fhé~ancieﬁt tripartite division

of man into head, heart and belly or bowels to represent

intellect, passion and materialistic desire originated-
for Western culture at least, in Plato's "Timaeus" . 67

7 .
6 G. Mills Harper, The Neoplatonism of William Blake, (Toronto:
Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 194.
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Thomas, then, may have gathefed some Platonic thought from
his study of Blake as well as the idea for many of his images.
While we could continue to search Thomas's poetry for the black-
smith image which abounds in his early poems, and which we are
tracing back to Blake's influence, we cohsider that our point
has. been made with the above examples.

There is another similarity of interest between the two
poets that should be mentioned in this chapter: that’is the
fascination on the part of the two poets by childhood innocence.
'While Blake's use of the state of innocence is considerably dif-
ferent from Thomas's,this interest does constitute a similarity;
Childhood innocence mlght be traced as a theme in both poets.
Even in Thomas's later poems we. find ev1dence of hlS nostalglc
remembering of childhood and his echoing of Blake. "“Poem in
- October", published in 1945, gives evidence of this. The poem
celebrates a nostalgic return to childhood in memory. The last
stanza in the poem follows:

And there could I marvel my birthday

Away but the weather turned around. And the true
Joy -0f the long dead child sang burning
In the sun.
It was my thirtieth
Year to heaven stood there then in the summer noon
- Though the town. below lay leaved with October blood.
O may my heart's truth
Still be sung
On this high hill in a year's turning.
The key word in this stanza is 'joy'{ the. joy of long lost child-
hood remembered against the 'October blood!. ' Thomas's lines

bring to mind Blake's "Infant Joy" where the child cries,

Jéy is my.name.
Sweet joy befall thee!
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'This line of Blaké‘s'corresponds_to a moment in Thomas's poem
Qhen.the poet for an instant stands in the !summer noon' of

his childhood and cries out at the joy of it, the fine joy of
iﬁnoceﬁt childhood. A major difference between the two poems

is that Blake's "Infant Joy", part of The Songs of Innocence,

is told from the child's point of view so that it does have an
innocent, naive air about it; from the side of experience, which
is the side from which Thomas's poem is narrated, the tone of
Blake's lyric is almost pathetic, for this is the way that ex-
perience views this sort of statement of innocence: "I have
no name;/ I am but two days old." Thomas does not risk the same
thing in "Poem In Octobers'. v
"Poem In October" is embellished with a Keatsian richness
in its,imagery that sets it apart £from Blake's unadorned lyric
completely; these lines will serve to illustrate our point.
: It turned away from the blithe country .
And down the other air and the blue altered sky
Streamed again a wonder of summer
With apples
Pears and red currants
And I saw in the turning so clearly a child's
Forgotten mornings when he walked with his mother
Through the parables
of sunlight
And the legends of the green chapels.,

The warmth of this stanza certainly recalls the second stanza
of Keats! "Ode To aNightingale". Both Thomas and Blake in the
above poems are risking a great deal, but both poets manage to
accomplish what they attempt. Blake's is an utterance of the

actual child as it were, while Thomas's is an attempt to chairm

us back to'fhe childhood state. Thomas skirts the edge of
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sentimentality and moves, for a moment, toward the maudlin,
but his art holds firm with the result that the poem is highly
successful in its warmly emotional recollection of childhood
joy. There is a piaintiveness in Thomas's tone which is absent
in Blake because of the difference in point of view taken by
the artists. The aura of Thomas's poem is one of holiness; for
Thomas, the recollection of childhood p;easure and innocence
makes everything that lives holy} the poem becomes a celebra-
tion of childhood. Thomas's attitude to the subject reminds
us of certain lines in Vala: |

Arise, you little glancing wings and sing your 1nfant joy!

Arise and drink your bliss!

For everything that lives is holy; for the source of life

Descends to be a weeping babe;
For the Earthworm renews the moisture of the sandy plain.

68

In Blake's lihes above we have Thomas's intention stated- "every-
'thing that lives is holy" -with the line "sing your infant joy'.

The lines contain as well an allusion to Christ as the source

of life becoming an infant babe. "'For Thomas, too, by the tiﬁe

. he was writing "Poem In October'", Christ was occupying a central

place ih his cdsmology.

Blake's ‘illustration to "Infant Jéy" in Songs of Innocence
could well serve as a grapﬁic reproduction of a central image
for Thomas. The illustration shows a iarge blossom containing
a young woman balanced on her.toes, bending toward a mother>hold—
ing a new born baby in her arms. The young woman, balanced, has
butterfiy wings attached. We know that the butterfly is generally

a symbol of resurrection while the flower of love is the chalice

‘ 68Blake, Works, ed. Keynes, p. 277.
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of the womb. itself. The éhild is fully formed which suggests
that conception and generation have taken place. The same en-
closing blossom could represent, as well, a tomb if we consider
the theme of failure in Thel. . The illustration reminds us of
'Thomas's image of the worm of the flesh awékening in the womb
of existence. |

To this point in our discussion, we have~f6und eyidence in
Thomas's short story "The Visitor", in his poems "Before I
Knocked" and "The Force ‘That Through the Green Fuse" and "In
the Beginning" that Thomas borrowed directly from Blake. We
have gathered evidence, as well, that Thomas knew Blake's poetry
extensively (as well as Foster Damon's exegesis of it), that
Thomas admired Blake's poetfy,and that he was profoﬁndly influ-
enced by it. |

This chapter in our argument, then, contains evidence, not.
only of Thomas's direct borrowing from Blake, but‘also evidence
of Thomas's open admiration of Blake and his similarity to Blake,
as pointed out by other critics. Both Professor Tindall_and
frofessor_Korg point out Blakean overtones in the poetry‘of
Thomas; we have gone to some length to illustrate that these
overtones occur in image and theme. The many occurrences of
'Urizenic' imagery in Thomas's 18.Poems, including the concept
of Urizen's ‘*Mundane shell' occurring in Thomas's "I Dreamed My

Genesis!", establish, for our purposes, that Thomas read The First

Book of Urizen carefully and borrowed ideas and .images from it.
We have seen, in the material discussed, that Thomas was

fond of expressing his ideas in terms of anatomical images that,
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as mentioned abéve, can be traced to Blake's Uriien. The use
of anatomical imagery by both éoetsAsuggests a type of glori-
fication of the human form which is a first necessary step to
the glorification of the universe.

We have seen, as well, both Thomas and Blake concerned
with the dquestion of chaos, processes of development of life
(to the extent in Thomas that his'early poems have been called
process poems by Ralph Maud), and man's function in the universe.
For both poets man is the centre of their attention and concern,
including thelrole of physical love befween man and woman and
its role in salvation. Thomas's concern with the sexual act in
18 Poems reflects both fascination and fear, while in Blake's
Urizen physical love acts as a bond between Los and Enitharmon
but causes The Eternals to shudder as it results.ih a further
splitting of human nature. Physical love, for both poets then,
becomes something to be feared and mistéusted although for Blake
it remains a door to eternity. .

Having established to this point‘Thomas's direct debt to
Blake in the form of literary borrowihg,and less direétly in
the form of ideas and fhemes, we no@ want to extend our investi-
gation to £he similar world viewvof both poéts and to the similar
way that they-gavé poetic expfession to .this world view. As we
continue our study, our discussion will imply that Thomas Qas,
in fact, familiar with the bulk of Blake's works including "An

Island in the Moon".



CHAPTER TITIT

THREATENING IMAGES

The remarks thét follow will be neither definitive nor
exhaustive but rather selective and indicative of tendencies
in both poets. Our task will be to trace further similarities
between Blake and Thomas and tb show where, in our opinion,
Thomas has beeﬁ clearly influenced by Blake. |

The "Altar-wise By Owl-Light" sonnet sequence, which
Thomas used to conclﬁde 25 Poems is rich in Blakean images and
overtones and in certain points corresponds to what Blake was
saying in Vala and Milton. These correspondences center around
each poet's handling of certain experiénces in their art as
wéll as in their aesthetic approach to this experience. While
we cannot 'prove!' that there Qas any direct borrowing from Blake
on Thomas's part when he was writing the “Altar—wise by Owl-
Light" sonnet sequence, we do wish to point out certain similari-
ties in imagefy and preoccupations in theme betwgen the two
poets which suggest fhat Thomas could well have been reading
Vala and Miltoh while he was working out.these densely packed
sonnets.

Certainly the form of the two poems differs in that Thomas®'s
poem consists of ten tightly wrought sonnets, while Blake's

Milton is.an epic of sorts engraved on fifty plates. Thomas
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.wrote his sonnet sequence when he was just twenty~one ‘and ‘moving into

the second phase of his poetry, while Blakefs Milton wasvetched
between the years 1804—180869when Blake was nearing fifty.

Thomas!s sonnet sequence hes been interpreted in many ways;
Peter Revell sees it as "a kind of triumphant'affirmation which
makes him henceforward the poet of deaths and entrances. They.
become the holy sonnets of the new made Adam. "70 Mr. Revell adds,

The progression of the poem is from the mortal,

fallen finite world of evil and death to the

timeless, infinite, external world of goodness

and mercy, in which sexual division ceases to

exist, progression like that in Blake and Dante.”’l
The last four‘lines‘offSonnet x"do suggest a conclusion similar
to the conclnding lines of Milton. Both poems end with>garden—
like images of promise and fulfillment. Comparing the last
line of Milton--"To go forth to .the great harvest and Vintage
of the Nations"--with the last few lines of Thomas's tenth sonnet
which are "Green as beginning, let the garden diving/ Soar, with
its two hark towers, to that Day/ When the worm builds with the
gold straws of venom/ My nest of mercies in the rude, red tree.",
we do note-a similarity in imagery implying a similar purpose;

In Thomas's lines we have the two trees of Eden somehow
'united.among several puns, the one on ‘'rude' being the most
obvious. This pun appears to be a piay on the word rood while
carrying with it the meaning of primitive; the line itself has

a tone of mercy and forgiveness about it and seems to promise

69Keynes, Works, p. 375e :
70p " Revell, "Altarwise By Owl- nght” Alphabet, (London,
Ontariq, p. 42. :
Ibid., p. 44.



eternal life. Just how these poets arrived at this similar
tone in their'very different poems must be briefly mentioned.

While we have followed Thomas's development from his early

process poems to this sonnet sequence, we have not, perhaps, ...

said enough about Blake in this connection. A brief look at
Blake's Vala seems in order then before we considér Milton ahd
its correspondences'to the sohnet seqﬁenCe.

Vala might be outlined in the following manner:

"Night the First" deals with the first con-~
fusion of the Fall; the separation of the senses
from the Earth Mother, and the birth and early
life of the Poet and Inspiration. "Night the Sec-
ond" describes the triumph of Reason. "Night the
Third" narrates the casting out of Pleasure and
the further Fall of the body. "Night the Fourth",
however, allows the fallen Body to triumph. "Night
the Fifth" follows with the inevitable birth of
Revolt. "Night the Sixth" describes Reason's vain
attempt to invade the realm of the Spirit. "Night
the Seventh", the psychological seventh, begins
the return toward Truth with the outbreak of Revo-

" lution and the Poet's first perceptions of divine
reality. “Night the Eighth" is concerned with the
triumph of all errors in the Crucifixion (the nec-
essary preliminary for the Millennium). "Night
the Ninth" ends the whole with the triumphant de-
struction of error and the welcoming of man to his
place in Eternity... the making of the Bread and
Wihe of Eternity, and the dawn of the ultimate
Sabbath. 72 g |

Damon's summary suggests both the simi;arities to the sonnet
seduence and the many differehces. Thomas gives us ten son-
nets while Blake gives us nine nights; both are packed with
meaning and present many difficulties on a first reading;
However, the poems offer.analogies and correspondences wﬁich

are central to our argument.

72Damon, p. 155,
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"Night the First" states the theme of the whole poem and
describes man's fall into warring aspects of himself. The
reader meets such personalities as Tharmas, Enitharmon, Enion
and Los. According to Foster Damon, we can assign abstract
conéepts to these characters so that Enion represents the gen-
erative instinct, Enitharmon represents spiritual beauty and
Los represents poetry.73 We can turn directly toIVala to dis-
cover just what happened at the fall. Blake tells us that,

Four mighty ones are in every man; a Perfect Unity

Cannot Exist but from the Universal Brotherhood of

Eden, The Universal Man, To Whom be Glory Evermore."
Then follows'that statement of the theme of the entire poem:

Daughters of Beulah, Sing

His fall into Division and his Resurrection to unity:

~His fall into the Generation of decay and death_and his

Regeneration by the Resurrection from the dead.

In spite of or beyond the distinct echoes of the opening lines

of Paradise Lost, these lines also may be read as the theme of

Thdmasfs sonnet sedquence. Just as."Night the Eirst" describes
the fall of man into generatidn and “the'early life of the poet
and inspirationﬁ'éo does Thomas's '"Sonnet I¥ Professor Maud's
comments on the first sonnet are revealihg here:

In the castration image proper, the agent is
the 'atlas-eater', whom Thomas describes as a
tworld-devouring ghost creature!. . Let us take him
up on that word ghost, and postulate the Holy Ghost,
who certainly is a *wizard's heel-chaser! (i.e. 'a
dog among the fairies?!) in the séense brought out in
Milton's "Nativity Ode", one of Thomas!s favorite
poems, the pagan gods fleeing before Him.

Now let us return to the opening lines of Vala for a moment. We

find the lines "... he his emanations.propagated,/ Fairies of

73Damon, p. 156,
74Blake, The Works, p. 252.
75Maud, P. 99.
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Albion, afterwards. Gods of the Heathen.'" Blake's line combines
three ideas: 'a central idea in Milton’s'Nativity'Ode",,Thomas‘s
.dog among the fairies, and one main idea Thomas is attempting to
express in his first sonnet. In the "Nativity Ode" Christ's
birth defeats the pagan gods as it is expressed in stanzas XIX
through XXV. Milton's idea beginé "The Oracles are dumb, " and
ends with the lines "Our babe to show his Godhead true,/ Can in
“his swaddling bands control the damned crew." If Maud's inter-
pretation is valid, then we have a triple literary analogue in
the idea of Christ's birth causing :the pagan gods to flee. As
we have illustrated the idea in Milton, Blake and Thomas, the
sequence of borrowing would, reasonably be from Milton to Blake
and then fromABlake to Thomas. However, Thomas may havevtaken
the idea directiy from Milton because we know that the "Nativity
Ode" was one éf Thomas's favorite poems.

The meaning of "Sonnet I“approximates the meéning of "Nighf
One" of‘yg;§5 ‘While tﬂere have been many differing explicétions
of the sonnéts, there has been general'agreement és td at least
part of what the sonnets mean. “Sonnet I'! most critics agree,
describes the birth of Thomas and the eérly life of the young
poet which corresponds Qith the birth of Los in "Night. One" of
Vala. Thomas's "half-way house" is the womb, while the "furies"
have a defiﬁité Blakean ring about thém. Thomas then is describing
his own 5irth, and as.Tindali points out, since a sdﬁ‘s birth
is thé death of the father76, Thomas's father is the gentleman

that "lay graveward" or, since birth is the beginning of death,

76Tindall, A Reader's Guide, p. 129.
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Thomas's lines also convey this idea. The next line, according
~to Maud's quotation above,might refer to the Holy Ghost .as well
as carry autobiographlcal overtones- the line is "The.Atlas—
eater with a jaw for news"; Thomas as a young boy worked on a
‘newspaper in Wales.

The sonnet‘continues describing the poet's fall into Gen-
eration, in Blake's terms, and his beginniﬁg struggle to achieve
his lost unity, lost in'his fall fromAEternity: “The night of
time uhder the Christward sheltex." ' The phrase_"Christward
shelter! introduces the ultiﬁate redemptive figure into -the son-
- net and the lines imply that the poet must seek both inspiration
for his work through a Christian view of life and through'CHriStT
find an answer to decay and death. That there is a correspond-
ence between the statements in Thomas's“Sonnet I"and Blake's
"Night One" becomes clear from the above statements. Both poems
describe the need of a "Divine Image" throgigh which salvation
will be achieved; and both poems end on a threatening note.
Thomas speaks of "That night of time" while Blake's poem describes
"Urizen,.with darkness overspreading all tﬁe armies77,£. Finally,
Blake perhaps describes the purpose of bothipoems best when he
writes, | | |

.... for One must be All

And comgrehend within himself all things both small and

great.

In contrast to our remarks above, Elder»Olsen wishes to in-

terpret- the entire sonnet sequence in terms of the relation of

the constellation Hercules to the other constellations. This .

77Keynes, Blake, The Works, p.  266.
8Ibid., p. 259.
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interpretation) while ingenious and interesting, is £inally

unsatisfactory because it moves the sonnets away from Thomas

the poet who was the subject of almost all of his poems. Olsen
argues that there are six levels of symbolism which he lists as
foliows:

1. A level based on the analogy of human life to the span of
a year, which permits the use of phenomena of the seasons
to represent events of human life.

2. A level based on the analogy between the sun and man, per-
mitting the attributes of each to stand for those of the
other;

-3. A level of Thomas's "private" symbolism.

4. A level based on ancient myth, principally Greek, represent-

ing the fortunes of the Sun in terms of the adventures of

the sun- -hero Hercules;

5. A level based on relations of the constellation Hercules
to other constellations and astronomical phenomena; and

6. A level derived from the Christian interpretation of levels
four and five.79

Olsen then adds "borrowing his symbels from these astronomical
conventions, he works out a meditetion:on the fate of man, to
reach a eonclusion which eeems to settle the problems of his
early poetry."8O The first phase of Thomas's thought as seen
in his poetry ends with the sonnet sequence and, asbour argument
has been suggesting,.Thomasfs settlement corresponds to Blake's
conclusions in Vaila.

Olsen‘s interpretation of“Sonnet I“is worth examihing if
only to see how 1t dlffers from our 1nterpretat10n. -Olsen sees

"the half—way house" as referrlng to Hercules decllnlng in the

79E. Olsen, The Poetry of Dylan Thomas, (Chicago: Uniuersity
of Chicago Press, 1954), p. 65.
801pbid., p. 66.
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west "followed by Scorpius (the scorpian), Draco (the dragon),

and the Serpens Caput (Head of the serpent in Ophiucus, the

Snake Holder); these are his furies as he goes "graveward".Bl

This tyée of interpretation, while interesting, is less attract-
ive than the more autobiographical and visionary one that our
argument suggests.

Oleenis.exegesis of"sonnet II'is valuable as it may lead
us toward Blake once more. Olsen states:

In this'sonnet Thomas ie apparently mdsing, or

addressing the sun symbol. Anything is a metaphor

for death, since death is the only realityg:¥
therefore illustrated by all things.82

dlsen s-statement, while not precisely Blakean, does suggest

the Blakean idea that death is the only reality or, more accur-
ately, a movement toward the only reality because, in Blakean
terms, one must die odt»of Beulah into,Generation:to achieve
Eternity which is the ultiﬁate;reality. ,While this idea is:
essentially'subﬁminalin'the sonnet, the main, idea suggests a
contlnuatlon of the grow1ng and maturlng of .the artlst Tindall
sees the poem in terms of “Cllmbing to light or groWlng up means
death, but death, in nature, means resurrection, accordihg to
Athe "hollow agent" (womb, tomb, skull, phailus)?83 Here'we re-

) turn'to the Blakean‘soiutioh to the problem which must be £found
through Christ who is.the unfragmented man. The idea of cliﬁbQ
ing theaiight suggests, as well, somethihg,of "Night The Secohd"

in the gense that Urizen, who is the subject of most of the book,

81E .Olsen, The Poetry of Dvlan Thomas, P. 68.
821pid., p. 69 ‘ :
83Tindall A Reader s Guide, p. 130.
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is known as the Prince of Light yet he is.a false principle
and if followed ultimately leads to death while the only death
tha£ Wil; lead to Eternity is the death through Christ. "Book
the Second" opens with the follbwihg lines:

" Rising upon his couch of death Albion beheld his éons‘
Turning his Eyes outward to Self, losing the Divine Vision,
Albion call'd Urizen...

An ipteresting interrelationship of poet to poet to critic
occurs in "Book the Second" which links Thomas, and Blake with
Elder Olsen's commentary bn‘the éonne£s. "Book  the Second" is
the account of. the divisiqn_of man into warring aspects of self
caused by the'Fall.' Urizen is described building his Golden
Hall and bounding the universe'by stars to place a limit to tﬁe
Fall. In Blake we find that the altar in UriZen‘é Golden Hall.
"stood on twelve steps nam'd after fheﬂnames of hefftwelVe sons/
Ana was erected at the chief eﬁtrance of Urizen's halll. Now
a commentary on this line by Damon states that the twelve sons

of Urizen represent the signs of the zodiac,84

so Olsent!s astro-
logical interpretation of,Thomasfs sonnetzéequence is, in a
sense, Blakean, or, turning the argument around, Olsén's criticism
implies that Thoﬁas had a zodiacal SChemevin mind in the sequence
while our argument suggests that Thomas could have borrowed the
structure of the éonnet sequence from Blake, so we have a iink—
ing of poet»to poet to critic. |

A'Thioughdut the sonnet sedquence, Thomas . was attémpting to

say something'that was similar to Blake's statements in Vala and

later in Milton. Blake in "Book the Second" tells us that "the

84Damon,'p; 372
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Divine Vision appear'd in Luvah's robes of blood" which could

mean that the Divine Vision must be pursued through the emotions

and artistic inspiration that is through the flesh and blood and

not through separated Reason. The next step is to build the
mundane. shell which is this earth or this existence, a means,df
prdtecting man from'a furthér fall but alsd préventing him.ffqm:
perceiving directly the Divihe,Visioh. Now, at this point in
"Book the Secbnd" there are three happenings which coincide .and
are vital to our argument. After a long descriptiQe passage,
Blake writes "Thus was the Mundane shell builded by Urizen's
strong Power.', ThénAwe have the following lines:

For the Divine Lamb, Even Jesus who is the Divine VisionS
Pe;mitted all, lest Man should fall into Eternal Death:8

And finally,
Thus were the stars of heaven created like a golden chain
To bind the Body of Man to heaven from falling into the Abyss.
Each took his station and his course began with sorrow and
...care. '
What has happened is that Urizen has bounded the physical world
from heaven--"Urizen beheld Heaven walled round'"--causing Jesus

to deécend in the flesh and forming a link or'anchqr "like a golden

chain" to hold the physical world to Heaven and prevent. it from

falling into the Abyss. The above passadges .are related to Thomasis

'Sonnet II"in_the sense that the mundane shell corresponds to

Thomas®s pavement while man, through Jesus's interéession, must
"Jacob to the starsy. In both poems the idea is that the Divine
Vision and the lost unity of man will be achieved through Jesus.

Both poems contain the concept that the creation of the world

85Blake, The,Works; p. 274.
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established limits to the fall, but man®s next problem is to
achieve the stature that he ‘lost in his fall. Wpile Thomas's
cryptic lines, "Jacob to the stars" and "Over these groundworks
thruSting through a pavement" are, from the narratiVe~point of
vieVyleés satisfying and certainly less-expansive; they do cor-
respond to Blakel!s statements in the paséages cited.

Blake, in "Book the Secondyvcontinues his personif;ed de-
scription of the function of the étars, referring to them as
Urizen's sons and daughters and then writes-a passage full of
geometric and pyramid images which Thomas very well might have
used for the imégery in certain of these same sonnets. The fol-
lowing lines are of particular interest:

Andlméasure, mathematic motion’QOndrousu along ﬁhe deep,

In fiery pyramid, or Cube, or unornamented pillar sduare
Of fire, far shining, travelling along even to its destin'qd

"end;

Such the periods of many woxrlds.

Others triangular, right angled course maintain. Others
obtuse, Acute, Scalene, in simple paths; but others move
In intricate ways, biquadrate, Trapeziums, Rhombs, Rhomboids
Paralellograms triple and quadruple, polygonic
In their amazing hard subdu*d course in the vast-deep.86
~Blake is describing here the paths of the stars which bind the
wofld. Because this Urizenic world is purely geometric, it is
unattractive to Blake and finally threatening.

"Book the Second" closes with Los dying when he is deserted
by Enitharmon but reviving when he hears her songl(Enitharmbn‘s)
which contains the passage referred to earlier about !'infant joy!'.

Enion laments of her sufferings in the world of éxperience while

Ahania hears the lamentation and rises up from Urizen so that. .

86Blake, The Works, p. 275.
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Urizen is further sepérated as his emanation broods over him.
A translation of this passage might be that Enion (the genéra—
tive instinct) has been misdirected and abqsed so that‘any |
genuine pleasure to be associated with generation Qr.procreation
is divorcéd from it with the result that man?s natural instihct
to find'pleasure and joy in generatiqn (procreétion) is_stifledf
condemned and restricted by Urizenic laws and Thou-shalt-Nots. -
'Now, while both Thomas and Blake shared these similar ideas
- so that we can say that their ideas correspond, they usedkradi—
célly differen£ methoés»to give expression to the ideas. In the
two.poems being compafed, we have seen tﬁat both éoets express
a desire to méve‘from avmortal, féilen world to a timeless, in-
finite world of complete unity. Mr. Olseh, quoted above, describes
'Thomas as moving. toward some sort of settlement of .the problems
in his ear;ier poetxy which shows such a preoccupaﬁion with death,
decay, bifth and ageing. Both poets then seek aﬁ énswef to the
impasse witﬁ which life itself confronts one. That both Thomas
and Blake were éentrally concerned with the problem éf sexual
love in marriage and the difficulties involyed in marriage as

part of this impasse will become apparent in our discussion of

Thomas's *marriage poems'! and Blake®s Visions of the Daughters of
.Albibn,
Mr. Kleinman offers a very detailed and equally ingenious

while more attractive exegesis of the sonnet sequence in his book

The Religious  Sonnets of Dylan Thomas. Kleinman, as well, sees
the sequence as,

...a deeply moving statement of religious per-
plexity concluding in spiritual certainty. They reflect
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the wonder, awe, doubt, and faith of a young poet
who could not reconcile the capacity of divine pity
with the necessity of human sacrifice.

It is in the eighth sonnet that Thomas's doubt wrestles

with faith as he sees in the Crucifixion the triumph

of eternity over pain. The ninth sonnet wavers between

weariness and expectancy. -In the tenth sonnet Thomas's

soul is brushed by an .angel's wing, and in the last

lines of the poem prophecy and credo ring plangently

of the green garden and the everlasting mercy. The poem

begins with a sonnet mocking the descent of yhe Word;

it concludes in a spirling ascent of faith.8/
Here,then,are three critics, Revell, Kleinman and Olsen, who
agree that the sonnet sedquence is one poem and ought to be treated
as such; further, they agree that there is a moveﬁent in the poem
which approximates the movement that we have suggested and indi-
cated can.be found in Blake's Vala.

v /

Although our argument does not mean to imply that there is a
‘parallel between each sonnet and each night of Vala, there is a
progression in each poem that must be discussed in further detail.
Certain of Mr. Kleinman's remarks on¥Sonnet 1Yare worth examining
here for their bearing on Blake.

The phrase "0ld cock from nowwheres" occurring in"Sonnet 14

88 the "old chief or

suggests the Ancient of Days to Kleinman,
bossy. Kleinman here draws the reader's attention to what he con-.
siders- a clear Blakean allusion. Although Kleinman does not

mention Blake at this point, the reader naturally associates the

Ancient.df,Days with the Urizen figure of Blake or God the Father

of Milton in Paradise Lost. Kleinman, still discussing"Sonnet f)_

. 87y, H. Kleinman, The Religious Sonnets of Dylan Thomas, (Uni-
versity of California Press: Los Angeles, 1963), p. 11l. .
81bid., p. 21. '
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remarks thatv"Thé zodiacal signs are always uéed metaphorically
b& Thomas; In the last line they foretell the career of Christ;
who is bofn in December, near enough to the twenty-first of the
month to place - him in Capricorn...“89 Kleinman, too, sees
Thomas employing the signs of the Zodiac in these sonnets just
-as Olsen did, although Kleinman does not make nearly as much
of it. !This brings us back to the pointbthat Thomas may have
been given thé'idea of using the signs of the Zodiac from read-
ing Vala. |

Kleinman does make some direct references to Blake. in his
discﬁssion of the sonnéts, particularly in his comments on®Sonnet
ITI' Kleinman sayé of lines seven, eight, and nine of the sonnét
which follow: |
| Rip.of the vaults, I took my marrow-ladle

Out of the wrinkled undertaker?'s van,

And, Rip Van Winkle from a timeless cradle,

Dipped me breast-deep in the descended bone;
that

This image of God the Fathér seems to have been fashibned

out of -Washington Irving's Sketch Book and Blake's

illustrations from the Book of Urizen and "Song of Los".
The time has come for God to beget himself as his Son...

90

Kleinman, like Jacok Korg, points out the echoes of Urizen but
does little with them. .Thereiare many other Blakean échoes in
the sonnet seqdenée, some of an inciden£al nature, some central
to our discugsion. | |

uéonnet Iv“suggests a curious relationship to Blake!s "Auguries
of Innocencey. Kleinmah, in his discussion of this sonnet makes

the obvious point that the sonnet is largely a series of questions

89Kleinman, The Religious Sonnets, p. 22.
901bid., p. 39. ~
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and riddles for which no answers are given, although the answers
are often implied in the questions.v Thomas*'s method here is
reminiscent of Blake's "Auguries" then as a fewllines‘will illu—
strate. Blake writes, |

A Robin Red breast in a Cage

Puts all Heaven in a Rage.

A dove house fill'd with doves and Pigeons
ShuddersrHell thro' dll its regions.

The Bat that fiits at close of Eve

Has left the Brain_that won't Beliéve.
The.thing to be noticed here is the similarity of method between
Tﬁomas and Blake. -Both poets ask questions which tease and
taunt the reader; the result ie that the sensitive reeder is
ferced to search further in‘the peet‘s work‘for possible answers
to these gnomisms. What is the unprepared reader‘to make ofl
such lines of Thomas's as "What is the meter of the dictionary?/
. The size of genesis? the short spark's gender?" Blake is not
-using the same method of interrogation here as Thomas but we
know .that the use of:interrdgation was a favorite method of
Blake's. The first line of Thomas‘s“Sonnet VIIf "Now stamp the
Lord's Prayer on a grain of rice" is very suggestive of the first
lines Qf;"Aﬁguries" which reads "To see a World in a Grain of
Sand/'And a Heaven in a Wild Flower." Again the_reader ie re-
mindedrdf just how rich Thomas is in Blakean echoes.

Finding echoes of Blake in Thomas®s'Sonnet VI Kleinman
explains that the.imegery of the sixth sennet recalls "the sub;

terranean furnaces and mountainous seas of Blake's prophetic

books."91 Although he does not give usvan~exact‘reference for

91Kleinman, p. 74.
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the comparison, we can easily find one in Vala. Compare these
lines from "Night the Second":

Then seiz®d the Lions of Urizen their work and

heated in the forge . '

. Roar the bright masses! thund'ring beat the hammers,

many a pyramid ‘ :

Is formed and thrown down thund'ring into the deeps

of Non Entity.

Heated red hot they, hizzing, rend their way down

many a league.
Thomas does speak of 'lava*s light!, 'burned. seas silence?, 'the
" fats of midnight®' and again !'0l1d cock from nowheres' which in
Thomas's idiom carries the idea of '"the deeps of Non Entitye'.
Thomas's sonnet,'while not nearly as noisy as Blake's passage
nor as overpowering in the imagery, does have something of the
same destructive tone to it as well as a mood of the darkness-
before-creation. The phrase with which Thomas's poem opens
"the tide-traced crater" suggests something of Blake's lava-
spewing, primordial volcanic furnaces.

Still discussing the sixth sonnet, Kleinman points out
that Thomas was familiar with Blake's poems, but perhaps: more
important, he suggests that Thomas, like Yeats, became Very

interested in the esoterica written by Arthur E. Waite. . Kleinman

then poinfs out that Denis Saurat'!s Literature and the Occult

Tradition which was published in England in 1930 deals with

Blake's interest. in cabalistic 1Qre.92 Kleinman mentions‘this
because he argues that‘the first section of the Zohgr, which is
a comment on Genesis, suggests a parailel With the sonﬁet seqﬁence.'

Our interest in this is that his argument links Thomas, Blake

92Kleinman, p. 75.
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and Milton and moves us toward -a necessary discussion of arche-
types in literature, for Kleinman points out‘that Blake, Yeats
and Milton all show the influence of the Cabala. It is intrigu-
ing to speculate that Thomas may héve read Mr. Saurat's book
at the time when Thomas was writing his early poems and under-
going such crucial artistic development. "Sbnnet vI“then offers
us further proof of the close relationship between Blake and
Thomas. Certainly both poets share a similarity of total vision.
Another way of stating our point might be to say that the minds
of both poets worked in similar archetypes which would account,
in part, for the many, many similar imagé patterns thch we
have pgen finding in both poets.

Kleinman points out a further similarity to Blake inYSonnet
v." Explaining that the medusa image was used by Oﬁia‘és a sym-
bol of_female absorétion in whose tentacies male idehtity'is
crushed, he states:

Blake in a similar passage (image) illustrating.the

procreative and annihilating quality of the female

will speaks of...'a vast Polypus/ Of living fibres

down into.the Sea of Time and Space growing/ A self-

dgvouring monster Human Déath.Twenty sevenlfold.‘.."93
This>passage is from "Plate 38" of Milton in whiéh four states

of humanity in repose are being shown to Ololon while the sight

just described is seen in Ulro. As Frye describeé Ulro in A

Commentary on Milton, it is "the pure state of Nature of which
Blake took so low. a view...nothing but suggestions of indif-
ference, mystery, inscrufable fafe, a relentless fight to survive,

and loneliness."94 This comment really serves to describe much

’

93Kleinman, p. 70.
94Frye, The Divine Vision, p. 111.
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of the world that we meet in Thomas's early poems as well as
tbe Wbrlds of the sixth and seventh sanets,.for-inAboth son-
nets we have lines referring to the'destroying'fﬁries, thé
" Polypus, the sinister female will: Thomas writes '"The baépipe—
breasted ladies in the deadwegd/ Blew out the blood gauze through
" the wound.of»manwax." And "Time's tune my ladies with the teats
of music/ The scaled sea-sawers, fix in a naked sponge." At
this point in the sonnét sequence; the speaker or traveller is
still in a hellish worid of dark forms, sinister shapes and evil
intentions; a method of redemption has not arrived yét but is
immediately to appear in the eighth sonnet which Kleinman and
Revell see as the climax of the sonnet sequence. Kleinman, in.
fact, argues that the entire sequence moves toward the eighth
sonnet in é steady ascent. The fifst seven sonnets dééi with
CruCifixion, Burial, and Resurrection while the eighth sénnet
describes the poet breaking through fhé agonies and conflicts
of the éarlier:sonnets into é timeless universe.where oppOSites
are reconciled much as Blake describes the process in the opéh—
ing lines of “Book the Second"” of Miltoh:

Theré is a place where.Coﬁtrarieties ére equaily Trueﬁ

This place is called Beulah. It is a pleasant lovely

‘Shadow. Where no dispute can come, Because of those

who Sleep.
Thomas‘s“Sonhet VIII"describes the Crucifixion in the first
two lines of the poem: "This was the érucifixion on the moun-
tain,/ Time's nerve in vinegar, the gallow grave/ As tarred
with blood as the bright thorns I weét;" and then continues

with a description of Christ!'s sacrifice for man's ultimate

redemption. Christ becomes "all glory's sawbones" in the sense;



91

- perhaps, that he-is the divine surgeqn_healing the ills of man.
Kléinman's statement about the poem is explicit: "This is the
climax of the poem. The first seven sonnets move toward this
mountain in a steady ascentz;95 He then adds that "All the
drama and agony of the Passion are concentrated ih this single
sonnet., The prophecies in. the preceding sonnets have how_been

fulfilled."2®

bur iﬁterest here is to show how closely Thomas‘s sonnets

Y yII* “1x)' and"X"parallel the last two nights of Vala. "Night
the Eighth" deals with the triumph over all errors in the Cruci-
fixion which is a necessary preliminary to the Millenium. "Night
the Eighth" opens in Eternity: "Then all in Great Eternity Met
in the Council of God/ ...The limit of Contracfion now was fixed
and Man began/ To wake upon the Couch of Death;". Next appears
the Diviﬁe Vision in the form of Jesus, and as Damon explains:

Again wé.reach a confusion 6f symbolic figures, blurred

for the purpose of being more subtly definite. Jesus

(Love), Luvah (the Passions), and Orc (Revolution) are

at the sgme @ime.thrgs aspects of the same Eternal State,

and coexist in time.”"
As the Night contiﬁues, Urizen and Los battle while the Shadowy
Female appeals to Urizen to release Luvah (the Passiohs). Then
the reader learns that Enitharmon "nam'd the Female, Jerusalem
the holy./ Wondering, she saw the Lamb of God within Jerusalem's
Veil&! So early~in the "Night“_the'entire scheme moves toward
a type of rgsolution.

Blake attempts to resolve the conflicts and contradictions

in the poem through a final Divine Vision which restores fallen

95Kleinman, p. 94.

26Ibid., p. 100,
. Damoh, p. 384.
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man. Thomas was attempting to find a similér resolution in

‘hié sonnet sequence, how successfully we will see shortly, and
our argument is that Thomas's idea for the final resolution is
Blakean and in fact was suggested by Thomas's reading of Blake's
major prophecies, for there is a startling similarity between
Blake's "Night the Eighth" and the £inal sonnets of'this sequence.
A related question, of course, is the question of which of the
two poets was the more successful artistically in achieving his
end. As Frye explains, Thomas had less time to work out his
symbols and ideas clearly:

These sonnets make very .tough reading; and T think

one reason why they?re so obscure is that the shape

. of the central myth of literature broke in on

Thomas suddenly at a certain stage of his develop-

. ment, and that it broke with such force that he

coqld hardly %et all,his symbols andAmetaphors down

fast enough.9' .

As "Night the Eighth" moves through its narrative which
includes someAlyrical passages of great beauty, Los and Enitharmon
begin to pity man which is'the,first step tO*redembtion and we
are told'thaﬁ the Lamb of God must give up his vegetatedAbody
"that the Spiritual body may be Revealtd." A descript;on of
the ercifiﬁion follows: "Jerusalem saw the body dead ﬁpoﬁ‘the
Crossd. And the "Night" moves to a close with Enion's reply
from fThe Caverns of the.Grave2° As the "Night" ehds with Los
and Enitharmon taking the 5ody down from the cross and4placing

it in a sepulcher, and Satan divided againstVSatan; we are pre-

pared for the Redemption of man through the Lamb of God.

98Frye, The Educated Imagination, (Toronto: C. B.:C., 1963),
p. 47. .
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The events of "Night the Eighth" then,parallel almost ex-
"actly the chief event of Thomas®!s eighth sonnét} further, the
purpose of each bart, "Night the Eighth" and'%ohnet VIII) is
similér in that it prepares us for.the final step which is the
redemption of man tﬁrough Christ.

In a crucial passage in "Night the Eighth" Lés (Poetry)
‘tells Enitharmoh‘(lnspiration) that:

Pitying, the Lamb of God descended thro! Jerusalem®s

gates, To put off Mystery time after time; and as a
Man Is born on Earth, so was he born of Fair Jerusalem.

He stood in fair Jerusalem to awake up into Eden

The fallen Man, but first to Give his vegetated body

To be cut off and separated, that the Spiritual body

may be Revealtld.
This is one of. the high pbints of the poem before the poem drops
again as the "Night" ends with Christ's Crucifixion. The last
two lines of the above quotation express the desire of both
Blake and Thomas. Thomas's strﬁggle was certainly to put fo’
his mortal, corruptable body so that his Spiritual body might
be reVealed through his art. For Thomas, like Yeats, the only
meaningful type of spirituai salvation was a salvation which re-
sulted from the permanence of art.

Olsen's comments on"“Sonnet VIII"strengthen our argument:

But the Cross Cygnus goes down like all else. This

is the true crucifixion "on the mountain", for it

occurs in the heights of the sky; and the '"gallow

grave", the depths of gpace...

' After Cygnus sets, Virgo, the Virgin, "God's
Mary'", rises in the east; the constellation appears
"bent like three trees."1l00

Olsen suggests that this is the low point in the sequence; Christ

appears to be defeated and there is no promise of resurrection

99Blake, The Works, p.’338.
10001sen, p. 78.
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of'redemption of any sort. This is equally true of the cor-
iesponding-point in Blake's "Night the Eighth", for both the.
sonnet and the "Night" mark the psychologicél low point in the
sequence;-in the sense that the promised redeemer is dead and
man must wait three days for any sign of a resurrection.

*Sonnet IX,'which carries the burial moﬁif in terms of
Egyptian'symbols and'references then fits into the scheme logic-
ally because‘the Redeemer is dead.' Blake's use of geométric
and pyramid imagery in "Night the Second" is echoed by Thomas
again hefe and could be a source of Thomas's imagery. In fact,

a line in"Sonnet IX? "World in the sand; on the triangle land-
scape" is reminiscent one again of Blake'!s "Auguries of Inndcenceru
Kleinman's discussion of“Sonnet IX“is exceilent but will

be left td the curious reader to be examined for himself. Klein-
man does answer the question, better thén bther critics, as to
why Thomas introduced a sonnet involving Egyptiéh burial customs
into~a Christian sonnet séquence. He quotes'a passage from The

Golden Bough to. help explain the dquestion of Thomas's intention:

Under the names of Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis,\and Attis,

the peoples of Egypt and Western Asia represented the
yearly decay and revival of life, which they personi-

fied as a god who annually died and rose again from

‘the dead, In name and detail the rites varied from

place to place; in substance they were the same.l0l
~Kleinman's point is that the Osiris myth becomes an archetype of
all dead and.reviving gods so Thomas, whose mind worked arche-
typally, picked up and employed this fact in his verse.

Olsen's comments‘on”Sonnet IX"are not nearly so satisfying

here as some of his previous comments. He explains the Egyptian

lOlKleinma_n, p. 117.
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"motif as follows:
The Egyptian atmosphére of the sonnet is based upon
the presence in the heavens of Cepheus, king of
Aethiopeia, whom Thomas now treats as "Pharaoh!,
Caasiopeia, Cepheus' queen, now "the queen in splints",
and Ophiucus."102 -
Tindall's remarks on this sonnet are more valuable than Olsen's
at this point for he continues to see the sonnet in strictly
biographical terms. He tells us:

With the boys of "Should Lanterns Shine" and "My

World is Pyramid", we visit Egypt to inspect mummies,

which serve the poet now as images of printing.

When set in books, the poems he has written with all

the pains of crucifixion are mummies of themselves.

They are embalmed; yet publishing them is a kind of

resurrection.103
Professor Tindall®s comment reminds us that no one interpreta-
tion of any poem is the !correct!one. Good poetry can tolerate
many differing interpretatibns even though the comments are
contradictory, .-for poetry like Beulah, is a place where con-
trarieties are equally true.

Our primary concern now is a study of "Sonnet X“and Blake's
"Night the Ninth{¢. Even before 1ooking‘at any interpretations
of"Sonnet X' we find many obvious meanings and echoes from the
previous sonnets so that the conclusion that this sonnet does
form a type of last chépter'to and summary of the preceding
sonnets seems valid.

“Sonnet X“opens with a request "Let the tale's sailor from
a Christian voyage/ Atlaswise hold half-way off the dummy bay).
The traveller here refers to the preceding sonnet sequence as

his 'tale! just as if Thomas's poem were as narrative like Blakels

Vala. The voyage motif is introduced again to remind the feader

102p01sen, p. 80.
1037indall, p. 141.
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that the speaker has undergone his own strange odyssey; it is,
furthermore, a Christian voyage. This is followed by an echo

of the title of the sequence in the word "Atlaswises. Present
as well in the sonnet are "a ship-racked gospel", "the first
Peter", "a rainbow's quayrail", "fish", "the bible east", a
"flying garden”" that is "green as beginning" and finally "two
bark towers", a "nest of mercies" and a “"rude, red tree". These‘
images in themselvee are enough to suggest a type of triumphant
or near-triumphant Christian conclusion and reconciliation of
the whole sequence.

Elder Olsen, although he persists in his astronomica; ex-—
planation throughout the entire sequence, does come to a simi-
lar conclusion to ours above, that the sonnet sequence is an
account of a journey in which a very great problem is considered
and weighed. Olsen remarks:

In any case we have two "voyages", real or fancied:

the Christless one reported in Sonnets III and V,

running from winter solstice to winter solsticej,

and the Christian one from autumnal equinox to the

following Easter.

Whatever view be taken, the sonnets are the

Apocalypse of the heavens: and as in Rev. 21:23,

the mortal sun is exchanged for the Son: ®*And the

city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon,

to shine in it; for the glory of God did lighten

it, and the Lamb is the light thereof."104
Olsen's comments here suppbrt our argument on the similarity of
the sonnet- sequence to the meaning and intention of Blakel!s Vala.

Kleinman's summary of Thomas's intention in the sonnet

sequence is as clearly stated as any summary couid be and affords

further evidence as to the similarity of intention on the part

104Olsen, p. 86.
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of Blake and Thomas. Kleinman states:

The prayer with which the poem concludes rises with
the hope that the flying garden, green as Eden, sub-
merged for so long, will now rise to the surface of
the sea. In the prayer there is a vision. The two
trees ("the two bark towers"), Adam's tree and Christ's
tree, will rise and become one tree around which the
serpent once more will coil,. bringing not venom but
golden straws to build a "nest of mercies" for the
Dove. And this nest will be woven in the rude, red
tree of ignominious death upon which the Dove was once
transfixed. Here, at last, the covenant will be re-~
deemed, the promise fulfilled, innocence restored,
death banished. The poem ends in a hymn of faith, a
prayer of hope, and a vision of love.l05 '

Before examining how closely this description of the conclusion
to Thomas's poem fits Blake's epic, we should note that Professor
Tindall too, after mentioning the pefsonal and sexual meanings
of the last sonﬁet, concludes that "The ending, like the begin-
Aing, of this sequence is obscurely magnificent in sound ahd
shapef‘106

Thomas's"Sonnet X}‘although similar in intention, has nothing
like Blake's scope or grandeur as seen in "Night the Ninth{.
"Night the Ninth" is subtitled "Being the Last Judgement" and
it offers the reader a magnificent descripﬁion of Apocalypse.
Briefly, the action of the "Niéht" might be outlined as £follows:
the Night opens with Los ripping the sun and the moon from the |
sky,

...his right hand, branching out in fibrous

strength, Siez'd .the Sun! His left hand, like

dark roots, cover'd the Moon, And tore them down

cracking the heavens across from immense to immense.

This is a fascinating passage in that it seems to describe the

artist®s attempt'to humanize the universe. Both Thomas and Blake

105g1einman, p. 156.
106Tindall, p. 143.
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struggled to explain the universe through the metaphof of man,
so here we might imagine Los, the poet, as achieving what all
péets wish to achieve. As the;Nighﬂ continues, Rahéb and
Tirzahv(the abandoned life and the repressed life) are consum-
mated, the dead arise and‘the reader is given a fine description
of the moment of Apocalypse:

He cease'd for riv'n link from link, the bursting

Universe explodes. All things revers'd flew from

their centres: rattling bones To bones Join:

shaking convuls'd, the shivering clay breathes:

Each speck of dust to the earth's centre nestles

round & round In pangs of Eternal Birth:
After this péssage, one of the finest in terms of visualization
in the "Night"”, the Son of Man appears, fallen man arises and
we are toid that Eternal man is risen. Then follows a long
lament by Vala for Enion; what this means is that there is now
an effort on the'part of fragmented nature to return to a lést
unity and‘balance. Vala is Blake'!s name for nature or natural
beauty while Luvah is the characterization of the Emotions and
a harmony between these two is now desired; Tharmas, whom Harold
Bloom describes as the parent power of tﬁe other faculties, the

body's unity,107

appears as a child with Enion and both are cared
for by vala; again what Blake means is that Vala (nature) is
enforcing a protective unity on Enion (thé generative instinct)
and Tharmas (the body or senses). The four mighty ones in every
man beginlto be reunited.

Man's highest faculties are not something imposed from

above by a greater power but humanity's highest endeavour, or

\ ,
107y, Bloom, Blake!s Apocalypse, (New York: Doubleday & Co.,
Garden City, 1963), p. 195.
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SO we learn from the following passage: ”Attempﬁing to be more
than Man We become less", said Luvah? As he arose from the bright
feast, drunk with the wine of agesf" Then the wine presses of
Luvah operate in a passage that amounts to a great description
of human ﬁassionsr evil is1consumed and Los and Enitharmon are
united in-Urthona which is their unfallen form, the humén spirit.

Finally this great Apocalyptié Night ends with a new order
created, "One Earth, one sea beneath" and Man is»completely’uni—
fied within himself and with his universe: "The Expanding Eyes
of Man behold the depths of wondious&worlds!" So the poem ends
wifh a great vision of the perfectly balanced and harmonious man:
| Urthona is arisen inghisvstfength,_no longer now.

Divided from Enitharmon, no longer the Spectre Los.

Where is the Spectre of Prophecy? where is the delusive

Phantom?/ Departed: & Urthona rises from the. ruinous

Walls/ In all his ancient strength to form the golden

armour of science/ For intellectual War. The war of

swords departed now, / The dark Religions are departed

" & sweet Science reigns.
Thomas's conclusion to his sonnet sequence aﬁdv"Night'the Ninth"
of Vala correspond in the intention'-of the statement. Both
poets envision a type ofAregeneration-out of a period of sfruggle
and chaos and fragmentation and in both cases the rebirth is a
Christian rebirth. Thomas has his "Green as beginning" and "two
bark towers", suggesting as they do the two trees in Eden as
well as Christ's cross. Blake's conclusion is both more emphatic
and more vivid partly, at least, because of his poetic method.

Blaké‘s epic narrative method which involves the casting
of cqnflicting human states as characters in a gigantic struggle

and dramatic adventure allows the reader to follow his argument

dramatically even before he must decide what it all means. - Thomas,
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in contrast, really only hints at a narrative and so forces

the reader to struggle along at the 1evel of the image and

the metaphor. While Blake'®s method is expanéive, Thomas's method

is that of distillation to the point, at times, of obscurity.
Before leaving this aspect of the-discussion, we should

~ be aware of Northrop Frye's comment aboet the last line of Vala.

Frye writes: |

The last line of The Four Zoas, describing the final
emancipation of man, reads: !'The.dark Religions are
departed & sweet Science reigns.!' By 'Science! he
means what he means elsewhere when he says: 'The prim-
eval State of Man was Wisdom, Art and Science.! ' That

is wisdom consists in the mental war which is art and
the mental hunting which is science, and these consti-
tute the eternal life of a Man who is God. Art is .
human but it is also divine because God is a Creator.108

Bléke certainly seemed to entertain the idea that man is God
and God is man so that when man is oceupied with his greatest
werk which would be the creation of forms of art, he is acting
as God. Although ThomasAwas not as explicit as Blake on this
point, I believe that Thomas shered a somewhat similar idea
which can be detected in his poetry. The only meaningful salva-
tion for Thomas would be an artietic salvation, while a failure
to achieve this salvation through £he_creation of great works
of art would and perhaps diﬁ lead ﬁo fhe arﬁist‘s death. As
our topicxwill soon be Thomas's last poems, a'comment.made by
Professbf‘Brinnin is wdrth.noting here. Brinnin writes:

While Dylan's intellect was greét, his indifference

to ideas limited its exercise; while his moral dis-

cipline was amply demonstrated in his craftsmanship--
a point never to be under-estimated--it was apparent

108Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 271.
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almost nowhere else. To foresee Dylan in middle and

later life was to pose two questions, each of which

answered itself: Would he continue, year by year, to

be the roaring boy, the daimonic poet endlessly cele-

brating the miracle of man under the eyes of God?

Would he by some reversal of spirit, some redirection

of his genius, become the wise, gray and intellectually

disciplined poet moving toward an epic summation of

lyrical gifts? It was my sense then, as it is now,

that the term of the roaring boy was over, and that the

means by which Dylan might continue to grow were no

longer in his possession. I was convinced that Dylan

knew this and, whether or not he comprehended the

meaning of his actions, that the violence of his life

was a way of forgetting or avoiding the self-judgment

that spelled his doom. Poetry itself had become, as

he said, "statements made on the way to the grave."lo9
The point that Brinnin raises is an essential one to our argu-
ment. The point is,did Thomas find,even partialiy, a way out’
of his apparent impasse through his last poems including Under
Milkwood? Considering the fact that Brinnin's statement was
made about a year before Thomas's death, we must try to answer
the question as to which of the two poets, Blake'or Thomas,
fulfilled the visionary ideal for which they were striving. I
personally feel that one reason for Thomas'!s attraction to Blake's
poetry was that Thomas detected a type of resolution in .it which
he would have liked to achieve himself. Both poets were of the
same visionary company but Blake was able to complete a cosmo-
logy that Thomas only began to move toward.

Included in our discussion of the sonnet sequence must be
the strongly circumstantial evidence that Thomas may have bor-

rowed images and even ideas from Blake's second epic Milton. It

- is Mr. Kleinman who mentions this relationship between Blake and

109J° M. Brinnin, Dylan Thomas in America, (New York: Avon
Books, The Hearst Corp., 1966), p. 18l. Con
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Thomas when he is discussing“Sonnet Vi''of the sequence. He
states, "That Thomas was familiar with Blake's poems and

Goethe's Faust I have nO'doubfﬂollo

In this statement, Klein-
man gives us further supporting evidence for our central argu-
ment; he then adds in connection with the Medusa image from
Milton:

The imagery in the rest of the sonnet (Sonnet VI),

is a fusion of marine biology, Greek mythology, :

literary analogues, and cabalistic legend.."Medusa'ts.

scripture" is primeval, as old as the "book of Water",

reminding one of a Blake illustration called Hecate,

in which he depicts Vala (The Four Zoas) as an incar-

nation of the female will, with the serpentine book

of good and evil open at her feet.l1ll

Now the fact that Thomas borrowed the Medusa image from
‘Blake and used it to represent something similar to what it
represents in Blake,.the sinister female’will, leads the dis-

cussion to a consideration of the aspect of the sinister female

will in both poets.

lloKleinman, p. 69.
111l1bid., p. 71.



CHAPTER IV

The Sinister Female Will

We are all in a particularly. vulnerable position in re-
lation to the person that we admire and respect and who, in
our opinion, is our superior. This fact becomes even more
apparent when the personAthat we admire is a member of oﬁr own
profession or craft. Because the person is a fellow craftsman,’
our respect for his achievements is heightened while it remains
a more valid admiration than that of the mere layman'’s. The
more that we.admire the master craftSman, the more profound is
his influence,oﬁef us likely to be. If our master craftsman
to whom we pay the craft-compliment, is also a great and origi-
nal thinker, we are apt to be powerfully influenced in our

attitudes and point of view by our *'master?.

What has been said above is dembnstrably true in Blake's
influence on Thomas and in Milton‘é influence on Blake in maﬁy
éreas but in one area in particular. Milton's concept of the
Sinister female will which is a central theme in his poetry from

"L*'Allegro" and "IL Penseroso" through Paradise Lost to Samson..

Agonistes helped to form Blake's attitude toward female sexual
love,and, in turn, helped to determine Thomas's attitude toward
female sexual love és well. The supporting evidence for this
statement will be found in the poems to be discussed in this

chapter.



104 .

Our comments above help to explain why Thomas employed
Blake's image of the Medusa in his“Sonnet vIi'referred to
previously. Professor Kleinman argues that the medusa image

for Thomas was a "metaphor of primal sexuality, sin, and the

eternally dangerous femaleﬂ,llzNow, the medusa is commonly

associated with paralytic power ahd sticky suffocation. One
"thinks of the animalfs prey becoming entangled in the filaments
of the medusa, which, biologically,is a predatory animal éuf—
focating and destroying its victims It does serve as an gxf
cellent metaphor for one aspect of female love. For Milton,
and for Thomas as well, this aspect of female'love became dis-

torted into the main aspect.

Profeésdr Kleinman points out the qualities of the medusa
and Blake's use of it in Milton:

The imagery of marine life seems to have fascinated
Thomas, a fascination shared by other poets. In his
story of Hermaphroditus and Salmacis, Ovid describes
a polpus (from which the medusa is an evolved form)
as a symbol of female absorption in whose tentacles
male identity is crushed. Blake, in a similar image,
illustrating the procreative and annihilating quallty
of the female will speaks of
... a vast Polypus
Of living fibres down into the Sea of Time & Space
growing/A self-devouring monstrous Human Death
Twenty seven fold./ Within it sit Five Females &
the nameless Shadowy Mother,/ Spinning it from
their bowels with songs of amorous delight/ And
- melting cadences that lure the Sleepers of Beulah
down) The River Storge (which is Arnon) into the
Dead Sea.
' Milton, "Book II", Plate 38

A general gloss of Blake's passage above is that the sinister
female will is or can be destructive to man!s highest spiritual

and creative powers. Beulah which .is the moony existence of

112 .
Kleinman, p. 77.
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married love can be lost to the unwary értist_and :eplaced by
"the Dead Sea", a place of sterility and annihilation.

Now the specific lines of Thomas's which contain the medusa
image borrowed from Blake follow:

Eluck, éock, my sea eye, said medusa's scripture,

Lop, love, my fork tongue, said the pin-hilled nettle;
And love plucked out the stinging siren's eye,

The bagpipe-breasted ladies in the deadweed
Blew out the blood gauze through the wound of manwax.

Thomas'ts liheé certainly have a sinister ring about‘thém, simi-
lar to Blake's passage above, even before we enquire what they
mean. Critics generally agree on this sonnet ﬁhat Thomas is
reworking the theme of Genesié-alﬁhough the imagery gives-the
poem an ugly and revolting visualization. Kleinman points out
that the-"pin;hilled nettle" is another name for the‘ﬁedusa. In
the poem, the medusa is asking to have her forked tongue 1opped
off so.that<she will be unable, as a siren, td lure her prey;
this is followed by what appears‘fo be a typevof.primeval orgy.

“Sonnet VI'includes as weilAthe tower of wax and an 'I' who seems
to be the chronicler of the tale at this point. The witch-1like
"bagpipe-breasted ladies" force some sort of creation (blood
gauze) through tﬁé wound of manwax‘whiqh apbears to be a refer-
ence to Christ. The sonnet ends in the darkness before créationl
with a defeat of Christ, the creative lightjéf the world. Imme-
diately foliowing the passage from "plate 38" of Milton quoted
by Kleinman, Los, the poetic aspect of man!s spirit is described
as attempting to enclose thé Polypus:

Around..this Polypus Los continual builds the Mundane Shell.
Four Universes round the Universe of Los remain Chaotic.
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What Blake means here is that man's artistic nature, his high-
est spiritual aspirations must overcome the debilitating effect‘
"of the sinister female will represented by the polypus image in
both Blake and Thomas.

Two related aspects of our argument must be discussed at
this point to.clarify our main thesis and to help our understand-
ing of Thomas's marriage poems.. If Milton's attitude toward
woman influenced Blake and if Milﬁbn and Blake'!s attitude in-
£luenced Thomas, then Milton's and Blake'!s view of female sexual
love must be made clear so that‘the reader might better under-
stand Thomae‘s somewhat ambivalent attitude.

Our study suggests that Blake may have derived much of his

attitude toward married female love from Milton's attitude as

expressed in Samson Agonistes. Blake, wevknow, was accused of
saying that Milton believed that the pleasures of sex arose from
The Fall (see Crabb Robinson's comment). Milton, of coursey
argued nothing of the kind as a reading of “Eook IV" of Paradise

Lost will show. 2An interesting possibility presents itself here

for consideration. Blake,possibly, read Milton's Samson Agonistes
very early in his life because there is a poem called "Samson"

in Poetical Sketches which is dated by G. Keynes between 1769-

1778, making it Blake's earliest printed book.

If Blake in‘fact did read Samson Agonistes and there is no

reason to think that he did not, then he could likely have been
strongly influenced by Milton's violent attack on women in the
poem. This attitude in turn may haﬁe been passed on to Thomas
both through Milton and Blake. Milton and Thomas, as well, shared

a somewhat similar Calvanistic background.
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The plot of Samson Agonistes is simple enough. The poem

opens with Samson, blind,-and betrayed, a prisQner.of the
Philistines, his enemies. The first scene is before. the prison
in.Gézé aé Samson says, "A little onward lend they guiding hand/
To these daﬁk steps, a little further onsg. Broqding on his
past injustiées‘and present situaﬁion; Samson expresses the
attitude that concerns our discuésion. He ponders: "...Dalila,/.
That specious Monster, my accomplisht snare." This line marks
his first real outburst against the woman who betrayed him.
Then he thinks "But foul effémihancy held me yok't/ Her Bond-
slave!.” How closely this line expresses Thomas's own feelings
in his marriage poems we shall see. Samson is approached by
Manoa, his father, and then by Dalila herself as she continues
to tempt Samson. His replies to her various suggestions are
important here. At one point he_cfies:

Ou£, out Hyaena; fhese are they wonted. arts.

And arts of every woman false like thee;,

To break all faith, all vows, deceive, betray,

Then as repentant to submit, beseech,

And reconcilement move with feigned remorse

Confess, and promise wonders in her change.113
Still later he shouts "And love hath oft, well meaning, wrought
‘'much woe,/ Yet always.pity or pardon hath obtain'd." Finaliy,
after Samson has defipitely spurned Dalila, he gives forth his
famous denunciation of woﬁen which follows: |
Ié it for that such outward ornament

Was lavish®t on their Sex, that inward gifts
were- left for haste unfinish't, judgement scant,

1137, Milton, Complete Poems and Major Prose, ed.,M Y. Hughes,
(New York: Odyssey Press, 1957), p. -569.
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Capacity not rais!d to apprehend

Or value what is best

In choice, but oftest to affect the wrong?
Seeming at first all heavenly under virgin veil,
Soft, modest, meek demure, .
Once join'd, the contrary she proves a thorn
Inteéstine, far within defensive arms

A cleaving mischief, in his way to virtue
Adverse and turbulent, or by her charms

Draws him awry enslav!d

With dotage, and his sense deprav!d

To folly and shameful deeds which ruin ends. 114

Milton's passage here contains so much general truth about how
men feel, at times, about women that-it is not surprising to

find a similar point of view expressed by Blake and Thémas. Cer-
tainly Thomas found female love something of é snare very often
and‘it is common knowledge that Thomas could not adjust to the
monagamous state that marriage demands. As far as Blake is
concerned, it is not surprising that a sensitive'young man read-

ing Samson Agonistes at an impressionable age wduld be profoundly

influenced'by the very biased and bitter attitude expressed by
Mllton. This attitude could have been strengthened by the fact
that the pefson speaking was a noble warrior and great hero, now
a somewhat pathetic figure; £finally, the Qhole péssage would be
memorable because of the quality of the verse. |

Blake would have‘beeﬂ aware, as well, of the somewhat auto-

biographical nature of the plot of Samson Agonistes. Just as

-Samson was:'blind and a captive held by his enemies, so was Milton;
just as Samson had apparently been defeated, so had Milton and
"just as Samson was a hero, so was Milton. Milton's concern about

the temptations of the flesh and the disastrous consequences of

114Milton, Complete Poems, p. 5764
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succumbing to these temptations are personified in a sense in

Samson Agonistes. Seeing the poet he most admired expressing
such powerful .views on women, Blake could‘ﬁardly prevent being
influenced by Milton's attitude.

Blake, howeverywould be aware tha£ Milton’slattitude to-

ward women as expressed in Samson Agonistes was only one extreme

point of view as he recalled Milton's remarks .about Eve in "Books

XI" and "XII" of Paradise Lost. . Adam, addressing Eve in "Book
XI'", remarks:

' ...Whence Hail to thee,
Eve rightly call'd, Mother of all Mankind,
Mother of all things 1living, since by thee
Man is . to live, and- all things live for Man. 115

Then in Michael?s final words to Adam in the closing lines of

i

"Book XII", the reader finds the following lines:

...go, waken Eve; .
Her also I with gentle Dreams have calm'd
Portending good, and all her spirits compos'd
To meek submission .
The great deliverance by her seed to come
(For by the Woman's Seed) on all Mankind,
That ye may live ... 116

Blake would be aware that no greater compliment could be paid
to women than what Milton has written above so Milton's attitude

cannot be completely determined by his attitude to Dalilah in

Samson Agonistes.
Blake!s attitude to female love was edqually ambivalent. He
did feel that sexual love was one door to the imagination; this

idea is coupled with the fact that artistic creativity and human

llsMilton, Complete Poems, p. 436.
1161pig., p. 467.
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love are very closely bound. A few lines from "Earth's Answer"

in Songs of Experience suggest one attitude he held toward free-
dom of love between man and wéman:

Selfish father of men!

Cruel, jealous, selfish fear!

Can delight,

Chain®*d in night,

The virgins of youth and morning bear?

Does the spring hide its joy

When buds and blossoms grow?

Does the sower sow by night,

Or the plowman in darkness plow?

Break this heavy chain

That does freeze my bones around.

Selfish! vain! Eternal bane!

That free love with bondage bound. -
In the above lyric, the Earth is replying to the voice of The
Bard who asks it to rise from her slumbery mass. Earth's reply
includes the lines "Starry Jealousy does keep my den;/ Cold and
hoar, / Weepiﬁg o'er,'. Blake, contrary to_certain misunderstand-
ings, is not suggesting sexual promiscuity here but rather that
the impulse to love and be loved both spiritually and physically
should not be stifled by a "heavy chain" that "freezes" one's
bones around. Just as spring is joyous and the plowman must
work during the daylight hoiurs, so there is a time in life when
people need and must give love and, Blake argues, these people
must not be restricted by arbitrary laws and bonds; love itself
will demand and give love and respect. Blake, then, ends his
lyric with a cry for free love because he felt that this was the
most immediate road to eternity. Night in the above lyric might

refer to the absence of spiritual light or the true understanding

.of the role of physical love in the complete psychology of the
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individual. Damon suggests that Blake was not appealing for
free love here but only objecting to the foul doctrine that
hid what might be called essential lbve for the survival of
the individual.within his social milieu. Comus's statement
suggests something of -the same attitude when he says to The
Lady,

"Tis only daylight that makes Sin.?

Certain lines of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell imply a simi-
lar idea to the one being discussed:

If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing

would appear to man as it is, infinite.

For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things

thro! narrow chinks of his cavern.
The "Narrow chinks of his cavern" may be interpreted as meaning
that man has so encompassed himself with social restrictions
and "rules of social procedure" that he can no longer indulge
his natural instincts to sexual expression in an effort to

fulfill his most intimate needs. Damon's comment on the quoted

passage. from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell follows:

Free indulgence in love was to open the senses; such

an opening would reveal the infinite in everything,

and destroy the material world simply by exposing it

as a delusion... The indulgence in love would 1lift

the body from its material_aspect, elevating the whole

of man at the same time.
While the idea as expressed by Damon is true, everyone is aware,
including Blake, that the attempt at successful physical love
can end in an agony of despair as it often did with Thomas.

Because Blakel!s views on sex are basic to our discussion,

Damon's interpretation of Blake's views are worth discussing at

ll7Damon, p. 93.
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this point. Damon comments in part:

Sex, involving the profoundest instincts of man, is
rooted in eternity; He tBlake] was among the very
first to celebrate the decency- the holiness- of sex.
Believing that every man was entitled to the ideal
union, and following his beloved Milton in condemning
marriage which might hinder such a union, Blake taught
and wrote, as emphatically as he could, that couples
should live together and separate at pleasure. Even

a plurality of paramours was not to be condemned. 118

Blake's argument that everyone is entitled to the ideal union

reminds us of Raphael's account of love between the angels

‘which appears at the end of "Book VIII" of Paradise Lost and
which well could be the source of Blake's concept of ideél love
even though hé attempted to correct Milton's érror in his Milton.
Raphael says:

To whom the Angel with a smile that glow®d
Celestial rosy red, Love's proper hue,

Answer'd. Let it suffice thee that thou know!st
Us happy and without Love no happiness.

Whatever pure thou in the body enjoy!st

{And pure thou wert created) we enjoy

In eminence, and obstacle find none

Of membrane, joint, or limb, exclusive bars:
Easier than air with air, if spirits embrace,
Total they mix, Union of Pure with Pure
Desiring; nor restrain'd conveyance need

As Flesh to mix with Flesh, or Soul with Soul.119

To put fhis Miltonic idea in Blakean terms, we might argue that
once man has broken through the mundane shell of his existence
he will be able to achieve an”ideal union in an ideal existence,
an ideal union in the sense of the spiritual blending of two
souls. Milton's description above is intriguing in that it

exactly describes the perfect physical union. Such a description

llsDamon, P. 99.
119Milton, Complete Poems, p. 377.
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of Milton's which expresses a universal psychological ideal
for all men could not help but influence both Blake and
Thomas.

Milton!s ideas on married love found in his The Doctrine

and Discipline of Divorce may have had a formative influence

on Blake's ideas as well. Given the odds that Blake read this
pamphlet of Milton®s, he could not help but be influenced by
- the following lines:
The cause of divorce mentioned in the law is’ trans-
lated "some uncleanliness" but in the Hebrew it sounds
"nakedness of aught, or any real nakedness", which by
all learned interpreters is referred to the mind as
well as to the body. And what greater nakedness or
unfitness of mind than that which hinders ever the
solace and peaceful society of the married couple?
And what hinders that more than the unfitness and de-
fectiveness of an unconjugal mind. 120
This passage contains some of the basic ideas contained in both
Blake and Thomas as well as many other writers. Very simply,
Milton is arguing for a "marriage of true minds", or inversely,
if this marriage of true minds does not exist then such a con-

dition should be sufficient cause for divorce. Now Blake argued

specifically in Visions of the Daughters of Albion that the

factors which often prevented such ideal unions were the jealousy
éf the lover, the hypocrisy of the belbved, and the persecution
of the lovers by society. These factors and no£ the séx impulse
are the true crimes, the real causes of suffering.121

Damon points out in fact that Blake believed that in Eternity

the lover and. beloved are literally one (the idea just seen in’

120Miiton, Complete Poems, p. 706.
121pamon, p. 101.
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Raphael!s account). Damon lists various supporting,étateﬁents
for his;assertion but does not mention Raphael's passage.quoted
above. Finally he adds: |

But even though in Eternity there is no sex, yet

here in this world sex has a very important function.

It not only keeps man's senses open, his imagination

stirred, and his Selfhood in abeyance: it is actually

a way into Eternity, the only way left open to the

man who has no creative power in poetry, painting or

music?1l22 - ' -
Reading Damon's comments on Blake‘s.ideas on the role of sex in
life, one cannot but recall Thomas's attempts at sexual promis-
cuity which seemed to be a symptom of his artistic frustration:
To put Thomas‘s dilemma in Blakean terms, we might see it as
follows: for Blake Eternity waslthe world of the imagination,
artistic creation. It was this type of»Eternity that Thomas
wished to achieve and which Blake did achieve. In Blake's myth,
Eternity.is surrounded by Beuiah which, seen from Eternity, is
a type of‘mbony sexual slumber but as seen from the mundane
sheil,'the s%ate of Beulah, married love, is a condition which
must be passed through to reach Eternity; sexual love offers a
door to Eternity, if it is successful; if it is unsuccessful,
it damns the person to a nightmare of frustration.. The reader .
mighE see Thomas -then as attempting to achieve'a-Blakean type
.of Eternity in artistic_creativity but because he could'nbt
achieve a -satisfactory Beulah existence, a step toward Eternity,
his life became a misery of frustration. As Blake explains in

Milton, and even more clearly in Vala, the Fall was a series of

divisions of man's powers and aspects, and redemption ther must

‘122Damon, p. 102.
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involve a recovery of this lost union with the redeemed man
being‘a'perfect‘unity of all attributes. Because sexual inter-
courée is,such an intimate union, Blake sees the act as the
first step to Eternity. If this first step is a failure, as
it often was with Thomas, a failure in the sense that it did
not lead to a more iﬁtimate and rewarding marital union which
in turn;wduld have led to greater artistic creativity, then
the first step to Eternity is blocked.

Blake explains his attitude to marriage further in his

I -
poem Visions of the Daughters of Albion (etched 1793), which

Frye seés as the second act to The Book of Thel. A significant

differepce between the two poems is the location of the action;
Thel takes place in the moony shades of Beulah while Visions
is acted out in this world of Generation. Damon states the
plot of the poem simply:
Oothoon, Blake?!s Magdelan of Eternity, is vio-

lated by Bromion, though Theotormon is her true mate.

Custom forces her to marry Bromion, since Theotormon,

for all his anguish, will have none of her.12
The introductory lyric té the main body of the poem is spoken
by OothéQn, who represents Blake‘s-concept of the emancipated
female spifit, where she explains that she has "plucked Leuthats
flower".meaning that she has daréd to enter into a sexual experi-
ence. (Leutha éppears again in "Plate 12" of Milton) Oothoon
has dared to do what Thel could not bring herself to do with

the result that Oothoon is permanently altered and both suffers

and rejoices in what she has learned. Frye comments on the poem:-

123pamon, p. 106.
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Oothoon has engaged in an extramarital amour,
apparently with Bromion, and has inherited the
jealousy of her husband and the thunderous denuncia-

" tions of her lover. In order to horrify Bromion into
calling her a harlot it is not necessary, of course,
for Oothoon to do more than find pleasure in sexual
experience. '

The poem presents -a confllct between the tyranny of
convention_and an emancipated female' E demand for
free 1love.

While critics give slightly differing accounts of the actual

plot of the poem,l26

they do agree on Blake's meaning in the
poem which .is our main interest; that is to see its relation-

ship to Thomas's ideas in his marriage poems. Having presented

evidencé earlier that Thomas had not only read The Book of Thel
but alsQ borrowed.directly from it, our‘argument will imply
that Thomas read and was influenced by Visions as well.v

In Blake's poem Bromion (moral indignation) thunders his
censures at Oothoon while Theotormon (male jealousy) sulks and
broods "Upon the margin'd ocean conversing with shadows dire."
The bulk of the poem consists of Oothoon's laments and her ex-

pressions of her newly acquired knowledge. She first attacks

- 124fFrye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 239.
1251bid., p. 240
126Bloom p. 107.

Harold Bloom states "Bromion's morality is familiar to us
because it is our own; the morality of a slave-driving society
that first rapes and then condemns the exploited victim as,K being
far gone in harlotry. But Blake makes it quite clear that
Bromion's monstrous morality is engendered by his bad conscience
... Bromion blusters his conscience away in an accusation of
harlotry and a taunting invitation to Theotormon, Oothoon's
betrothed lover: '

The uneasy violence of Bromion has its sexual origins in
the sadism of a slave-owning morality and the inverted sensuallty
of debased Puritanism that Lawrence was to call "sex in the
head,. :
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Urizen with the cry,

How can one joy absorb another? are-nbt different joys
Holy, eternal, infinite? and each joy is a love.

This statement is a clear answer to Bromion's questioh "And is
there not one law for both the lion: and the-ox?". Oothoon's
argﬁment is -that society cannot‘sanction some joyé~andvcondemn
others on a completely arbitrary basis. The gates to Eternity
must not be blocked by convention and in Blakets view, the
greatest door to Eternity was successful sexual love so his
afgument'is simply that if this door is not found in married
love, then it must be sought elsewhere. Thomas's experiences
in this quest, as our argument will show, become a tragic
corrollary to Blake's argument. Howevér, certain aépects of
Visions must bé dwelt on first.

It would be an unpardonable omission on our part £o dis-
cuss this poem and not mention the very high quality of the
verse while we trace Blakefs arguments. A péssage of great
exuberance and lyrical beauty that bursts with Oothoon!s new
knowledge is her cry;

The moment of desire! the moment of desife! The virgin

That pines for man shall awaken ‘her womb to enormous joys

In the secret shadows of her chamber: the youth shut up

from The lu;tful; joy shall forget to generate & create

an amorous image _

In the shadows_of his curtains and in' the folds of his

silent pillow.l '

Part of the beauty of this passage stems from'the great daring
of the ﬁoet._ The image Blake employs of the womb awakening to

enormous joys is startling at a first reading because it hovers

on the edge of the grotesque for just a moment while at the

127Blake, The Works, p. 199.
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same tiﬁe shocking the Puritan element ie us. Then, the power
ef the pessage and the sincerity of the lines carry us along
and we are left with admiration, anew for Blake's forthrightness
and lyrical excellence. Much of the power of the passageslies
in such Words as 'womb?, 'enormous’,A‘joys‘, tsecret shadows'/
The combination of image and soundiin such‘lines is superb.
While enjoying the passage for its dsring and power, the reader
‘ cannot help but be reminded of Thomas's early sexually tortured
poems by Blaket's lines ".;.the youth shut up from/ The_lustful
joy shall forget to generate & create an amorous image/ In the
shadows of his curtains and in the folds of his silent pillow."
The aspect of Thomas's growth described by these lines has been
discussed in relation to his 18 Poems.

Ootheoh has another fine passage in reply to Bromion's.
question "And is there not one law for both the lion and the
. ox?" Representing the wronged and oppressed female who has
suddenly taken the initiative toward freedom, she chants:

I cry: Love! Love! Love! happy happy Love! free

.as the mountain wind!}

Can that be Love that drinks another as a sponge

drinks water,

That clouds with jealousy his nights, with weeping

all the day,
To spin a web of age around him, grey and hoary, dark,

Till his e{es sicken at the fruit that hangs before
his sight?12

Oothoon‘s'long Iament ends, of course, with her statement which

sums up her discovery, "for every thlng that llves is holy'"

The passage just quoted above is again excellent in the dquality

of the verse. The reader hears the strong stress which Blake

12831ake, The Works, p. 199.
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enjoyed so much measuring the first line of the éuoted passage.
The passage then moves to the interrogative asking'the unanswer-~. -
able questions of Theotermon, for to answer such questions would
admit Oothoon'sApoint of view and her conclusion; There'can

be no better statement of the possessive type of love which
ultimately destroys real affection than Blake's lines-ebove.
Blaket!s passage is both true and terrifying containing as it
does the dquintessence of Blake's philosophy of sexual love. The
greatest danger of excessively possessive love is expressed meta-
-phorically in the line "Tlll hlS eyes sicken at the frult that
hangs before his sight?". The consequence of this type of
possessive and demanding love is to destroy the desire to love
completely end so shut off what for most of us is ﬁhe one door
to Eternity. That Themas was not immune from such péngs of
jealousy will be clearly seen in his poems "I Make This a War-
ring Absence" and "Into Her Lying Down Head".

Blakefs attitude to women or the sinister female will aspect
of womeﬁ is further expanded in his -poem Milton and in a section
of Jerusalem. Professor Kleinman, mentioned earlier, suggests
that fhe Polypus image used by Thomas in his "Altarwise by OWl—
Light" sonnet sequence may have its source in Blake'!'s Milton.
our argument, then, is that Thomas, through his reading of Blake
and Milton, was influenced_in_his attitude toward women and
female love by the attitude of these earlier poets whom he ad-
mired. Blake's idea of Milton'!s attitude toward women becomes
important to our discussion'and Blake's concept of Milton's

‘error' is the subject of Blake's poem Milton.
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The sub-title of Milton is, of course, the theme of Para-
dise Lost, "To Justify the ways of God to Men". Unlike Vala
which has an extended narrative, Milton deals with a moment of
revelation, really, when Milton returns to this world so that
he might consolidate his errors and so rest in Eternity. The
poem.opens_with Milton "Unhappy tho' in heaven ... Viewing his
Sixfold Emanation scatter'd thro! the deep/ In torment-i.

Damon remarks that the "Sixfold Emanation" is Milton's three
wives and three daughters with whom Milton failed to achieve a.
unity; this ultimate unity mentioned earlier includes sexual
harmohy with his wives. From Blake's point of view Milton could
not have achieved this sexual harmony or sexual freedom because
Milton had been corrupted by '"the black cloud of Puritianism

. 129 ,
spreading over Europes'. As Damon explains,

Outwardly, Puritanism had involved England. in

a series of wars such as would have been impossible

under the pacifistic policy of Elizabeth; internally,

it had brutalized the people with a cruel system of

impossible ideals. . Chief among these were the con-

ceptions of absolute chastity for the unmarried, and
perfect fidelity for the married. And who was re-

sponsible for Puritanism? The answer must have been 130

t

unexpected even .to Blake: it was his beloved Milton!

‘Blake seems to have fixed on Milton's attitude toward women that

was’dischsed earlier in connection with Samson Aéoniétés and
which we indicated ran through all of Milton's poetry. This
attitude was one of a basic distrust of pleasure and, in particu-
lar, physical pleasure. Samuel Johnson‘s.description-of Milton's
attitudg to his firs£ wife supports our suggestion that Milton
hid a basic fear of women behind a certain aloofness: Johnson

‘after explaining that Milton brought Mary Powell back to town

129pamon, p. 172.
1301pig., p. 172.
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with him as hiS'bride,writes:

He brought her to town with him, and expected
all the advantages of a conjugal life. . The lady, -
however, -seems not much to have delighted in the
"pleasures of spare diet and hard study; for, as
Philips relates, "having for a month led a philo-
SOpth life (after having been used at home to a
great house, and much company and joviality), her
friends, possibly incited by her own desire, made
.earnest suit by letter to have her company the re- _
maining part of the summer, which was granted, on 131
condition~of her return at Michaelmas or thereabout."”
Everyone knows too well that John Milton did not get his wife
back for some time. In any case, Blake in his poem Milton
fixes Milton's difficulties with his wives and daughters on
Milton's failure to overcome his Selfhood. By Selfhood, Blake
" means the personal prejudices that surround one in life and
result in what we -would term a break-down in communications.
Blake sees much of Milton's ‘error! as involving jealousy and
‘distrust, .the result of Puritanical clouds perhaps, the same
spectres that will haunt Thomas as well. "Plate 25," then,

of Milton gives us the following .information, Los speaking:

I recollect an old Prophecy in Eden recorded in gold
and oft

Sung to the harp, That Milton of the land of Albion
Should up ascend forward from Felpham's Vale & break
the Chain _

Of Jealousy from all its roots

Six thogsand years are pass 'd away the end approaches
fast:l

- Blake identifies Milton's error as the Chain of Jealousy (the
same chain mentioned earlier in "Earth's Anwer".) and further

adds that Milton's moment of Truth or reunion with his emanations’

1318 Johnson, Lives of the Engllsh Poets, (London- J.M. Dent
& Sons, 1964), p. 65. .
3zBlake, The Works, p. 403.
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will occur in an apocalyptic instant in time. "Plate 44" of
the poem describes the movement towards the apocalyptic moment:
Suddenly around Milton on my Path the Starry Seven

Burn'd terrible; my Path became a solid fire, as bright
As the clear sun, & Milton silent came down on my Path.

e o o

Let the Four Zoas_awaké from Slumbers of Six.Thousand
Years. ‘

The apocalyptic moment in Milton actually beéins with "Plate
41“ when Ololon (the eternal forﬁ of Milton's six-fold emanatién)
descends to Blakel!s garden in Felpham. Ololon enduires "Knéwest
thou of Milton" és Blaké sees Mithn.descehd in a cloud extend-
ing from Heaven to earth. Satan fhen‘confronﬁs Milton as Milton
states: !

... I come to Self—Anniﬁilation.

Such are the laws of Eternity, that each shall mutually

Annihilate himself for others! good, as I for thee.
This is followed by Milton's cfy fqr Albion to awake from his
slumber of six thousand years, for the apocalyptic'moment is
at hand. The;narratOr continues his account which ihcludes a

statemgnt of the real threat of the sinister femalé will:

Rahab Babylon appear'd

Glorious as the midday sun in Satan's bosom glowing,
A female hidden in a Male, Religion hidden in War.

The true naﬁure Qf the female, stated here, is related to state
Vreiigidns in whose names societiés both murder and allow the
sinistex female will to rage. What this means is that war be-

- comes ah aspect of sexual perversity, so that Milton explains
.tQ Ololon that "All that can be annihilated must be annihilated/
That the children of Jerusalém'may be saved from slavefy,"

"Plate 48" continues‘to explain that one must bathe in the
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waters of life to wash off "the Not Human" while "the Sexual
Garments, the Abomination of Desolation" must be done .away
with, resulting in Raphael's description of sexual uniﬁyf‘

The poem ends wiﬁh Ololon biehding into tﬁe form Qf Jesus
with Milton, and to thé sound of trumpets‘"Immediatelf.the
Lark ﬁounted with a loud trill from Felpham's Vale." 'In "PlatéA’
40" Blake has ekpiained that the lark is a mighty>angel.. (Blaké's
ﬁse of the lark here has an interesting cofrespondence with« |
Thomas'!s use of the heron image ini"Qver'Sir'John‘s Hill".)

Milton concludés at the moment 6f apocalypse with Milton
having seen the séurce dﬁ his terrors! és a confusion of the
true role of sex in the total_life df mén, a confusion aggra-
vated by Puritanical doctrine. Certainly in Milton Blaké-has,
in terms of a completed vision, gone beyond anyth%ng Thomas
could achieve in this manner. While,ouf discussibn will return
to this ?oint, at present there are other passages in Miltén_
which must be briefly noted.

Blakefs polypus image in Miltqn merits further comment as,
according to Mr. Kleinman, éuOted éarlier, it is the likely
source of Thomas's_Similar.image in .'“Sohnet VI" ofvhis "Altar-
wise by Owl-Light! sequence. In "plate 26" of.Miiton Los.
spéaks of "A Polypus of soft afféctions without Thought or Vision/
Must.tremblelin the.Heavens & Earths thro* all the Ulro space."
In Ulro, the lerstrform of existence, man can be ensnared by
female sexuality in a totally biological manner. Blake, follow-
ing this, -states one of his quite beautiful ideas:

And every Generated Body in its inward form
Is a garden of delight & building of magnificence.
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Thus all rfien,, like Milton just descended, may reveal their
inward beauty once they have accomplished Generation,

The passage which concludes "plate 30" must be mentioned
for its own merits as well as for the idea it contains con-
cerning time: "A moment equals a pulsation of the artery."
Thomas in his handling of time exhibits somethihg of this atti-
tude. The passage which follows the quotation beginning "And
between every th Moments stands a Daughter of Eeulah" and
continuing for the next eleven lines is very fine in itself
and acts ds an answer to those critics who feel that Blake's
organization was chaotiq.133 This particulaxr passage has excel-
lent drganization, repetitioh, balance and dazzling imagery.
Although this passage may not have influenced!Thomas specific-
ally, had he read it, he would have admired it for its organi-
zation because Thomas as well was a precise crafﬁsman,

The following lines from "plate 39" explain as explicitly
as possible the relation between the Polypus, sexual contact
and final apocalyptic redemption:

So spake Ololon in reminiscence astonish'd, but they
Could not behold Golgonooza without passing the Polypus.

Golgonooza, which is the eternal city of art and man's £final
visionary goal, can only be reached by passing through the Poly-
pus and having one's Selfhood annihilated. Once this occurs, man

is capable of achieving the fourfold vision. This passage concludes,

133g. Raine, William Blake, (London: Longman's Green & Co.,
1951), p. 27.

Miss Raine states, "Of Blake's longer Prophetic Books little
can be said within the scope of this essay. They are great myth-
ological compositions, formally chaotic, Dbut containing magnifi-
cent passages which may be enjoyed in isolation."
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For Golgonooza cannot be seen till having pass‘®d
the Polypus

It is viewed on all sides round by a Four-Fold Vision,
Or till you become Mortal & Vegetable in Sexuality,

Then you behold its mighty Spires & Domes of ivory
& gold.

As the passage states man must become "Mortal & Vegetable in
Sexuality" as Milton does, to enter the eternal city. Here
we have as explicitly stated as possible the relationship of
sexuality to achieving the Four-Fold vision.

Harold Bloom in his discussion of Milton remarks,

Milton'!s selfhood must perish: the Spectre must

vanish if the Emanation is to reveal herself. - The

Spectre in Milton is everything that impeded his

lifelong quest to achieve a societal and artistic

form that would unify man in the image of God.l134
Now, just as Milton'!s Spectre involved a false doctrine of sex-
uvality which impeded his final achievement (according to Biake),
so Thomas's Spectre as well not ohly.impeded but finally destroyed
the artist in him, preventing him from achieving an artistic
form that would unify man in the image of God. Our next task,
in fact, is to examine the record of some of these sexual tor-
tures that he suffered as they are poetically developed in his
marriage poems. Before examining Thomas's marriage poems how-
" ever, we must remember than Milton's error in'Blake's‘poem is
not simply one of misguided sexual instinct. Rather as Bloom
explains:

Blake is not attempting to break through into the

Eden of finality in this poem. The inmost form is

grasped in Jerusalem, which is Blake's testament

of total statement. The recovery in Milton is a

restoration of Innocence in its second or !organized
sense!, and is therefore associated with sexual union,

134Bloom,,p-. 309.
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with Blake’s version of the Divine Marriage in
the tradition initiated by the Song of Solomon
and Isaiah.

Thomas!s visionary development Correspohds to Bléke‘s at
this péint in the sense that we see both poets attempting to
reéoncile their existence in Beulah to enable them to move
out and up to a final unifying vision which inclﬁdes-a unifi-
cation with God. An intéresting comment in the light of Blobm's
statement above is Mr.’Munrois remark about the vision in Thomas's
later poems. He writes that such poems as "Poem'in October",
"Fern Hili“, "In Country Sleep" and "Over Sir John's Hill"
"Exhibif an almost Proustian nostalgia.for childhood, evoking
its inﬁocence, its joys, 1its promise, security and sheltered
ignorance, free from the desolate cares of maturitytl361f we
accept both statements as valid this would mean that Thomas,
insteaa.of moving from the type of innocence described by Bloom,
"innocence in its second or ofganized sense'", toward a total
reconciliation, turned back, artistically, to‘evoke an earlier
state described by Munro above.

Our problem at present is to examine Thomas's marriage
poems. Unlike Blake, who apparently had a serene and happy

137

‘marriage for the most part, Thomas!s marriage to Caitlin was,

to say the least, tempestuous. FitzGibbon, discussing the clash
of Caitlin's personality with Thomas!s Welsh Puritanism remarks,
...but Puritanism has always been far more
harsh when dealing with the weaknesses of the

flesh, and particularly with sexual ones, than
with castigating sins of the spirit.

135Bloom,_p. 341.

136bMunro, Thesis, p. 99. ‘
1377, Wwright, Life of Wm. Blake, (London: C.J. Farncombe
& Sons, Ltd., 1929), p. 55.
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One explanation of this may be that Puritanism was
concerned with, and primarily practiced by, men

and women of limited education, little leisure, and
thus with few means of self-expression. (Spiritual
arrogance, cynicism or sloth are hardly likely to

be their besetting sins.) For such people, as for
almost everyone else, their manner of making love is
their prime means of communication with others- in-
deed for them it may almost be the only means. With-
out pretending to any deep understanding of the forces
involved, I would guess that one reason why the "Celt"
ahd the Anglo-Saxon accepted Puritanism so easily is
to be found in the basic human wish of men, and per-
haps of women, to be protected from the lawlessness
of their own and others! passions. And in a simple
society that passion is, in the first place, 1lust,
while the second most prevalent Of3§he deadly sins

is gluttony in the form of drink. 7

FitzGibbon here.offérs an insight into both how Thomas felt
about sex and how he wrote about it in his poems. It ié no
mere poetic. admiration that Thomaslhaa for Milton; rather he
detected many of the same tensions in the work of the older

poet that he felt within himself. Certainly Thomas®s reaction
to the tensions was unMiltonic, although he undopbtedly detected
mﬁch of Milton through Biake and this alone would distort Milton.
As late as 1947, through October and Dgcember of that year,
Thomas was giving a series of impressive readings from Paradise
‘Lost for the British Broadcasting Corporation. One thing that

a Puritanical background did for both Milton and Thomas was to
instil a deep and permanent sense of guilt about anything that
is pleasurable and, in particular, related to thé flesh or
fleshly. Theée points help the reader undersfand the tortured |
nature of Thomas!s. marriage poems as well as his attraction to

Blake'!s doctrine of sexual freedom. The emotional 'pull! resulting

138pitzGibbon, p. 8.
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from these two polarities gives to Thomasis marriage poems much
of their tension, for Blake!s doctrine of sexual freedom was
a reaction to Milton's attitudes (or what he thought they were)
while Thomas's attraction to Blake's doctrine was a similar |
reaction td Miltonic Puritanism as it had filtered down into
~ the Welsh chapels of Thomas's youth.

In Milton'!s poetry the question resolves itself into the
conflict between the life of the scholar and the life of the

pleasure-seeking man as expressed in "Il Penseroso" and "L*Allegro"

as Well as in Comus; the pertinent passages in Samson Aqonistes
we have alréady discussed. The entire quéstion'resolves itself
into a choice between restriction and control in relation to
physical passion and sensual freedom, desire and self—dehialt
While Milton, Blake and Thomas experiencéd similar tensions
brought on by somewhat similar circumstances, grantéd the obvious
differences ih time and background, they each reacted foithe.
tensidns in vastly different ways. Thomas's reaction to the
sexual problem of mérriage as expressed in his marriage poems
is our next concern. |

Thomas married éaitlin on-July 11, 1937, in Cornwall where
Wyﬁ Hendersoﬁ had opened a guest house at'Mousehole.l39With tﬁe
Protéétant Puritan strain of Thomas mixed with the passionate
Irish strain of his wife, aggravated by her stay at the Augdstus
John household, it is little wonder that tortured poems were
the reSult. Apparently Caitlin had a violent and uncontrollable

temper as she herself admits:

" 139FitzGibbon, p. 207.
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But these fights which were an essential part of
our ~everyday life, and became fiercer and more
deadly at each onslaught, so that you would have
sworn no two people reviled each other more; and
could never, under any fabulous change of circum-
stances, come together again: were almost worth-
while because, when the reconciliation did take
place, according to how long we could stick it
out, it was doubly, trebly, quadruply sweet, and
we could never have ventfﬁsd to conceive of such
a thing happening again. ’

The point should be made hefe, perhapg, that according to
1
fitzGibbon Thomas was vigorously heterosexual during his Soho
youth ana as a young man of'twenty, to the degree of having
his sﬁare of affairs.even after he had met Caitlin. He did,
unforéunatelyycarry this attitude toward or approach to women
into his thirties and,‘as FitzGibbon points out}4loften with
rich and famous women so that the conseéuence was often a_dif—
ficult and awkward situation. The point of these remarks‘is
that Thomas'!s whole attitude toward female love seems to have
been badly twisted énd snarled, reflecting some sort of deep-
- seated disturbance within himself.
The first of Thomas's marriage poems, "I Make This in a

Warring Absence", was first published in February, 1938,in

Twentieth Century Verse. On a first reading, the poem appears

congested and difficult. Externally the poem has a very care-
fully controlled form divided inté stanzas of eight lines and
seven. The first line of the poem, "I make this in a warring
absence", anticipates the last line which reads "Yet This I
make in a forgiving presence." Between these two lines are

- extremely cOmplex metaphors involving oceans, sailing'ahd tides;

140 tzGibbon, p. 186.
411pid., p. 190.
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the poem does reveal that it is about love in the line "stone-
necked minute of love'!s seasony . Th}s line, combining the
theme of the poem with a sinister image suggests the idea of
being.droWned with a millstone around one'sineck and ties in
hicely with the chief metaphor in the poém? The poem continues
the nautical metaphor mixed with phfases such as ‘proud' and
tpride is last! with such obvious Blakean images of destruction.
and enclosure as Yhand of five,aéséssins“, fcinder-nesting
columns?!, 'cast in ice', 'uneating silence?!, !'cold flintsteps',
a 'ring of summers"and tlocked noons!. Recalling Blake, the
reader might see Thomas describing his Beulah where ."contrarieties
are edqually true" fof Thomas states in this poem Il.These are
her contraries" and then begins the list we have selected from
above.

The third stanza of the poem is expliéit enough so that
the reader detects that the poem is about a man rejected by
"his lover. Such phrases as "She makes for me a nettle's inno-
cence" (linking back to the "pin-hilled nettle" which was another
term for the medusa image borrowed from Blake's Milton and
representing the Suffocating female will), 'closed pearl’ and
tproud as a sucked stone! add to the tone of bitterness, dis-
appointmeﬁt and rejection oﬁ the speaker'!s part. |

If the poem is viewed as somewhat autobiographical and
seen as a disguised comment on a problem that Thomas faced in

his own marriage, as some critics claim:,L42 then we have Thomas.

l.42Holbrook, Dylan Thomas and Poetic Dissociation, (Illinois:
Southern Illinois U. Press, 1964), p. 83.

David Holbrook petulantly remarks about this poem "Later
in the poems there is a conflict between the poet'!s self-exploring
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dealing with the same theme as Blake in his Visions of the

Daughters of Albion.. Thomas, in the poem, may be -seen as a
Los figure who combines in himself the anguish of both Bromion
and Théotormon. ‘Because of his background and temperamental
bias, Thomas, while attempting to live the role of the ideal
Blakean lover, was caught in social convention combined with
a Calvinistic distaste for sexual intercourse. Moynihan's
comment adds further insight into the poem:

"I Make This in a Warring Absence", for example,

is a cosmic experience described in sexual meta-

phor. The poem tells of a wife's denial of marital

favors, the husband®s anger, his persistence, "con-

quest", and finally the release and reconciliation

following the consummated act. Thomas here sees a

domestic occurrence as having immense implications.

The universe 1is involved in the actions of the couple,

and the couple is involved in the actions of the
universe.

In this very clear paraphrase of the poem, Moynihan suggests

that Thomas has reversed Blake's usual method in dealing with

honesty about his sexual difficulties in adult relationship,
and his attempt to disguise these difficulties from himself and
us. Such conflict appears in "I Make This in a Warring Absence".

We can make little of this except that the poet has quar-
reled with his love, goes off to sulk and is full of hate of her,
cools down and goes back for forgiveness. The process is not
délineated in such a way as can be followed in our nerves and
senses. There is no felt rhythm.

All we can add to this deplorable critical comment is that
the employment of metaphor is not disguise surely. And that
when Holbrook says that the process is. not delineated in such a
way as can be followed in the nerves (whatever that might mean)
he is only speaking for himself.

Jacob Korg comments of this same poem,

"The prose sense of "I Make This in a Warring Absence" is
a chronicle of spiteful rivalry. Deserted by Caitlin for reasons
. of 'pride!, Thomas experiences a complex of feelings that include
nothing more profound than remorse, self-righteousness, and erotic
desire. He releases his feelings to her in an orgy of hostility
which leads to self-reproach, to the recovery of a sense of pro-

portion, and finally to a reconciliation, undertaken with the full
knowledge that future conflicts are likely. (Korg, p. 101)
143Moynihan, p. 67.
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' the cosmos in human terms. We have seen Blake time and time
again turning the above method around and explaining human’
'psychology in terms of gigantic cosmic figures so that Los,
the spirit of creativity, becomes an'individual in a definite
dfamé. Blake projects upward and outward on the 'wide screen'
of his epics while Thomas forces cosmic forces into human terms
in his intense domestic dramas.

The last stanza of this poem whidh brings ths strugglevto
some sort of resolution carries an echo of "Night the Eighth"
of Vala in the line "Now intthe cloud's big breast lie-quiet
countries."; in Blake we have "the dark shadowy female, brood-
ing over." The shadowy female is Vala in her fallen form who
is Natﬁre in the world of Generation waiting to be reunited in
Eternity with the other aspects of Albion.- When Thomas images
his hostile female in a Blakean archetype as spiritually divided
from himself and brooding over him, he is cénsciously employing'
a Blakean concebt to ekpress his personal emotional ailemma.
The reader sees Thomas atﬁempting to deal with the sexual aspect
of the sinister female will which caused both Blake and Milton
such concern. As Moynihan points out discussing Thomas's marriage
poeﬁs; |

Regarding marital sex, forAexample, his poetry

provides an almost continuous argument against more
traditional views of romance and monogamy.

Sexual intercourselii a cruel necessary and inevitable
part of existence. :

These two étatements support our argument that Thomas held a

view towards marital sex similar to that of Blake discussed in

144Moynihan, p. 192.
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connexion with Visions of the Daughters of Albion. This simi-

larity of view may be further traced in the next’foﬁr marriage
poems which Pfofessor Maud says were wriften within a'Yeax;or
eighteen months‘of each other; they are: "Balliad of the Long-
Legged Bait", begun in 1940 and finished in 1941; "Into Her
Lying Down Head", written in March and June of 1940; "Love in
the Asylum", possibly writtén in the summer of 19407145”Unlucky
For a Death", written in 1939.

"Ballad of the Long-Legged Bait", done entirely in the-
metaphor of fishing, deals with Thomas being lured by Caitlin
and finally caught. The fifth.stanza of the poem describes a
girl "alive with hooks through hef lips?. She is to be used
as bhait but just as the fisherman catches the fish so does thé
'fish catch the fisherman. ‘That the whole poem becomes a meta-
phor for physicéi love becomes apparent with such lihes‘as "She
nipped and dived in the nick of lqve,/ Spun on a spout like a
long-legged bgall.", fhe spbut here being clearly phallic. Stanza
sixteen returns the reader. to a theme Of Thomas's early poems
(GThe Boys of Summer")'with_the lines "Good luck to the hand
on the rod,/ There is thunder under its thumbs!" Thomas here may
be.Offefing himself a solution to the problem of masturbation.

Tﬁe meaning of the poem becomes clearer in the eighteenth
stanza when Thomas writes:

Oh thejbulls of Biscay and their calves

Are making under the green, laid vell
The long-legged beautiful bait their wives.

l45Maud, Entrances, pp. 135-136.
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The wordé ‘making! and 'laid! carrying the meaning that they
do in the vernacular indicate that these lines are"celebratingA
physicai‘love. The poem attests then to the joys and pleasures
of married love,>but this is a somewhat unusual ﬁote in Thomas.
Tindall writes:
| In other words, Thomas meant this poem to be a narra- i .
tive of the wantoning that leads to the sobrieties and’
responsibilities of marriage. A happy boy becomes an
adult with mixed feeling. The catcher is caught.146
Throughout our discussion of Thomas!s poems, in particular
his marriage pbems, we should keep Blake's statement from Jerusalem
in mind "For All Things»Exist in the Human Imagination", for the
location of many of the happenings in these poems is in Thomas's
imagination. He, like Bléke, persistently projected in physicai
terms abstract concepts as he does in "Into Her Lying Down Heads .
In contrast to "Unlucky For a Death" this poem, still about
marriage,'has remarkable clarity.and is strikingly Blakean in
imagery. The giant figures in the poem can be traced directly
to Blake. Thomas bééins the construcﬁion of the giant forms with
the 1ine ”ETheccélosSal intimacies of silent/ Ohce seen strangers
or shades on a stair;s'. Blake-like imagery continues in the line
- "Man was the burning England she was sleep—walkihg, and the
enamouring island/ Made her limbs blind byAluminous charms." Here
the lover takes on the proportions oann Albion-1like figure where
the lover becomes an enamouring island. The lover-giant image

is extended in the second stanza with the lines "A furnace-nostril-

led column—membered/ Super-or-near man." This image carries both

146pindall, p. 248,
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Albion and Urizenic overtones. Finally the lover becomes an
"Oceanic lover aloney. The particular Blakean idea that Thomas
is working with here is best expressed in the introduction to
the second chapter of Jerusalem titled "To the Jews"; the lines
follow: | | |

You have a tradition, that Man anciently contain'd
in his mighty limbs all things in Heaven & Earth.

Thomas seems to mean that man as lover is moving toward a union
which, if it could be continued, would result in a giant form
containing all things including the sinister female will. In
fact Moynihan discussing Thomas's final poems under the title
"Regeneratiorl argues that the majority of these final poems have
"perpetuity and regeneration” as a theme. He then states,

The anguish of creation whose end is decay, and of

a fallen world characterized by a fatal marriage to

sex and time and by the opposition of flesh and

spirit, becomes reconciled in a gigantic body which

creates and recreates deathlessly.147
This statement of Moynihan's in a sense anticipates our own con-
clusions which include an examination of Jerusalem and Thomas's
attempt, incomplete though it was, in "The White Giant's Thigh"
to work out fully this concept of the giant form.

The line beginning the third stanza of "Into Her Lying
Down Head" which reads "Two sand grains together in bed" is a
distinct echo of lines 15 and on of "plate 41" of Jerusalem
where Blake writes,

There is a Grain of Sand in Lambeth that Satan cannot find,

Nor can his Watch Fiends find it; 'tis transluscent & has

many Angles,

But he who finds it will find Oothoon's palacé; for within
Opening into Beulah, every angle is a lovely heaven.

147Moynihan, p. 264, : i
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Knowing that Beulah is the dreamy heaven of married sexual love,
the reader sees that Blake's image; superb in itself, carries
the idea that eveﬁ.a grain of sand is.cpmplete if viewed by the
liberated imagination and can contain within itself worldsrof
its own. The interesting thing is how Thomas has taken the

two aspects of Blake's image, the grain of sand and married love,
and used them in his'oWn marriage poem. Thomas here not only
uses Blakean concepts but also the ideas that they stand for,
although he does tone down the'image considerably.

"Love inlthe Asylum", another in the sequence of marriage
poems, first describes married love as a refuge and then con-
tinues the description in metaphors of clouds and sea such as
we encountered in "I Make This in.a Warring Absence" and "The
Ballad of the Long-Legged Bait?. The cloud image is of interest .
in this poem for it reminds us of the Sinister-female will of
Milton and Blake which:was described as brooding and suffocat-
ing. -This poem however does end on a note of friumph which
carries with it something of the visionary Beuiah about it;

And Eaken by light in her arms at loﬁg-and dear last

I may without fail

Suffer the first vision that set fire to the stars. -

"Unlucky For a Death" belongs with Thomas's marriage poéms
in that it attehpts to discuss a sexual problem in marriage which
is perhaps so close té Thomas thét he had to leave the poém as
obscure and difficult as it is. The cloud encountered in the
previous poem appears again here in the second stanza, "Under
‘ the cloud against loveg. Sinistér as it is, it contiﬁues to

1.

suggest the abortive sinister female will of Biake, Another
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Blakean echo in this poem occurs in the first line of the third

stanza: "I see the tigron in tears/ In the androgynous darky.
AN Q .

Tindall remarks of these lines,

But, like Blakeis tyger and the phoenix, this noon-

maned bgast,."striding to holocgust"'by ?ight will

burn bright in love‘s.regereratlng fire.

Supported by Tindail, our argument is that here is ye§ anothef
‘Blakean echo in Thomas. Still another line‘invﬁhis difficult
poem that recalls Blake is the folloWing: “Nor walk in the cool
of your.mortal garden/ With immortality at my side like Christ
the sky.". The concept of the body as a garden recalls Albion's
remark in Jerusalem "I was a garden planted with beauty" while
‘the theme of this poem and the other marriage poems as well

might be éxpressed in the iilustration to "plate 81" of Jerusalem:
"In Heaven Love begets Love but Fear is the Parent of Earthly
Love: And he who will not bend to love must be subdued by Feary'.
These lines from Biake express, perhaps, as well as any, Thomas's
concern in his mérriage poems. Like ‘Milton, he could not achieve
unity with his Wiféks sinister fémale will and like Blake he
found society!s idea of monogamous marriage intoierable.

The preceding discussion shows that Thomas, who borrowed
Blake's medusa image, representing as it does possessive primal
sexuality, sinful and dahgerous to the male, for his own sonnet
sequence was, for the most'part,_unable to view his relations with
his wife in any other terms. For Thomas, as Blake states, love
engendered fear in many forms; sex remains something evil bound
in fears of jealousy and possessiveness. Blake could say that
Thomas was unable £o overééme his Selfhdod, like Milton in Eternity,

so he remained unhappy and nowhere near heaven.

1487indall, p. 196.



CHAPTER 'V

The Failure to Achieve Total Vision

Although it should not be necessary at this point in our
discussion to further establish Thomas's debt to Blake for
images and concepts in the former's poetry, the reader will,
nevertheless, find‘that through Thomas's last poems, which

do have a thematie unity,149

there are persistent Blakean over-
tones, echoes and even borrowings. Oﬁr pfesent task'is to
demonstrate the correspondence between Blake's Jerusalem and
Thomas!s last poems. The validity of this comparison will
become apparent as our argument proceeds, for Thomas did con-
sider his last poems parts of one long poem and had often ex-
pressed the desire to write a long poem.- On Blake's part there
is no doubt that Jerusalem is his final poetic achievement in
which many of his earlier themes, images and preoccupations

are reworkedvas our brief summary below will indicate.A

Blake states the theme of the poem in the following lines:

Of the Sleep of Ulro! and of the passage through
Eternal Death?! and of the awaking to Eternal life.

149Moynihan, p. 218.
Moynihan states "Although it appears to be a miscellaneous
collection of lyrics, Thomas's Collected Poems is a remarkably
unified body of work.

"In one sénse the symbolic unity of Collected Poems is accidental
...For the repetition and close relationship between images can
reveal associations in the mind of the poet that even he may not
be aware of. Symbolic unity reveals psychic as well as thematic
preoccupations.=
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Our main concern with Jerusalem here is not to become involved
in any prolonged discussion, but rather to merely indicate the
extent to which Blake was ‘able to complete his myth and to dis-
cuss the sections .that concern our argument; That Jerusalem is
a sﬁmmatioﬁ of and a completion of many of Blake's themes.ahd
arguments there can be no doubt. Damon remarks:

The plot of Jerusalem is at once broad and vague.

It is simply that of the Fall and its delusions,

ending with the awaking of Man from Error, and
his final entrance into Eternity.

But though the plot is so simple, Jerusalem is.

the obscurest of the three epics. Almost all

of the characters which Blake invented live _in

the subliminal consciousness of this poem.
Still in connection with the inclusiveness of Blake's final epic,
"Harold Bloom. writes,

All the themes of Jerusalem are sounded in

these intense lines, from the identity of God

and awakened man in their mutability of love

through the imaginative. fibres that must bind

man to man if England is to be liberated from

the vegetative fibres that form the chains of

selfhood and jealousy.l5l

Jerusalem opens at a low point in the drama with Los and
his Spectre sharing much of the action. In "plate 2" of our
-edition Los struggling with his Spectre utters the lines,

I must create a system or be enslaved by another Man's
I will not reason and Compare: my business is to Create.

. : { .
Los's statement here articulates both Blake'!s artistic desires
as well as Thomas's,and it is our task to show that Blake suc-
ceeded in achieving Los's desires more than did Thomas. To

even begin to discuss the riches that this poem offers would Eakej

150Damon; Blake, p. 185.
151Bloom, p. 369.
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us far beyond the limits of our present task, so that our in-
tention is to present the meresf summary of major movements

and concepts in the poem. "Plate 13" of the poem, for example,
offers an absolutely beautiful description of Golgonooza (the
city of Art and the ultimate goal of all artists) and the reader
who still thinks of Blake as a chaotic poet might refer to this
passage to see precise artistic organization and development
of conceét. One point which should be noted here isvthat Gol-
gonooza is sufrounded by the wdrid of Generation while the
achieving of Golgonooza requires the éevelopment of the four-
fold vision on the part of the artist.

Jerusalem (cohtaining Golgonooza) represents what manAoughﬁ
to lové and strive for through his creétions. When man, instead,
comes tq love what he has-alreédy made and neglects the possi-
bilities of further creation, then he substitutes Vala "the
possessive love of a fixed natural order, for Jerusalem2;152
Jerusalem, absorbing Golgonooza,becomes the ultimate artiétic
“goal toward whiéh the creative person must strive. The extent
" of this achievement on the part of Blake and Thomas is, of course,
our final topic. |

Bloom comments about the first chapter of Jerusalem that
Blakeis having divided up Britain between the sons of Jacob
"prepares the way for stating a belief in literéry afchetypes"}53
pointing but that-every fundamental story exists in the Bible,

so Los's struggle in‘chapter one”with his Spectre who wishes to

negate him and his Emanation who through her sinister female will

l52Bloom, p. 378.
531bid., p. 385.
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wishes to dominate -him becomes anAarchetypal struggle, for as
our discussion of Thomas's marriage poems has pointed out
Thomas describes this'same struggle.

"Chabter one" of Jerusalem then begins by describing Albion
in the sleep qf Ulro and gradually explains how he fell into
that state of existeﬁce. In the éecond chapter the reader sees
Albion téke on Urizenic characteristics: "Cold snows drift
around him; ice covers his loins, A Tree of mystery shoots up
underneath -his heel." "Plate 40" continues the'pattérn while
describing an attempt on the .part of Los to awakén Albion:

Los shuddéred at beholding Albion, For his disease

" Arose upon him pale and ghastly, and he call'd around

The friends of Albion...

Albion will not 'be awakened until the final plates_of the poem
so that the conflict between Los and Albion continues through
plates 41 to 44. In "plate 43", Los addresses a great speech
to the four-Zoas with the lines,

why stand we here trembling around ,

Calling on God for help, and not ourselves, in whom God
dwells,’

Stretchlng a hand to save the falllng man? are we not
Four

Beholding Albion upon the precipice ready to fall into

Non-Entity?

"Plate 56" of “chapter II" contains an idea important to
our argument in the sense that Blake further develops his ideas

on the sinister female will. The significant lines are,

What may man be? who can tell! But what may woman be
To have'power over Man from Cradle to corruptible grave?

We Women tremble at the. light, therefore hldlng fearful
The Divine Vision with Curtain & Veil & fleshly Tabernacle.

The lines mark a low point in the epic, for the female will has

the Divine Vision locked within the sexual tabernacle. The
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above lines are significant as wellrfor”their articulation of
jBlake's fear concerning Women, Thomas's and Milton's. These
lines, in.fact, state more clearly than Thomés does, Thomas's
fears.

"Plate 62" of the poem marks the triumph of the shadon
-female will as the‘great,quypus of Genération_tha£ was assbciated
with the female absorption of the male and which Thomas employed
in his sonnet sequence, appears again in the middle of "plate
67". Plateé"67"through"70"6ffer the reader a quite incredible
account of the results of war and jealousy and poésessiveness.
Although we must leave the pleasures of this poetry to the in-
terestéd reader, there are two lineé in "plate 68" which are of
particular interest. |

Embraces are Cominglings from the Head even to the Feet,
And not a pompous High Priest entering by a Secret Place.

The significance of the lines is that they echo exactly Milton's

‘account of angelic love described in "Book VIII" of Paradise Lost

and quoted earlier in this paper in connection with ideal love
toward which all men aspire.

Plates 70 and on show the péem darkening énd becoming more
troubled as a_prelﬁde to Apocalypse. '"Plate 77".gives us an
explaﬁation of Biékean Christianity in the lines "I know of no
other,Christianity and of no other Gospel than the liberty both -
. of body & mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Iﬁagination, Imagi-
hation, fhé real & eternal World of which this Vegetable'Uhiyerse
is but a faint shadow..." Blake continues to explain tﬁét the

artist will continue to dwell in the etefnal imagination after
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"these Vegetable Mortal Bodies are no more#;f:Hére, pefhéps,
we have the source of.Thoﬁaé‘s Christianity..

As tﬂe poem moves toward Apocalypse, Los remains very much
'the hero as he'cdntinUes his labors to awaken Albion and bring
about the New‘Jerusalem. For a beautiful and highly lyrical
description of "The New Jerusalem descending out of heaven" the
reader»is~referred to "plate 86."

Plates’94" and ‘95" begin the Apralypse with the awakening
"of Albion by Britannia and the £inal union of all divisions.
However, as late as "plate 94", Albion still lies cold on his
rock, but his ear is pierced by Britannia's voice at the begin-
ning of "plate 95" and the final moments of the poem begin. The
action in tﬁe drama is as follows: IBritanniia: enters Albion's
bosom; Jesus appears as the Good Shepherd; Jesus‘says to Aibion
that "This is friendship and Brotherhood: without it Man is
Not."; Jesus is in the likeness of Los which ﬁnites Jesus the
redeemer with the artist; this idea was encountered in-our dis-
cussion as early as “Before I Knocked".

"Plate 96" brings together the lost unity; then Albion
throws himself into the furnaces of affliction and £inds that
the flames become "Fountains of Living Waters"; finally, "Urizen
& Luvah & Tharmas & ‘Urthona afose into/ Albion's Bosom..." Here
the reader is given the ultimate'ﬁhion.of the Four Zoas which

we have been awaiting through: Vala, Milton and Jerusalem. - We

. are presented with the concept of all of creation contained in
the figure of the divine man (fhe-human imagination), for Blake

writes that all .forms “"walked To & Fro’in‘Etefnity as One Man."
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Then all forms are‘united.in Albion, and Albion is united with
his Emanétion, &erusalem.

This very brief sﬁmmary of Jerusalem, inadéquaté as it is,.
does show that Blake did complete his vision and his myth as
well perhaps as vision and‘myth can be completed. This chapter
was introduced with the statement that Thomas's poems formed a
unified body of wofk or as Moynihan says, Thomas's poems have
a symbolic unity. In contrast to this, our discussion has in-
volved enough of Blaké's myth to make it apparent that)Blake's
poetfy shows both a consistency of meaning and a continual de-
velopment and clarification of mythic and archetypal significance.

Our final task is to measure the extéht of Thomas's mythic
development against that of Blake's. The extent of Thomas's
.development, as far as total vision iévconcerned, may best be
seen ih his last poems discussed below.

The.tranquility and drama of "Vision and Préyer" mark  a
change in Thomas!s poetry indicating a movement toward a vision-
ary resolution. Certainly the pdem is more dramatic in the
‘sense that there is the direct first person accountvof an inci-
dent which is by its nature tense énd dramatic. A listener
poised by é wall "hearing the moan/ Of the mother hidden/ And
the shadoWed~head of pain" cannot help but be involved drama-
tically in the happening. To borrow a line directly from Blake,
we see that Thomas is discussing in this poem "the spill‘d-blood

154 As Thomas’describes the occurrence in the

of mercy's Lord},
poem, the event is bloody, as birth is, but it is merciful to

all involved, as birth is.

l54Blake, The Works, p. 499.
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A striking aspect of the poém is both the gyre structure
‘and the metaphor. It is possible, particularly after the evi-
dence that we have presented, that Thomas, when writing this
'poem, had Blaket's "plate 17" of Milton in mind where Blake gives
a quite fantastically delineated description of the vortex of
Eternity. Blake writes:

The nature of infinity is this: That everything has its

Own Vortex, and when once a traveller thro' Eternity

" Has pass'd that Vortex, he perceives it roll backward behind

His path, into a globe itself infolding like a sun,

Or like a moon, or like a universe of starry majesty,

While he keeps onwards in his wondrous journey on the earth,
As a correspondence, we have Thomas writing of Christ's birth in
this manner:

In
The spin
Of the sun
In the spuming
Cyclone of his wing

The relationship between these two statements becomes clear once
we remember that a cyclone has the shape of a vortex particularly _
if one were inside the whorl of the cyclone running up the vortex
as Thomas is in the sense that he is moving into another phase
- of perception and resolution and see the voyage as being carried
forward in a whirlwind of salvation.

Two things are worth noting about the first stanza: first
we see that Thomas continues to employ some ofirhis most skillful
verbal - gymnastics in such phrases as "the heart print of mand.
Fine phrases'continue through the poem as the reader encounters

the following lines in the third stanza of the poem: "Of the

dazzler of heaven/ AndAthe splashed mothering maiden/ ...In the
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caldron/ Of his/ Kiss." suggesting the influence:. of Hopkins
here. The phrase "To dumbfounding Haven" occurring in the
fourth stanza of the poem suggests a type of refuge after the
turmoil of his voyage through the vortex of experience.

Stanza five finds £he.speaker "Crouched bare/ In the shrine/
Of his blazing/‘Breast...“ The vortex image is then picked up
again as Thomas writes "O %pirai of ascension/ From the vul-
tured urn/ Of the‘morning/ Of man..." These are interesting
lines which imply that the speaker is again moving out of hié
experience in the world of Generation thrqugh the gyre toward
eternity. There is joy in the passage, for the speaker_says
'"..;joy has moved within/ The inmost marrow of my heart bone."
Then stanza nine of the poem reminds us of Blake's rock of ages
on which A;bioh is stretched as we read "Endure the stone/ Blind
host té éleep/ In the dark/ And deep/ Rock." The poem becomes
a prayer as the last two stanzas express the attitude that the
épeaker has become united with the Divine Vision: achieving a
measure of peace and security much like the idea in "plate 96"
of Jerusalem as “Jesué appeared standing by Albion.? Thomas's
last stanza begins, "I turn the corner of prayer and burn/ In
a blessing of the sudden Sun." then "I/ Aam found./ O let him scald
me and drown/ Me in his world's wound." .

While Thomas may appear to be moving toward a rather ortho-
dox Christiah resolution here) our opinion is that.he could only .
Aconsider_the type of Christianity that Biake described in "plate
77" of Jerusalem quoted earlier. In.brief, his Christianity is

the liberty to exercise the Divine arts of the imagination which
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results in the feeling of the holiness of everything. Tindall,
discussing Thomas®s Christiénity as expressed in'“There Was a
Savior", remarks,

Héféj for those who think Thomas a Christian poet,

is the plainest statement of his position: that

of an unbelievipg ex—bi%gever, with charity for

all- except bellevers.
The use of the‘Christian imagery ih the above poem is simply
explained when we see that Thomas is using‘Christian metaphor
to celebrate a type of birth which for him is holy because
everything that livés is holy. |

There is in "Vision and Prayer", as well as in many other
poems, a blending of or association of the artist, Thomas him-
self, and'Jesqs; the three entities form a type of creative
principle very much like Blake!s Los concept. vLos, who is'very
much the hero of Jerusalem, is seen throuéhout Bléke‘s poems
" as the blacksmith, a traditional role in which £o see the artist.-
As one readé through Thomas's poems after having read Blake;
one is struck by how often Thomas seems to see himself in terms
of a Los concept, the artificer. In "Vision and PraYerV there
is a suggestion of_Orc as well in the fiist stanza as Thomas
writes "Blessing on/‘The wild/ Child", and as the poem moves to
its conclusion in‘the last stanza, the wild child-desires to be
drowned in Christ!s wound, just as Los is united with Jesus at
the clqse of Jerusalem. |

"Holy Spring" (1945) is more Blakean in some ways than *Vision
and Prayera; Thomas here works the idea of achieving a second

innocence through having passed'through a type of Hell fire in

the form of an air raid on London.

1557indall, p. 217.
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Here the pqet arises "Out of a bee of love" to celebrate
the‘dey's procreative poWer, the power of artistic creation
and earthly regeneration. The speaker sees himeelf as a "holy
maker" struck by the sun into creativity, like Los at his
furnaces.. The second stanza nas a joyous mood conveYea by such
phrasee as "spring time", "radiant1snrubbery",'“grows joyful”

1 ’ ’ .
and "infants of pure firey. The poem then does move toward a
type of Apocalypse with snchephrases as ”blessed be hail and
upheaval", "the toppling house! while the speaker l;sings alone"
"of the holy spring" praisiné the three types of creativity
here,.humen procreation, artistic creation and earthly regen-
eration. The joyousness of this poem is enly partial as the
movement falters with the apocalyptic imagery and disappears
with the last phrase in the boem "If only for a last timey.
There is no promise of a New Jerusalem here.

The last four poems to be examined present, as far as com-
parisons are concerned, a corresponding body of work to Blake's
Jerusalem. These poems, while not comparable in‘scope.or size,

do correspond in the sense that they are the last poems of
Thomae.and do form an artistic fulfiliment to Thomas's vision,
at'least to this point in his'development. That Thomas did not
have the equipment to develop further artistically ie_suggested
by Profeséor Brinnin in the gquotation used earlier from his book

Dylan Thomas in America. That this implied artistic stalemate

is perhaps unjust should become clear in the follOwing discussion.
"Fern Hill", one of Thomas's best. known poems, does present,
nevertheless, certain problems in interpretation. With this

most famous of Thomas's poems, one is tempted to indulge in
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eulogistic praise, for his poetic line is fine here, loosely
rhymed and beautifully cadenced. The organization of the poem
is not at fault, for Thomas'links the two differing.states in
the poem, iancence and expérience, in the last line of the
péem as;he writes’"Time held me gréen énd dying/ Though I-sang
in my chains like the sea." As Tindall remarks, |

Notfhow it feels to be young, the theme of "Fern
Hill" is how it feels to have been young.l156

As in "Holy Spring" there is an attempt to achieve a sec-
. ond innogence after having passed through the Blakean world of
Generation. The two obvious key words in the poem are *‘green?
and 'golden', green carrying with it the concept of innbcence
while *golden® has all the connotations that the same wbrd‘has
in Sidney‘'s line; "Her world (Naturel!s) is braéen, the poets
,6nly'deliver a-golden."157This is the permanent world of the
artificer, the worker in language, which Blake himself describes
in ”platé 27" of Jerusalem titled "To the Jews). Blake here
déscribes the goldén age of innocence with such phfasés as 'pil-
lars of gold?®, and"golden pillars hight, and"those golden.
builders' all of which connote such concepts as treasﬁre, value,
pPreciousness, pefmanence and. Sidney's golden world of the poet.
-~ Fine poem as.it is, "Fern Hill" represents no movement to-
wards anf unifying vision but rather, with its easy rhythm and
suggestife diction, a nostalgic return to the mood of Songs of

Innocence and of Experience in adult life, The theme of the

!

156rinda11l, p. 268.

57sir Philip Sidney, "An Apology For Poetry", The American
Tradition in Literature, ed. Bradley, Beatty and Long, (New York:
W.W. Norton and Co., 1965), p. 427,
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nostalgic recollection is the most obvious Blakean influence;
however there are many specific Blakean echoes in such phrases
as "wanderer white" and "it wasiAdam" suggesting as they do
Blake's Albion figure which Thomas recalls specifically in "The
White Giant's'Thigha'° Cértainly Thomas's phrase in the poem
"the lamb white days" could well be a direct echo of Blake,
particularly if the‘réader recalls Thomas's early imitétions
of Blake. |
Tindall, discussing the phrase "I ran my heedless Ways"

which occurs in the fifth staﬁza, stétes "Even the sunflower
is weary of time at times." Tindall refers here directly to
Blake's poem "Ah! Sun-Flower" the first line of which is "Ah,
Sun-flower weary of time." Tindall!s remark is useful to our
argument in that it shows Thomas, perhaps unconsciously, echo—_
ing a Blakéan idea and havihg-a sensitive critic like Tindall
detecting the echo.

» "in.Country Sleep", published in February of 1952, ﬁart
of a proposed trilogy of poems, gives evidence of Thomas re-
turning to traditioﬁal Christian images to carry his ideas. The
impression created by such phrases as ‘'an angel’, 'saint®s cell!,
!'sanctum sanctorum®’® and the 'rain telling its beads® is that
the poem is devoutly and orthodoxally Christian. But Thomas,
. like Blake, often used Christian imager& as metaphors for secular
topics. Again the poeﬁ celebrates the holiness of creation in
Blake's sense of'"EverYthing that lives is Holy"; such a line
as "On the lord's-table of the bowing grass" carries this Blakean
idea. Again Tindall explains what the poem is about when he

. writes:
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The argument is simple: In the house at Laugharne,
Thomas has read his daughter to sleep with folk and
fairy tales. However terrible these tales, he says
fear no more. Have no bad dreams of wolves, pigs,
ganders, or witches; ‘for these are natural or fictive.

- Fictions are harmless, boys are boys, nature is holy
and the house secure. iss ' a

More. 1mportant perhaps, for our discussion of final cbrrespond—
ences between the work of the two poets is Thomas's own statement
he made about a planned long poem£

- These three poems @In Country Sleep) "Over Sir
John's Hill" and "In The White Giant's Thigh"] will,

- one day, form separate parts of a léng poem which is
in preparation; that is to say, some of the long poem
is written down on paper, some of it is in a rough '
draft - in the head, and the rest of it radiantly un-

" worded in ambitious conjecture.

 What can I say. about the plan of a long poem in
preparation-

The poem is to be called "In Country Heaven'".
The godhead, the author, the milky-way farmer, the
first cause, architect, lamplighter, gquintessence,
the beginning Word, the anthropomorphic bowler-out
and black-baller, the stuff of all men. scapegoat,

" martyr, maker, woe-bearer- He on top of a hill in
Heaven, weeps whenever, outside that state of being
Called his country, one of his worlds drops dead,
vanishes screaming, shrivels, explodes, murders
itself.159

Enoughlof Biake's ideas have been discussed at this poinf
for the réader to detect just how Blakean this expiahation of
Thomas's is. - The "Anthropomorphic bowler-out and black-baller"
‘éuggests Blake's Urizen or Los, one of the immortals who weeps
when one of his worlds disappears. As in Blake, Urizen weeps
when chaos results from his -attempt to become god and rule all

creation as his rule always results in chaos instead of unity.

1581indall, p. 275.
159D Thomas, Quite Early One Morning, (New York: New Direct-
“ions, ;960){ p. 179. A
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ﬁIn Country Sleep" concludes with the lines "And‘you shall
waketifrom country sleép, this dawn and each first dawn,/ Your
faith;as deathless as the outcry of thé ruled sun." These lines
addressed to his daughter and all daugﬁters carry the idea that
-a child’'s faithfin‘thé holiness of nature which must remain
steadfast is, nevertheléss,'ruled or 1imited by a Urizenic prin-
'ciple‘in nature.

Mr. Munro says that:

Thom;s hés.given meaning to the humah predicément, by

imposing on it an all-containing form. Every end is

a kind of death, even the end of a poem. Thus the

form of the poem may be taken as a miniature of the

whole pattern of existence.l60
Professor Yeomans states,like Mr. Munro, that "it is possible
,ﬁé éee a unified, overall poetic vision emerging, one which
existé in its own right- without kranslation."' While Professor
Yeomans is mainly concerned with the mythopoeic and liferal

aspects of Thomas!s vision, hé does mention the similarity be-

tween Thomas's "If My Head Hurt a Hair!s Foot", and Blake's

The Book of/Thél.l6l Having alluded to the unity of Thomas's
poems earlier, we wish to point out here that Munroe's "all con-
taining form" corresponds to Blakefs Albion although in Thomas
it is.not as clearly d;fined because his myth remains in an
embryonic form. Unlike Blake, Thomas, while developing his
lyric powers to the highest degree, was unableAto combine these

great lyric powers with a total and completely developed myth

as did Blake..

160Munro, Thesis, p. 27. '
16lw. E. Yeomans, "Dylan Thomas: The Literal Vision! Bucknel
Review;'XIV;l,‘(l966), pp. 103-115, ' '
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Although Thomas was unable to develop a complete myth, he
-did'aftempt to explain how everything that lives’can.be holy
when éverything must include wictim and predatof. This explana-
tién is the theme of "Over Sir John'!s Hill", parf of Thomas‘s:“vuuu
trilogy,; and very Blakean in certain images. The poem contains
the hawk.on firé who preys. on thé sparrows while the holy herons
look én. Thbmés reconciles these conflicts by seeing both
predatdr and victim as essential parts of the.natﬁréi cycle.
Thé execution imagery of the fi£st stanza is enough to make the
theme’élear. We note -that the sparrows "sqawk/_To fiery tyburn"
as "the nooééd'hawk/ Crashesy. The name tyburn has'distinct
Blakéan echoes, for Blake refers to Tyburn as the site of the
gallows in'"Night‘the Second" of . Vala. Combined witﬁ this clear
Blakean echo aie'the images of -'night!' and istone; used by
Thomas in the concluding two lines of his elegy. Fry explainé
that "The stone as a symbol of the death-impulse me&ts ﬁs
frequéntly"both in the Bible and elsewhere."162

| Beyond these clear Blakean images, "Over Sir John's Hill"
offers a useful comparison to a passage'in‘Milton,running from
"plate 39".throﬁgh "plate 40" in which Blake describes the lark
as a messenger of Lo$ and later_tells us that "the Lark is a
mighty Angel." 4Blake's passage:is fascinatiné because of what
he does with the image of the lark which could well be. the most
common bird image in Romantic poetry. Interestingly here, it
is Blake's detailed organization of his image that is fascinating.

The sort of thing Blake does here recalls the depth of detail

l62Frye, Symmetry,, p. 224..



154

one associates with the engraver. Blake writes:
...& the Lark is Los's Messenger.
40
When on the highest 1lift of his light pinions he arrives
At that bright Gate, another Lark meets him & back to
‘back
They touch their pinions, tip tip, and each descend
To their respective Earths & there all night consult with
Angels

Inspired & at the dawn of day send out another Lark
~Into another Heaven to carry news upon his wings.

The‘above passage immediately precedes Ololon's descent'toyMilton
on earth in order to be united,with him and lead toward the con-
solidation of his error. Clearly here the lark acts as a messen-—
,éertof inspiration from Heanen to give man visionary insight,

“in this cese Milton. The lark is Los's messenger in the sense
that it marks the reception of ;nspiration by the Los aspect of
all poets. ,Tindall compares Thomas's reference to '"the sparrows
"hail/ For their soul's song" with Sheily's skylark, while our
point is that, 1like Blake'svlark, Thomas's herons become both
holy and inspiringhthus,ﬂlike-the lark, becoming birds of artis- .
tic inspiration as they are'in this poem. Further, just as

Blake chose the lark whioh he observed in his garden at Felﬁham,
so Thomas chose the "hoiy stalkinguheron/ In the river Towy"

.as his sacred messenger of inspiration.

' The herons are still with Thomas in "Poem on His Birthday"
(1951) as the poet sees himself in "ThlS sand grain day" while
the "Herons spire and spears .  The sand grain image recalls
Thomesﬁs poemA"Into Her Lying Down Head" where he used the image
to convey the Blakean meaningvof eternity in a grain of sand.

The pfesent poem is important here because it has a tonal quality,
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not of apocalyptic triumph, but of elegaic.reconciliation;'the
reader detects too much death and too little resurrection. The
fifth stanza of the‘poem is; however, distinctly Elakean in

the 1ines "Terror . will rage apart/ Before cheins break to a -
hammer flame/ And love unbolts the darke. We have here a nuﬁberA
of Biakesn concepts gathered%. Orc's® chain of restriction, Losfs
hammer and furnaces of creativity, and love which can be a door
to inspiration.

-ﬁnlike Blake who moves from the above point to a tremendous
finalAviSion of unity, Thomas hesitates but does employ apocalyp-
tic imagery in stenza eight of the poem: "Who knows the rocketing
wind will blow/ The bones oot of the hills,/ And the scythed
" . boulders bleed, and the last/ Rage shattered waters kick/ Masts'
and fishes to the still quick.starsf" As the poem progresses
this movement_is stifled by more sinister images which suggest
- an impasse. While the final‘stanza of the poem does contain such

‘imegeswas "the dew larks sing" echoing Blake!s statement that
_'the Lark is a mlghty Angel” and Thomas!s "hlllS/ Grow larked
lnand greener...more spanned w1th angels rlde/ The mansouled fiery
1slands!", the poem drops again as the lastbllne states "As I
sail out to dieyo AThe tone of elegy and lament overeomesvany
hint of spiritual.triunph or apoealyptic grandeur.

The-unrestrained notes with which Blake's Jerusalem ends
‘are only suggested at times in Thomas s last poems. In Thomas
‘the reader hears the overture, the beginning movement, but it
is qoickly dropped almost as if the musician.were not capahle

of handling such a grand theme.
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Our comments above are equally true of the last poem in

Collected Poems. "In the White Giant's Thigh", a very Blakean
poem in image,jlacks‘as well any'triumphant sustained chord
progressions of apocalyptic thunder indicating a final unity
‘and triumph. = The story behind the poem is well enough known
as Tindall explains,
This eiegy is for barren women, whose tombstones,
- on which even *the names...are rained away', tell
where' they died and suggest how they lived, 'doing
their best. A primitive design on the side of a
hill, cut through turf to- the chalk beneath, like

‘the ‘famous White Horse of England(,5 the White Glant
is supposed to confer fertility. 1

What this poem is about, then, is‘clear enouéh aslare‘the.themes
of most of Thomas S last poems- the poem 'is'a lament for Women
‘who, w;sh;ng to‘become pregnant, remain barren. The images, how-
ever, are what_chiefly‘ihterest us, here. . The grain image appears
iaéainvih the fifth stanza connecting with“the.phrase Vtheir,dust.‘
was flesh&; rock becomes sand which becomes dust which is from
'mhence~we come. |

The "bagpipe breasted ladies" of the"Altarwise'sOnnet:sequenoe;
'happiiy; haue become women "their breasts full of honey"; un-
3.fottunateiylthere is no "mouthing babe to the veihea hives/ Hugged
and.barren and bare on Mother,Goose's ground/ They with the
Simple,Jacks,were~a bouldet of wives}'° The poem<conoludes with
_ the daughters of darkness flaming in desire, forever uufulfilled.
| 6ur interest.in the poem, othet than admiring the excellent
lyrlcal quallty of the plece and belng spell—bound by Thomas ]

absolute-verbal.mastery, 1s to. 1nd1cate the 1maglst1c correspond-

r e

163pindall, p. 293.
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ences to Blake. Thomas has used Blake's Albion image here in
his conceptiQnAof the White Giant.. Just as Aibion lies asleep
onﬁhis rock of ages with Jernsalem wailing her lament, so we
have‘Thomas werking essentially the same eoncept in this poem.
Any. number of passages in Biake would give us the corres-
‘pondenée,.but fplate 345 of Jerusalem is more immediate to onr
-argument. The paralleis between the two passages are-striking
indeed. ‘The situation in "plate 34" is as follows: . vala
(Natﬂral‘beauty) is mourning over the fallen form of Albion,
-with'whom she should form a balanced part in Eternity. She moans
"I was a City & a Temple built by Albion's children./ I was a
garden planted with beautys. Her lament ends with a cry to
.Albion that she'is-love: "Eleyate into the Regions of»Brother—
hood with my red fires." And_Alhion,replies that "all manhood
islgonel" As is the case in Thomas's poem "In the White Giant‘s
Thigh", Albion is covered with a:robe of death and fear. Now,
the key!lines for onr comparison follew: Albion states in reply
to Vala, “ArtAthou Nature, Mother of all? ..."In Eternity they
neither marry nor'are éiven in marriage./ Albion, the high Cliff
Qf‘the,Atlantic,vis become a.barren iand " ...Albion frowned in.
ander/ on his Rock..." 1In Blakel!s passage the reader can trace
Thomas's white giant, the lament of the sterile women . (Vala),
'the red fires of desire (fox fires of.Thomas), and the barren
rock (Thomas's "barren as beulders") '~ At the level of 1mage and
general 1ntent10n,then,these two passages are duite 51m11ar. The
. last line of Thomas s poem, "And the daughters of darkness flame
like Fawkes flres Stlll" 'may be Validly interpreted in’Blakean
terms as Vala and Jerusalem - the difference is that Blake ]

daughters do not remain in darkness.



CHAPTERUVI—Concludinq Remarks

Any attempt to form some concludingAremérks about our

discussion invites the consideration of literary archetypes

and myth, | a consideration further enceuraged by’ Northrop Fryetls
criticism. While enough has been said of Blake's myth in the
preceding discussioh, a comment of Miss Ghent's, made in con-
nection with her explanation of.The Beat movement, serves, in
part, to explain Thomas's insoluble artistic dilemma with which
he struggled during his last years. Miss Gheﬁt writes "Without
myth paesion has no focus and dies. Action and voiee are im-
possible."l64The cause of the tone of reconciliation, tranquil-
ity and even elegy in Thomas's last poems, then, may not have
been so much an awareness of personel death as an awareness of
an artistic one.

There is no dquestion that Thomas failed te develop a large
enough or consistent enough mythic.structure'to carry'him artist-
ically. He had worked out nothing comprehensive enough or well
enough structured to push forward into new concepts, as did
Blake. A major difference between the two writers is that
Blake's ﬁythic structure was-sufficienﬁly large.

The direction of our discussion has been dictated, to some.

extent, by an interest in Miss Bodkin®s "a priori determinants

164yan Ghent, D. A Casebook on the Beat., ed. T. Parkinson,
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1961), p. 213.
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of individual experience" and in part by Frye's definition of
a literary archetype as "A symbol or image which connects one
poem with another and thereby helps to unify and. integrate our
literary experience."165

In view of the above remarks the worm image in Thomas's
“Thc Force That through the Green Fuse Drives the Flower" can
be seen as archetypal as can the anatomical imagery-éo common

to both ncets; even thelvoyage motif traced in the "Altarwise

by Owl—Light"-sonnet sequence and connecfing withALos‘s voyages
can be seen as archetypal. The medusa image representing the
sinister female will, the stone images (Albion's stone and
Thomés‘s stone in "Over Sir John's Hill" ‘and "In the WhitelGiant‘s
Thigh") may be seen as archetypal in the sense’thatbthéy link

and connect and add to.the asscciative richness of literary

workc. The implication nere is clear‘encugh; the minds of
both Blake and Thomas had a simiiar caste of wvision causing the
two poets to interpret the world in a similar manner.

"A last point‘to be mentioned is the possibiliﬁy of deter-
mining cheAartisnic direction iniwhich Thomas was neadéd at nis
death. To answer this, the interested reader mcst look £o Under
Milk Wood.. While ﬁore attention has been givén to this play |
than it deserves from an artistic point of view, Thomas here is
still able to dazzle us with his fine verbal gymnastics, his
puns and sound tricks, but the significance of what he is doing

in terms of completed wvision remains. . Under Milk Wood is warm

in tone, humorous, slightly bawdy at times, always clever, &..t.

165prrye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 99.
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xbut finally indulgent in the authot‘s attitude toward his char-
acters. There is a factual fondnees in character delineation
which tells'the reader that Polly Garter will never beeome'dis—
eased much as she tumbles inrthe moss witt her many fond lovers
nor will Miss Myfanwy Price be anything but "neat as a ppff—
bosomed robin"; she remains forever insulated from the town's
‘lechers. There is a hint however faintAin this, Thomasfs last
work, of Blaket!s "An Island in the Moon": both are voice dramas;
in both- the charaeters have outlandish hames; both are in a
sense critical of the characters depicted; both suggest a fond-
ness for the characters although in Blake's work the criticism
is much closer to satire than is Thomas®s and in this sense "An
Island in the Moon" is highly reminiscent of Swift. In Under
Miik Wood, theh, Thomas‘s wit is softened by nostalgia for his

own countrymen in this play that he was writing at his death,

and had he lived, Under Milk Wood might haﬁe been the first of
many warmly humorous dramas that would mark the point at which
Thomas turned away from any further attempt to construct a com-
prehensive myth'through which he might have interpreted his
world to some degree of personal satisfaction. In this new
direction that Thomas seemed to be moving, the reader can:see

no promise of an“epic summation of lyrical gifts?’elthough it
must Ee conceded that he has moved many leagues from the stefile

world of process described in his early poems.
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