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NOTES

DYLAN THOMAS was born in Swansea, Wales in 1914. Dylan
Thomas’s lyric poems are said to be among the most captivating
in 20th century romantic verse. Although he wrote in the English
language, Thomas is perhaps the most Welsh of English poets
and reflects his Welsh literary heritage in his concepts, images,
moods, and rhythms. Having an extraordinary sensitive ear and a
rich resonant voice, he wrote and read poetry with an
unforgettable auditory appeal. He is one of the first few modern
poets to have gained his first audience through readings — on
British Broadcasting Corp. programs, Caedmon recordings, and
lectures tours — and only later through printed poems and prose.

UNDER MILK WOOD was completed just before Dylan Thomas’s
death in 1953. The poet called it “‘a play for voices,”’ and
although it was commissioned by the B.B.C. it had its first
performances in New York, a series of try-outs in ‘“concert” form,
with Dylan Thomas directing and reading several parts. He
instructed the first cast to “love the words, love the words.”

Dylan Thomas on his work:

(In 1951) “came the idea that | write a piece, a play, an
impression for voices, an entertainment out of the darkness of
the town | live in, and to write it simply and warmly and
comically with lots of movement and varieties of moods, so that
at many levels, through sight and speech, description and
dialogue, evocation and parody, you come to know the town as
an inhabitant of it.”

“The joy and function of poetry is, and was, the celebration of
man, which is also the celebration of God.”

“One: | am a Welshman; two: | am a drunkard; three: | am a
lover of the human race, especially of women.”
(to an audience in Rome, 1947)

“l used everything and anything to make my poems work and
move in the direction | want them to: old tricks, puns,
portmanteau-words, paradox, allusion. . . slang, assonantal
rhymes, vowel rhymes, sprung rhythm. Every device there is in
language is there to be used if you will. Poets have got to enjoy
themselves sometimes, and the twistings and convolutions. . .
are all part of the joy.”

“I hold a beast, an angel, and a madman in me, and my inquiry is
as to their working, and my problem is their subjugation and
victory, downthrow and upheaval, and my-effort is their self-
expression.”

Other Voices:

“For everything that lives is holy, life delights in life.”
William Blake

On the distinctive quality of Welsh poetry:

“Style is the most striking quality of their (the Celts) poetry. . .
by throwing all its force into style, by bending language at any
rate to its will, and expressing the ideas it has with unsurpassable
intensity, elevation and effect.”

Matthew Arnold

“Where blasphemy might once have been a sign of spiritual
corruption, it might now be taken rather as a symptom that the
soul is still alive, or even that it is recovering animation: for
perception of Good and Evil — whatever choice we may take —
is the first requisite of spiritual life.”

T.S. Eliot

CALON LAN (“A Pure Heart”), a Welsh hymn written in the
1890’s, words by Daniel James, poet, and music by John Hughes,
is one of the most beloved and perhaps the most famous of
Welsh hymns, sung as much in pubs and at rugby matches as in
churches.
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