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Dylan Thomas Review
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For my literature review, I have read Dylan Thomas: The Poems[footnoteRef:2].  This book is a collection of nearly 200 poems, and is described by the editor, Daniel Jones, as “a presentation of Dylan Thomas’s contribution to poetry”[footnoteRef:3].  Daniel Jones was a notable classical composer, a codebreaker at Bletchley Park during the 2nd World War, and a lifelong friend of Dylan Thomas[footnoteRef:4]. [2:  Jones, Daniel. Dylan Thomas: The Poems. London: Dent, 1971.]  [3:  Jones, Daniel. Dylan Thomas: The Poems. London: Dent, 1971.  P xiii]  [4:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/wales/entries/b40709cd-f5bc-3ff2-a32a-83e7fb5908b9 ] 

I have chosen to discuss three poems from this collection; poem number 162 “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night” on page 207; poem number 156 “Fern Hill” on page 195; and poem number 152 “A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London” on page 191

Dylan Marlais Thomas was born in Swansea 27-10-1914 during the great war.  His father was a professor of English Literature at a local grammar school, and would have helped his son with his education, establishing the young Dylan Thomas on the path of great English Literature writers.  In the time of his short life, he praised his father up to his dying days. Dylan Thomas lived through the second world war, by which time he had built up a mountain of followers.  He died on 9-11-53, and to this day his memories move on. 
How do you start with a clever influential man? He has influenced my writing, no not just me, his unique poetry, his inner voice, his words tell one or more types of poetry.  He captures the audience and has pulled the whole world in with his mastery.  Using metaphors, he shows that he has used different poets literary work with his intuition to understand and put it away in his own voice again in his own hidden allusions.
Words are wonderful things.  They have a lot of meanings; what one word means to one person might mean something else to another, so it sounds confusing.  It depends how you interpret the meanings, with thought or go back and read it again and again and it will come back across in a different way, like the first poem I am going to look at. “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night” is a very strong poem about his father being on his death bed and begging him not to die but fight it off and live and stop death on his tracks. Followed by the “Fern Hill”. A Carmarthenshire farm on the outskirts of Llangain on your way down to Llansteffan sea village and a castle. “A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London”. A sad tale about a young girl losing her young life at the start of the London raids one of the first deaths at the sad times during the World War Two. 
[bookmark: _Hlk39048375]Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night
This villanelle is written in iambic pentameter, ten syllables[footnoteRef:5].  You can feel the beat in the first sentence, do- not, go-gen, tle-in, to-that, good- night.  A villanelle is a very tightly structured poem, with a strict metric and rhyme pattern.  It consists of 5 tercets and finishes with one quatrain.  It is interesting that Thomas chooses to use such a restrictive structure for a poem that conveys deep, wild emotion as he watches his father die.  Thomas’ father encouraged him to write and enjoyed literature and was his mentor and critic.  However, in a letter Thomas wrote to Princess Caetani, he stated “The only person I can’t show (the enclosed) poem to is, of course, my father, who doesn’t know he’s dying”[footnoteRef:6].  Thomas’ father, DJ, had throat cancer. [5:  https://martinthepoet.blogspot.com/2015/11/do-not-go-gentle-into-that-good-night.html ]  [6:  https://www.discoverdylanthomas.com/d-j-thomas-man-introduced-dylan-thomas-poetry ] 


Dylan Thomas “Do not go gentle into that good night” came over with a shudder of death. The graveyard beat, a funeral march or a military march or a battlefield.  The villanelle is very clear.  It is a unique piece of writing, and Thomas uses metaphors in the first three lines as he tries to tell his father be strong and fight death, “good night”, “close of day” and “dying of the light” are all metaphors for death[footnoteRef:7].   [7:  https://poemanalysis.com/dylan-thomas/do-not-go-gentle-into-that-good-night ] 


The third line, “Rage, rage against the dying of the light” is repeated at the end of the third, fifth and sixth verse.  The repeating words “rage” give them emphasis and an angry power[footnoteRef:8], demanding that his father be angry at his impending death, that he should fight it.  At the end of this line, instead of repeating words, he has repeating sounds, using assonance as a tool for emphasis with the words “dying” and “light”[footnoteRef:9].  These are not the only examples of Thomas using repetition to gain emphasis and power within this poem.  In verse 2, he talks about “wise men”, verse three “good men”, verse four “wild men” and verse five “grave men”.  Are these all different aspect of his fathers personality, or are they the different types of men that are in the world, for in the final verse, he directly addresses his father “And you, my father”, as if to say that his father is unique to all of these other men.  It has been documented that Thomas father proof read his work – the second line of the final verse sounds like he’s asking his father for his approval one more time “curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray”. [8:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJxW3KgU_XE&feature=youtu.be ]  [9:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xJxW3KgU_XE&feature=youtu.be ] 


Just like Dylan Thomas’ writing shed, the memories are still there; the old fire to keep warm in the winter months while looking out of the window across the estuary, bringing the feeling of freedom looking over the sea.  Chucking the old paperwork that never made the grade on the floor, ready for the last encore, to give that one more moment in the everlasting time.  Turn around one more encore and move on that his works live on forever.  As I leave the writing shed, I dream that something there will follow me to write and move on with the poetry of this great man of illusion.   

Fern Hill
Dylan Thomas wrote Fern Hill as the memory of his youth.  Then he was naïve, not knowing how time moves on in his younger days, but now he has grown up and looks back and remembers the farm of his aunty and uncle, reminiscing the good old times[footnoteRef:10].  Now he is getting long in the tooth.  He uses colours of green and gold a lot, as green is a metaphor for being young and gold for getting old[footnoteRef:11].  The theme of this poem is about being young and then growing up, looking back on times that will never come back in his time.  The green was the fresh shoots and the golden grass like the ageing part of life, old grass no one wants anymore.  Like the fields, it’s hard work.  The land gets tired and needs new life to make it young again.  He started the poem as a young boy and moves on to old age, when a burden comes, like his father going blind as he aged.  Then death creeps up, like the changing of the seasons.  The years pass by from a child born in the arms of his parents, to his relatives where he stays in the summer.  Every year they get older every time he sees them, and then back to his parents where they have changed over the holiday period.  Like him the same thing happens, like a caterpillar to a pupa to an adult.  To move on to a new life that begins again, with new faces, new wisdom, new ideas.  Again, Thomas uses a lot of metaphors showing pastoral imagery[footnoteRef:12] to the countryside and country life mentioning images that create pictures in your mind.  The “apple boughs”, the main branch which was young once with the trees and the leaves and the starry skies. [10:  https://www.bachelorandmaster.com/britishandamericanpoetry/fern-hill.html#.XqFg8EBFzx4 ]  [11:  https://poemanalysis.com/dylan-thomas/fern-hill ]  [12:  https://study.com/academy/lesson/fern-hill-summary-analysis.html ] 

Young green grass common as sweet young child with the second stanza the good times and memories the dreams are still there with the owls and nightjars talking in their own voices.  The horses are still.  He looks back in his adulthood and he remembers. In the second half of the poem Dylan Thomas brings the Garden of Eden into the poem[footnoteRef:13], with “Adam and maiden”, a Genesis, the beginning of the end, birth to grave, a meaning of life that time does not move.  We are like clocks, you start on one and the clock keeps telling you the time but does not tell you that you are getting older with the reoccurring seasons and change of year.  [13:  https://study.com/academy/lesson/fern-hill-summary-analysis.html] 


[bookmark: _Hlk39051077]A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London
Dylan Thomas writes about the nature of death, as he does with many of poems.  “A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London” represents this unique and unmistakable way of coming over with his depths of poetry about a child. What has no meaning of life as a seed starts to grow, it does not mean it can not die with a loss of a baby or a child, which is the biggest and greatest injury to a parent.  The child never grew up, then what happens is a celebration of memory of an innocent life, a fundamental loss. The elegy points to the confusing nature of death.  The devastation of life.  It does not matter who you are, death is inevitable.  It happens to everyone; you can be in any job if you are rich or poor or you’re the lowest of low or as rich and high in achievement of running the land and country.  It comes back to a same end, we are all the same rich or poor, we all go out one way or another, the same way death is something all of us cannot run from.
The words that Dylan Thomas uses come over to compromise the argument of the theory that there is death and there is birth and in between it you live.  He uses the Thames as the baptism of birth and the holy water of death[footnoteRef:14].  It shows the incredible way that he can symbolise the creation of man by echoed words that pulls the audience in with the words.  “Silence”, a passing of the child, no noise, an anguished grief.  Sit back, the quietness is the same, as with “tells”, “light breaking”[footnoteRef:15].  Before and after, living yesterday, dead today.  That breaking news when the bulb went out and he starts up again with light new birth. Dylan Thomas brings in so many metaphors through the poem with darkness and light, with religion and the suffering of Christ, the “sackcloth to mourn”, not the funeral shroud.  He comes back again with religion “I shall not murder” a reminder to us all of the ten commandments, thou shall not kill.  He comes back to the little girl, the one death, a child that with “The mankind of her going with the grave truth”.  She died, brutally killed in an air raid that set her house on fire.  Just like the men that went to war, what for, innocent lives.  In all the four sestets, the lines rhyme abcabc[footnoteRef:16], for example making-breaking the first line and the fourth line the same with the second line Flower-hour with the fifth line and darkness- harness the third and the six line the rhyming goes through the poem, which serves to drive the poem forward, to keep moving, just like life.  [14:  https://rukhaya.com/poetry-analysis-dylan-thomas-a-refusal-to-mourn-the-death-by-fire-of-a-child-in-london/ ]  [15:  https://rukhaya.com/poetry-analysis-dylan-thomas-a-refusal-to-mourn-the-death-by-fire-of-a-child-in-london/ ]  [16:  https://poemanalysis.com/dylan-thomas/a-refusal-to-mourn-the-death-by-fire-of-a-child-in-london/ ] 


Conclusion
An intelligent man in his time, it was a pleasure looking at this Welshman’s work.  He was up there with the best in English literature for the world, that know this famous man’s name, Dylan Thomas enjoyed the techniques, the metaphors and the rhythm of his writing.  He wrote a lot about death and birth, new and old.  He used pastel colours in Fern Hill, built images in our minds of the River Thames, the flow of life, in “A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in London”, the haunting thought that life is passing us all by. “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night” is astonishing.  He wrote the poem before his father died to whom he did not show or read it to.  His father was blind in his older age and in his time was an English teacher that emphasised the importance of writing to his son.  Thomas begs his father to be strong and not to go gently or give into death throughout the poem. 
A little something I wrote in remembrance of this clever man that has influenced me for better or worse, I hope for the former, may he rest in peace and his poetry live on.


[image: See the source image][footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://www.bing.com/images/search?view=detailV2&id=7468FB6B9822F3AE382CE8E0EED6CB1085B6B496&thid=OIP.6znkDCyM-mP0PaqqNCaqgQHaFG&mediaurl=https%3A%2F%2Fi2-prod.walesonline.co.uk%2Fincoming%2Farticle6643513.ece%2FALTERNATES%2Fs1227b%2FJS31728059.jpg&exph=1227&expw=1783&q=Dylan+Thomas+Grave&selectedindex=135&ajaxhist=0&vt=0 
] 


An Elegy
The great man spreads his wings holding all in arms
Poet speaks to the ever-growing audience with friends 
Many come here when their time is up, lost spoken
Lost days, Fern Hill, over those slopes I once did farm
Breathe the sea air, listen, dancing seashells defends
Who would think, me a man, a dream, my poetry a token?

M S Douglas 28/04/2020
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