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Introduction

‘The idea of myself, sitting in the open window, in my shirt, and imagining myself as some Jehovah of the West, is really odd. If I were some Apollo, it would be different. As a matter of fact, I am a little person with much untidy hair.’

This collection is just a short selection from the letters of the poet Dylan Thomas. In his short life, Dylan Thomas wrote many letters. Whether he was writing from his home in Wales as a young man, to friends in the wilder world, or writing home from abroad as a famous poet, his letters chart the course of his life in a way that is almost incomprehensible to the lost email generation. In almost all his letters, there is art: pleading, cajoling, amusing, charming. And poetry. But the most beautiful of his letters are the ones he wrote to the women in his life, to his wife Caitlin and other lovers. He used his letters, as his poetry, to convey an immediate and emotional effect, binding the reader by the spell of his words rather than coolly delivering his message – although the message is often clear.

Dylan Thomas was born in Swansea in 1914. His first published collection was Eighteen Poems which appeared at the end of 1934 when he was only 20. He married Caitlin Macnamara in 1936, the same year that his second volume, Twenty-Five Poems appeared. He died, almost certainly of alcohol abuse, in New York in 1953. He was not yet forty. The following year, Under Milk Wood, a radio script about a Welsh seaside village upon which he had been working off and on for ten years, was published.

The Collected Letters of Dylan Thomas, in a revised edition edited by Paul Ferris, is again available from J. M. Dent.

‘Now the threads of halfremembered ideas, the fragments of halfremembered facts blow about in my head. I can write today – only awkwardly & uneasily, nib akimbo. And I want to write so differently: in flowing, unaffected prose: with all the heat of my heart, or, if that is cold, with all the clear intellectual heat of the head.’


PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON

Pamela Hansford Johnson wrote an admiring letter to Dylan Thomas after seeing a poem of his in a small magazine. She was his first real girlfriend, although he sometimes boasted of earlier encounters, including one in the back of a van when he was fifteen. Pamela lived with her mother in South London and worked in a bank. She was also an aspiring writer. Dylan at the time, just eighteen when they began to write to each other, was living with his parents in Swansea. They didn’t get to meet until the spring of the following year. Their letters were full of poetry, of their future life together, of Dylan’s health (he fancied himself consumptive and certainly smoked and drank a great deal, even then). The end of the affair when it came was precipitated by Dylan’s avowed infidelity with an unnamed woman in Wales. Pamela forgave him but the romance was over. She went on to become a novelist and married a novelist, Lord (C. P.) Snow.

September, 1933 Blaen-Cwm Llangain near Carmarthen

Beginning this letter in the way I do, removes the necessity of using the formal, ‘madam’, the stiff, ‘Miss Johnson’, (rather ambiguous but entirely unmeant), and the impudent, ‘Pamela’, (also ambiguous, also unmeant). It removes a similar obstacle in your case.

If it is ‘gruesome’ to reply to letters, then I am as much of a ghoul as you are. I return frequently, in the characterless scrawl God and a demure education gave me.

Incidentally, when you reply to this – and let it be long and soon – don’t write to the above address. It is merely a highly poetical cottage where I sometimes spend weekends. Reply to my nasty, provincial address.

Thank you for the poems. Mr Neuburg has paid you a large and almost merited compliment. ‘One of the few exquisite word-artists of our day’, needs little praise or abuse from me. But, still, I must compliment you upon ‘The Nightingale’, by far the best of the three poems. Comparing that with the ‘Sea Poem for G’, one of the most perfect examples of bloody verse I have ever seen, and with other Referee poems, is like comparing Milton with Stilton. I like the other two poems you sent me, but not as much, and the first stanza of ‘Prothalamium’, I don’t like at all. Too many adjectives, too much sugar. And the fifth and sixth lines are pure cliché. ‘I write from the heart’, said a character in some novel I’ve forgotten. ‘You write’, was the reply, ‘from the bowels as after a strong emetic.’ Not that I apply that rude remark to ‘Prothalamium’; I’m quoting not because of it but for the sake of it.

Of course you are not an aged virgin. But many of the contributors to the Poet’s Corner are, and woo the moon for want of a better bedfellow. I can’t agree with you that the majority of the Referee poems are good. With a few exceptions they are nauseatingly bad. Yours are among the exceptions, of course. Do you remember a poem called ‘1914’ printed a couple of weeks ago? Do you remember the ‘Sea Poem’? Do you remember those few diabetic lines about an Abyssinian cat? What did you think of last week’s ‘Blue Gum Tree’? That is a real test of taste. Like that, you like anything. It would be hard to realise the number of people bluffed into believing ‘Blue Gum Tree’ to be a good poem. Its sprawling formlessness they would call, ‘modern’, its diction, ‘harsh but effective’, and some of its single lines, such as, ‘The cloth of silver over a white balustrade’, would send them into some sort of colourful rapture. In reality, the formlessness is the outcome of entire prosodical incompetence, the diction is not even tailor-made but ready-to-wear, and the ‘colourful’ lines are like cheap, vermilion splotches on a tenthrate music-hall backcloth.

In the very interesting copy you sent me of the first Poet’s Corner, it is explained that when, during any week, no poetry is received, the best verse would be printed. That would be perfectly all right if it did happen. But the pretentious palming off of doggerel (not even verse) as ‘arty’ poetry is too much.

It was on the same grounds that I objected to ‘Poet’s Corner’ as a title. There was a time when only poets were called poets. Now anyone with an insufficient knowledge of the English language, a Marie Corelli sentiment, and a couple of ‘bright’ images to sprinkle over the lines, is called a poet. He can’t even leave his excretion in a private spot. They give him a public ‘Corner’ to leave it in. (A vulgar metaphor! I hope you don’t object.)

This is in no way a biased or personal attack. It’s the general principles of the thing I like to use as Aunt Sallies. Pray God I, too, am not ‘arty’. A physical pacifist and a mental militarist, I can’t resist having a knock – or even a blow at a dead horse – when all I put my faith in is utterly contradicted. I put my faith in poetry, and too many poets deny it.

To return to your poetry, (you must excuse my slight soap-box attitude): It shows a tremendous passion for words, and a real knowledge of them. Your grasp of form and your handling of metre is among the best I know today. And – the main thing – your thoughts are worth expressing. Have you written a great deal? When do you write? I’m interested to know all sorts of things like that, and to see some more.

What I like about your poems is that they state, not contradict, that they create not destroy. Poem after poem, recording, in sickening detail, the wrinkles on the author’s navel, fill the contemporary journals, poem after poem recording, none too clearly, the chaos of to-day. Out of chaos they make nothing, but, themselves part of the post-war carnage, fade away like dead soldiers. So much new verse (do you know ‘New Verse’?) can be summarised into, ‘Well, there’s been a hell of a war; it’s left us in a mess; what the hell are we going to do about it?’ The answer is fairly obvious. But is it worth writing about? No, you answer in a loud voice, or at least I hope you do. You are not like that, and your ‘not-ness’ alone is worth all the superlatives at my command.

So you are the same age as myself. You say one has enough time, when one is 21, to be modest. One has enough time ahead, too, to regret one’s immodesty. The more I think of my Referee poem the less I like it. The idea of myself, sitting in the open window, in my shirt, and imagining myself as some Jehovah of the West, is really odd. If I were some Apollo, it would be different. As a matter of fact, I am a little person with much untidy hair.

With this letter you will find two poems of mine. I am sending them to show you, or to hope to show you, that I can do much better than you think from what you have seen of mine. Incidentally, I’d better mention that the poem starting, ‘No food suffices’, is, though complete in itself, the woman’s lament from an unfortunately unfinished play. I think this needs mention; references in the poem would otherwise cast aspersions on the nature of my sex. The second poem you may not like at all; it is distinctly unfashionable.

After my violent outburst against the Referee poets, you’ll probably read my two poems with a stern & prejudiced eye. I hope you don’t, and I hope you like them. Whether you do or not, tell me.

Can I keep your poems for a little longer?

Dylan Thomas

P.S. The Woman poem is to be printed in the Adelphi. I can’t resist adding that, because I like the magazine so much. The Jesus poem is probably to be printed in T. S. Eliot’s Criterion, though, as a rule, the Criterion doesn’t print any metaphysic verse at all. I mention the ‘C’ for the same reason that I mention the ‘A’.

P.P.S. I am staying, as you see, in Carmarthenshire & have forgotten to bring your address with me. I am trusting to luck that 13 is the right number. If it is, you will read this explanation. If it isn’t, you won’t. So there was no point at all in writing it. D. T.

March, 1934

My dear Pamela (I may call you that, mayn’t I?)

So glad to have your letter. What a nice hand you have. You must write to me again some time. I do so love receiving intellectual letters, don’t you? It gives you a sort of – how shall I put it – a sort of stimulus, don’t you find? And when one is plucking one’s own little flowers from the Garden of Poesy (such a lovely phrase, don’t you think. It was told to me by a Mr Wheeble), it helps, nay invigorates one to fresh horticultural efforts, to know that far away from one is yet another soul searching for Beauty (‘Truth is Beauty’, you know, as Keats so aptly put it) in those Evergreen Haunts.

And my dear, how can I tell you in words – words! ah, frail words! such gossamer cups they be! – the emotions your prosepoems inspired in my bosom. (I have often thought, haven’t you, that whereas the Upper Classes have bosoms the Working Classes almost invariably have breasts.) Those dainty pieces smacked – ah, false pen! See how you play your gay little tricks with me! – of a loveliness which even I, humble in my devotion to the Great God

Pan (Elizabeth Browning, you remember) have sought after through many sunny hours. So sweetly indeed did they fall upon my ears (Shakespeare, I think, but if Sir Walter Scott I stand corrected) that I have arranged with Mrs Grimmfluf that you address our next weekly meeting of the Ladies Culture Guild on ‘Inspirations I Have Received’. Is this too personal a title? Perhaps I could arrange for you to speak on ‘The Sexual Habits of Moths’. Our Guild is so entranced





































































	May, 1934
	Laugharne

























	27 May, 1934
	in Bed




	Question One.
	I can’t come up


	                 Two.
	I’m sleeping no better


	Question Three.
	‘No’ I’ve done everything that’s wrong


	                   Four.
	I daren’t see the doctor


	Question 5.
	Yes I love you


















Dylan Thomas was born in Swansea on 27 October 1914. After leaving school he worked briefly on the South Wales Evening Post before embarking on his literary career in London. Not only a poet, he wrote short stories, film scripts, features and radio plays, the most famous being Under Milk Wood. On 9 November 1953, shortly after his 39th birthday, he collapsed and died in New York City. In 1982 a memorial stone to commemorate him was unveiled in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey. 2014 marked the centenary of his birth.
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