CDD: 808.1

DEATH IN DYLAN THOMAS S POEM “A REFUSAL TO MOURN THE
DEATH, BY FIRE, OF A CHILD IN LONDON” AND ITS
RELATION TO THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION

O TEMA DA MORTE NO POEMA “A REFUSAL TO MOURN
THE DEATH, BY FIRE, OF A CHILD IN LONDON” E
SUA RELACAO COM A TRADICAO CRISTA

Gladir da Silva Cabral*

1 Autor paracontato: Universidade do Extremo Sul Catarinense- UNESC, Departamento
de L etras e Programade Pés-graduagdo em Educagdo, Criciima, SC, Brasil;
(48) 4312663; e-mail: gla@unesc.net

Recebido para publicagdo em 25/10/2004
Aceito para publicacdo em 27/01/2005

ABSTRACT

Dylan Thomas wrote several poems dealing with the problem of death. “A
Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of aChild in London” is dedicated to achild,
victim of bombardment in London during World War 11. The objective of thisarticle
isto analyse Dylan Thomas's attitude towards death according to this poem, and to
compareit to theview of death according to the Christian tradition. In“ A Refusal to
Mournthe Death, by Fire, of aChildin London,” the personalamentsthe absurdity
of achild's death and, contradictorily, refuses to lament this death as if his lament
were a profanation of its sacredness.
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RESUMO

Dylan Thomas escreveu varios poemas tratando da morte. “A Refusal to
Mourn the Death, by Fire, of aChild in London” é dedicado aumacrianga, vitima
dos bombardei os a L ondres na Segunda GuerraMundial. O objetivo deste artigo é
anadlisar a atitude do poeta diante da morte, conforme se evidencia no poema, e
comparé-lacom avisao sobre amorte e o morrer segundo atradicdo cristd. Em “A
Refusal to Mourn the Desath, by Fire, of a Child in London”, o poeta lamenta o
absurdo damorte de uma criangae, contraditoriamente, rejeitalamentar essamorte,
como se o lamento fosse uma profanacéo do carater sagrado desse morrer.

Palavras-chave: guerra, morte, luto, tradicdo cristd
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In the poetry of Dylan Thomas, the reality of
death hasafundamenta importance, becomingitsmost
recurrent theme and concern. Inhis poetry it may be
possibletoidentify hismgjor attitudesand viewpoints
about theredlity of death. Inthese poemsonecanfind
not only hisown experience and persona impressions
about mortality but also some echoes of hiscultural
background, the Judeo-Christian tradition.

Dylan Thomaswasbornin Swansea (Wales) on
October 27,1914, andlived dwaysunder theimpression
of athe proximity of death, with aclear consciousness
of hisownmortality. Considered by somecriticsasthe
maost important English poet of histime, hailed by some
of hisfirst readers as the most prominent figure of
contemporary English Literature, Dylan Thomasisone
of the most passionate and complex poets of this
century. Hewas exalted because of the exuberance of
hisrhetoric, hishandling of language, themusicdlity of
hispoems, theorigindlity of hisimages, hismetaphors,
and the mystic impression of hispoetry. But hewas
aso criticized because of the excess ve concentration of
hisimages repetitivethemes, thecomplexity of hissyntax,
taken by somecriticsassymptomsof superficiaity and
irrespongibility. Criticslike Elder Olson, for example,
conddered Thomas spoetry very difficult to understand,
sometimesa mostirrationa , and lacking the necessary
discipline. Others, like David Daiches, in spite of
acknowledging thedifficulty with theinterpretation of
Thomas spoemsand thelimited number of histhemes,
images, and phrases, recognizethat Thomas's poetry
is* magnificent, aswdl asoriginad intoneand technique,
and that hewas growing in poetic statureto the last”
(24).

Dylan Thomas s poetry was marked by severa
influencesindifferent momentsof hislifeand ondifferent
levels. One can enumerate nameslike Blake, Freud,
Jung, Joyce, Rimbaud, Kierkegaard, Donne, and many
others. Hewasinfluenced by surrealism, therearein
fact some pointsof contact between hispoetry and the
poetry of Rimbaud and Hopkins(Bayley 140). Although
Thomasdidnot recognizebeinginfluenced by surredism,
and evendenieditin his* Poetic Manifesto,” arguing
that the surrealists’ formula was to juxtapose the
unpremeditated without creating images consciousy
(qtd. inFitzgibbon 372), resultingin akind of automatic
writing, hewasin fact acquainted with the surrealist

movement and ideas and even attended the “ Great
Internationd Surredlist Exhibition” inLondonin 1936
(Fitzgibbon 21). Inmy opinion, inreading Thomas's
poems one can recogni ze that he wrote consciousdly,
creating some very complex rhyme schemes, using
coherently the verbal patternsand using avery rich
imagery, however packed and complex. His poems
intend to communi cateand they do.

Dylan Thomaswasal so profoundly influenced
by his Welsh origin, from which he acquired a
distinguished el oquence and avery developed notion
of rhetoric aswell asthe ability of using and creating
metaphors, together with hispersond and natura sense
of humor full of enthusiasm and energy. Animportant
eement of theWd shinfluenceon Thomasistherdigious
experiencewhich gave him sengbility to the sound of
thewords, and therhythm of phrases, the cadence, the
musical fedlings, theimpressiverhetoric. Thereading
of the Bible contributed to enrich Thomas srepertoire
of images, ashehimsdlf recognized: “thegreat rhythms
had rolled over mefrom the Welsh pulpits; and | read,
for mysdf, from Job and Ecclesiastes; and the story of
theNew Testament ispart of my life” (Thomasatd. by
Ferris). TheWelshreligion, akind of rural Protestant
Puritanismwithitspreaching festivals, itsrevivals, its
hymns, gave Thomas also a preoccupation with his
persond sdvation, avery intenseconscienceof sin, and
thenotion of God's presencein theworld of manand
nature. Hisreligiousexperience emphas zed the spoken
word and the importance of theindividual in direct
relation with the Almighty God, the creator and
preserver of theworld of man asof theworld of nature.
Hisreligious heritage gave him also theforce of his
themes and approaches, therichness of hislanguage,
andimages, and rhythms. TheWelshlanguagehad aso
an important influence on Dylan Thomas's poetry,
although it is known that he spoke only English.
Neverthel ess, the Wel sh mythol ogy, the ancient and
contemporary Welsh writers, and even the common
peopleof thevillage, the Welsh minersand laborshave
tobeincludedinthelist of influences. Another important
contribution of Thomas's Welsh heritage is his
craftsmanship in the use of the poetic language, his
constant work and improvement of theword, resulting
sometimes in an apparently natural expression, or
intense emotion, but being indeed theresult of several
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hoursand even daysof hard work. Dylan Thomas spent
muchtimeand energy collectingwordsand expressons
of thevillage people, listening to stories, rewriting and
perfecting hiswork of art.

Thetheme of death has central importancein
Dylan Thomas's poetry, which can be observed by the
frequency of itsoccurrence and by theintensity of its
images. “1 fed all my musclescontract,” he confessed,
“asl try do drag out from thewhirlpooling wordsaround
my everlagting ideas of theimportance of death onthe
living” (qtd. in Fitzgibbon 135). Commenting on
Thomas's sense of terror by the impression of a
premature death, in additionto hiswesak hedthand his
bad habit of hard smoking and drinking, Fitzgibbon says
that Dylan Thomas, his parents and all his friends
expected himtodieyoung: “All hislifetheclocksticked
away hisdeathfor him... Hisfather saidthat Dylanwould
never see forty” (49). Dylan Thomas died on 9 of
November of 1953, when he was 39 yearsold. His
poemsreflect thisfear of deathwhichwasfor hima
presence full of menace and terror. But more than
reflecting this sense of terror in face of thereality of
death, Thomas's poems suggest an alternativeto the
menace of death, they portray areaction, they present
andfirmativeattitude. Fitzgibbon undersgandsThomas's
attitudetowardsdeath intermsof aFreudian synthesis
of death-wish and lifeingtinct manifested intheurgeto
procregte, and poeticaly expressad through psychologicd,
biblical, and astronomical images (100). Indeed the
influence of Freud cannot bedenied, but | think Dylan
Thomeas sattitudetowardsdesth can aso beinterpreted
according to his religious background, taking in
consideration the Christian heritageso evident in his
poems. Sometimes he seems to present death as a
unifying experiencewith the natural world, sometimes
he seemsto suggest avery Christian orthodox concept
of resurrection and faith. Sometimestheredity of desth
iSso strong to Thomasthat he can perceiveitevenin
thebirth of achild, suggesting that thereissome sort of
unity inthemovement of lifeand desth, asif they were
part of the same process. “Birth,” saysThomas*isthe
beginning of death” (gtd. by Shapiro 176).

The poem“A Refusal to Mourn the Death, by
Fire, of aChildin London” waswrittenin 1945 and
published in the sameyear in New Republic and later
in 1946 in Thomas's Deaths and Entrances, in
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memory of achild victimized by the Second World War,
an anonymouschild murdered inthe streetsof London.
Thischildisnot aknown person, ardetive, but astrange
littlegirl. However, the poet expressesaseriousconcern
for thechild and confessesto be deeply affected by its
death. Elder Olson, neverthel ess, commentsthat Dylan
Thomas's poetry isaways centred on his own self,
showing alwayshisown attitude towardsthe suffering
of the other, and not the sufferings specifically (23).
Olson arguesthat Thomasnever “ suffersimaginatively
the experience of thechild, doesnot shareinitinthe
least; he seesthe pain and the horror fromwithout...”
(23). However, in reading the poem it is possible to
see how much the poet istouched by thisdeath, and
how the poemiscarried with emotion and pain.

Thelong title of the poem seemsto contradict
the content: the poet says he will not mourn, but
throughout the poem he mourns. The poem asksfor
theimpossible (Olson 6). Death by itself isabsurd, but
death in war makes the situation worse, because it
includesasense of injustice and rai sesthe question of
mordity. The poem startswith along sentenceincluded
inthree stanzas. The poet says:

Never until the mankind making

Bird beast and flower

Fathering and all humbling darkness
Tellswith silencethelast light breaking
Andthestill hour

Is come of the seatumbling in harness

And | must enter again the round

Zion of the water bead

And the Synagogue of the ear of corn
Shall | let pray the shadow of a sound
Or sow my salt seed

In the least valley of sackcloth to mourn

The majesty and burning of the child's death.

| shall not murder

The mankind of her going with agrave truth
Nor blaspheme down the stations of the breath
With any further

Elegy of innocence and youth.

Deep with the first dead lies London’s daughter,
Robed inthelong friends,

Thegrainsbeyond age, thedark veinsof her mother;
Secret by the unmourning water
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Of theriding Thames.
After the first death, there is no other.

Therhyme scheme of thepoem followsroughly
theorder A,B,C,A,B,C. Thefirst thirteen linescom-
pleteasentencein whichthefirst ninelinesconstitute
thethree dependent clauses. And the noun “ darkness’
receives several compound adjectivesmodifyingits
meaning, “mankind making / Bird beast and flower /
Fathering and all humbling darkness.” According to
Paula Sunderman, the poem can bedivided into four
major units, the first one involving the whole first
sentence (23).

Inthefirst part of the poem death isseen asan
enteringintothekingdom of nature, aprocessof returning
tothe primeva state of unconsciousnessand energy, of
integrationinthenaturd e ements. Thedarknessbrought
by death, at the moment of death, ispresentedinterms
of positive and negative aspects, it isdestructive and
constructive (Sunderman 23). So death isambiguous
in its mixed darkness, being present even in the
“mankind making” (1.1),*i.e., intheprocessof human
reproduction and generation. Thisambiguous* darkness’
of deathisaso present in the contradictory appearance
of lifeand beauty of “Bird beast and flower / Fathering”
(1.2-3). PaulaSunderman then concludesthat darkness
“becomesboth creator and destroyer, animagewhich
initiatesthe cyclical process of the poem” (23). But
morethan that, from thefirst ssanzaonitispossibleto
identify the various dichotomies of the poem: light-
darkness, motion-stilIness, fire-water, creation-death,
prayer-blasphemy. Death isdescribed inthefirst Sanza
asareturn to nature, ameeting with basic elements
which implies the end of self-identity, the loss of
individudity and completeintegrationwith theelements.

The second part of the poem describes death,
theindividual death or even the generic death at the
end of the world, as areturning to the “Zion of the
water bead” to the“ Synagogue of the ear of corn,” a
direct dlusiontothehiblical city considered the holy
city of Isradl, the placewhere God liveswith hispeople,
the place of adoration and prayer. For Daiches, the
“water bead” and the* synagogue of the ear of corn”

are"“primal elements, towhich all return at theend”
(18-9). Theseare considered “ sacramental images,”
intending to give sacramenta character totheredity of
death astheunity of al things, theunity of dl creation
(Daiches 20). According to thisargument, withwhichl
agree, the poem seemsto take death asasacred redlity,
endowingitwith anauraof untouchable” sacrdization.”
Death asareturnto natureisexpressedinthe poem by
imagesaf haliness, sanctity, imagesof rdigioussgnificance

The synagogue was created at the time of the
exileof Israel in Babylon (550 b.C) asasubstituteto
the Templeof Jerusalem (inthemount of Zion). Paula
Sunderman arguesthat Dylan Thomaswas conscious
of thepagan mythol ogy aswell asthe Chrigtian, therefore
shesuggeststhat theimages of “water” and “corn” be
understoodfirg intheir paganleve, assymbolsof pagan
regeneration, linked with the adoration of Ceresand
the myth of death by water and that the “ water-bead”
image betaken asardigioussymbol of therenewa of
life, dluding totheritual of baptism astothecleansing
of the body and soul (26-7). Indeed, | recogni ze that
the pagan mythol ogy ispresentinthepoem, but | think
thet theimagesof “water” and* corn” should beunderstood
first aspart of the Christian background (the water of
baptism, thewater of the Holy Spirit, thewheat of the
parablesand thebread of life). Sunderman aso thinks
that the“ ear of corn” could beinterpretedin termsof
the Christian iconography, asthe church and eternal
life, i.e., the shaft of wheat (27). But | think that the
imageof the® ear of corn” ismuch morelinked withthe
symbol of eucharist thanwiththechurchitself.

Inmy view, the“valey of sackcloth” (2.6) Stands
for the*valley of the shadow of death” of Psalm 23,
which contributesto the sacralization of desth, giving
“maesty” tothereality of thechild'sdesathin contrast
with the sense of the banalization of life and death
provoked by thewar. Thechild'sdesth could betaken
inthe context of thewar just asanother common and
repetitivefact?4’ it isjust another death.” But for the
poet itisasacred happening, it receives” majesty” and
brightnessand* burning,” towardswhich the poet ex-
presses his bashful refusal to “blaspheme down the
stationsof thebreath” (3.1-4), aclear referencetothe

'The parenthetical references to the poem are presented according to the poem’s structure. Stanzas and lines will be indicated by Arabic numerals,

separated by a full stop.
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stations of the Cross, the several sufferings of Jesus
Chrigt. The* sacrdization of death” contributesto make
thisrefusal infact agreat elegy, butit doesnotimply a
Christian interpretation of death and eternity. Ralph
Maud is of the same opinion since he has observed
that the natural world which receivesthe death of the
child asasacred phenomenon, areturning to Zion, to
the Synagogue, as the passage of the stations of the
cross, doesnot stand for the Chritian heaven (Entrances
53). Theround Zion of thewater beadisonly theriver
intheeternity of itsfluidity.

The concept of timetransparent inthe poemis
that of cyclictime, arepetitivemovement of birth and
decay, fathering and death, suggesting the biblical
sequence of the book of Genesis, but intheinverted
order, fromlight to darkness, frommovement todtillness,
as Benilde Montgomery has observed, in aconstant
movement of creation and destruction (126). | can
guestion Montgomery’sview, sincethe poem suggests
that thereisafina moment in history, a“last light
braking,” a“ 4till hour”, adeath after which “thereisno
other”. Thenotion of time present throughout the Bible
isthelinear and not the cyclic time, according to the
Jewish culture. Fromthebiblical perspective, thereisa
starting point for the history of the universe, and there
is a final point. The cyclic concept of time that
Montgomery observesinthebook of Genesisislimited
to the organic world, to theworld of bird, beast and
flower. Inline 6, theimage of the sea, expressedinthe
poem as “tumbling in harness’ aso relates to the
description of thecrestion of theworld and thedeluge
inthebook of Genesi's, and to Doomsday according to
thebiblical narrative of Revelation. Thecreation and
the destruction of theworld areillustrated by theimage
of thesea.

The cyclical notion of time affects also the
structure of the poem, which presentsaprogressfrom
the organic world —theworld of man, bird, beast and
flower —to the" inorganic state of death” (Sunderman
25). According tothisview, thechild’sdeathisseen as
amovement from the organic to theinorganic state,
fromindividuality to generality, from consciousnessto
unconsciousness, from the human sphereto thecosmic.
But the cyclical character of nature guarantees the
reverse movement, thereturn of thechildtotheliving
datethroughthedementsof nature. AsPaulaSanderman

1)

comments,

athough the child dies, aswill all mankind itself some day,

and returnsto the natural elements, once her body disintegrates,
shewill experience apaganistic regeneration because her decayed

body will furnish rich soil and minerals to nourish the plantswhich
spring fromthe earth... Thisparadoxical linking of death and creation
does not only form the central analogy upon which the poem is
based; also, to anticipate alittle, we will seethat in the linking
sub-analogies in the next stanzas of the poem, the religious

images suggest, by extrapolation, correspondencesto the metaliterary
world or the cultural matrix of the classical and Judeo-Christian

traditions that Thomas is employing. (25)

Inmy opinion, theideaof integration in naturedoesnot
fitinto the orthodox Christian view. The poem freely
plays with traditional images and proposes a new
eschatology.

Using synesthesia, the poet makes* darkness”
(avisud dement) “tdl[9]” (asonorouse ement) the“ Hill
hour,” but darknessisaso aninanimate subject, and it
isnot expected to say anything, athoughintheChrigtian
tradition death is personalized. The expression “the
last light breaking” may be an alusion to the book of
Revelation 6:12-13, where one can find theimages of
thefalling starsasasignal representing the end of the
world, ambiguoudy linking thedeath of theindividua
withthedeeth of thehumanrace. Theseimagesreinforce
theideaof destruction. AsPaulaSunderman comments,
“Darkness” the“ dtill hour,” and“slence’ arelinked by
the paradigm of the process of destruction (25). In
contrast with those images of destruction the poet
opposestheimagesof “bird, beast, and flower” and
“ear of corn,” pointing to aprocess of regeneration, of
regaininglife(34).

Thechild sdeathismydterious, itisholy, therefore
thenarrator makesasolemn vow of not mourning the
“magesty and burning of thechild’'sdeath” (3.1). Besides,
the poet usesthebiblica expresson®| shdl not murder”
(3.2), adear dlusontothe Ten Commandments(Exodus
20), and indication that thereisasacred reason not to
disturb the death of the child, and the personadares
not “ blaspheme down the stations of the breath” with
funeral discourses(3.4), corroborating the creation of
an auraof sanctity around the child’sdeath, elevated
fromthecategory of bandity tothestandard of holiness.
Theexpresson“sat seed” of thesecond stanzaimplies
apositiveand anegative sense: the seedisasymbol of
life, but sdt thrownin afertileground bringsinfertility
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toit. So theimageisaparadox: crying her death is
killing, butitisasoaway of seedingthesoil (Montgomery
127). 1 would prefer to say that the salt seed standsfor
fertility andinfertility, rather thantokilling and seeding
desoil.

Montgomery relatesthe” valey of the sackcloth”
with chapter thirty-seven of Ezekidl which describes
theresurrection of thedry bones, whichindicatesthat
Dylan Thomas“isre-affirmingabdlief intheresurrection
and consequently intheindestructibility of matter” (127).
Butthe"valley of sackcloth” candsorefer tothe Jewish
habit of wearing sackcl othsand gray during the period
of mourning, which | think isapreferablereading. For
Paula Sunderman the “ mankind of her going” (3.3)
pointsout to her sharing inthe sin of humankind, her
identification with therest of the human racethrough
theredity of 9n(29), and| agreewith her. Theexpresson
“withagravetruth” (3.3) hasadouble meaningtothe
extent that it indicatesthe poet’ swish to preservethe
child’sdeath from the banalization of aformal speech,
afunerd discourse, and dso the child’sdestiny of going
tothegrave. William Empson even commentsthat Dylan
Thomas had been tempted “to write war propaganda
[infavour of Britain'sparticipation], both by indignation
and by theopportunitiesof hisprofession, andthenfelt
that thiswould bedisgusting; it would be making use of
the child” (247) and that the passage alludesto this
temptation, whichisquitedubious. Neverthelessthe
ideaof desthasareturntodementd lifeisredly present
inthe poem.

Another ideapresentinthe poemistheproximity
of death and birth in the human existence. The poem
aboundsin biblical referencesand imagery —* beast,”
“Zion,” “grave,” “humble” “pray,” “ sdt,”— whichecho
theBiblica mythology containedinthebook of Genesis,
such as the creation and mystery of nature and the
garden of Eden, something that Greenway has also
observed (3). Thediction used in the poem seemsto
suggest somebiblica patternsof construction, like*let
pray” (2.4), “enter again” (2.1), “shall not” (3.2), “is
come” (1.6), and “blaspheme down” (3.4). Willian
Greenway, however, seemsto believethat Thomas's
religion is different from the traditional version,
completely transformed, altered according to hispoetic
intentions, thus creating amore * humanistic gospel”
centred onthe experience of theindividual rather than

on God'saction, affirming human quditiesrather than
conveying themetaphysica view of theBible(4). This
isareasonableidea, considering the strong evidences
of the poem.

Another important ideain the poemisthe concept
of death connected with theloss of consciousness, a
plungeinto the unconsciousworld of nature. Theindi-
vidual loses his consciousnesswhile being integrated,
re-unified with theforces of nature, anideawhich G
S. Fraser calls “apantheistic pessimism,” originally
developed by William Empson (Mision and Rhetoric
235). Thechild must be absorbed by naturefromwhich
itwill bereborn, however into another formof life. The
ideaof dissolution, of unity inthe mass of natureis
implied intheimage of thewater-bead. It hintsat the
ideaof being dissolved asadrop of water inthelarge
amount of theocean, “ making around unity which does
not spread into theoutsdeworld” (Empson 246), which
in a way contrasts with the Christian faith in the
resurrection of the body. But the beads can also be
understood asthose used for counting prayers (246),
which suggestsamore conventional connectionwith
the Chrigtiantradition.

According to Montgomery’sinterpretation of the
myth of theFall, theimmediate consequence of thesin
of Adam and Evewastheimpediment toreachthetree
of everlasting lifeand thefall into astate of shame, a
dateof “ sAf-consciousness’ (125). If thisinterpretation
iscorrect, the state of non-self-consciousnessbefore
theFall ischaracterized asastate of harmony between
God and humankind. After the Fall of Adam man
experiences pain, alienation, the consciousness of the
sf, whichrepresentsakind of death. Thisperspective,
saysMontgomery, isprecisaly reflectedin the poem of
Dylan Thomaswhich takesthe present lifeasapainful
experience and death asareturn to Eden, to astate of
non-self-consciousness, areturntotruelife(125). The
lossof the consciousnessof being anindividua becomes
something desirable, and thereforethe poet’srefusal to
mourn thedeath of the child can be understood (125).
Desthliberatestheindividua from hisown consciousness
and placeshimintherealm of unconsciousness, therefore
the poet takesthedeath of the child asasacred, mgestic
phenomenon (127). Thisreading is possible but not
fully satisfactory, becauseitimpliesaworld view much
moreakinto Buddhismthanto DylanThomas sChrigtian
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heritage.

Arguing that death is holy just because of the
fact of being mysterious, Montgomery suggeststhat the
poet doesnot try to clarify or toreason about theredity
of death, and thereforethe poet doesnot fal inAdam’s
temptation of attaining knowledge, of rationalizing
everything, the poet preservesthe notion according to
which salf-consciousnessisdeeth, and degthisliberation
(128). Therefore, according to Montgomery, the poet
usesalot of ambiguity and paradox, avoiding clear,
restrict definitions, certitudes, dogmeas, doctrines (128).
Thisway, Thomasguaranteesand preserveshisreaders
against the temptation of trying to understand death.
Death remainsamystery that no one can understand.
“Deathfor Thomas,” saysMontgomery “isnot theloss
of sdf but rether aconsciousnessof salf asdistinct from
the cycle of creation. Thisself-consciousnessisthe
immediateresult of man’shaving succumbedtotheneed
to digtinguish good from evil, to understand with clarity
what ought to beleft mysterious’ (126). Accordingto
thisargument, to beaconsciousindividual isto break
the harmony of the cosmos(126). Theideaof death as
aplungeinto nature, asthelossof consciousnesscontrasts
radically with the Christian concept of resurrection,
according towhich God will restoretheidentity of each
individual with apermanent state of consciousness
cdledeternd life.

Thefourth sanzapresentstheclimax of thepoem
and reaffirmstheideaof integration of theindividual
into the elements of nature. Thislast part echoesthe
first part of the poem, but the tone has changed to a
more“liturgica proclamation” (Daiches19). London’'s
daughter lies* deep” with thefirst dead, “robed” inthe
long friends, and “ secret” by theunmourning water. For
David Daiches, the*longfriends’ meanbasicdly worms,
elementsof corruptionwhich haveapositivefunction
in the reunification of the individual with nature,
contributing to acce eratethe processof rebirthinnature
(19). “Onediesbut once,” saysDaichesparaphrasing
the poem, “and through that death becomesreunited
withthetimeessunity of things’ (19). The“first dead”
areinterpreted by Paula Sunderman asrefering either
to the Londonerswho died in thewar beforethechild
or toAdam and Eve (30-1). Sundermanthinksthat the
ideaof identifying the“long friends” withwormsis
grotesque, and arguesthat thisexpressontransmitsthe
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ideaof “human solidarity,” every onesharesapartin
the human condition, we are part of the same human
race, and we shareit eveninthemoment of death (30-
1). | agreewith Sunderman and a so think that the“long
friends’ represent the human race, theancestors, those
who have died before. The dead have now become
thechild’senvelope, they “robed” thechild (4.2) asa
“sacred investidure”; the dust of the dead hasbecome
thegrainsinthelayersof earth, inthe“veins’ of the
mother earth (Sunderman 31). Thegrainsareageless,
according to Sunderman, becausethey partakeinthe
timelesscycleof nature, and becausethey bring lifeby
dying, accordingtotheBiblicd text of John 12:24-25,
therefore a Christian and not apagan reference (31).
Theslent, unmourning movement of theriver Thames,
personified intheexpression “riding Thames’ (4.5),
contrastswith the unmoved body of thechild. Theriver
seemsto beindifferent to the death of the child, and
thisindifferenceisexpressed by itsstillnessand by its
unmourning attitude.

PaulaSundermanidentifiesinthepoemtwoleves
of operation for theimages of death: the death of agirl
in a bombing raid in London, and the death of all
humankind at the end of the world (24). She still
identifies a third level: “the death of death” (33).
Thereforethereisno motivefor mourning, sincethe
child hasaready received theeternd life,

[t]he body is equated in pagan terms with the images of death —the
earth, plants, birds, and darkness — and is regenerated only through
the cycle of nature. The soul is associated with the images of water,
light, Zion, Synagogue, and fecundity, imageswhich, in the Judeo
Christian context, symbolize eternal life. (33)

Taking into consideration the biblical tradition,
PaulaSunderman identifiesthefirst death with that of
Adamand Eve, whichwascaused by sin, andthechild
inherited thisfirst desth when shewashborn. The second
death, after Christ’s atonement, becomes no death,
because death “in Christian termsisnot a cause for
sorrow or an occasion for an elegy becauseit isthe
door to eternal life” (32). Sincethefirst deathisthe
spiritual one caused by sin and the physical death
representsfor the Christian only apassageto another
kind of life, “[a]fter thefirst death thereisno other”
(4.6).

Indeed, the poet seemsto useaChristian notion
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about thefirst death and the second death, but altering
the original meanings of these concepts. He seemsto
neutralize the power, theterror of death by reaffirming
thecyclical movement of nature. Throughtheentering
into thiscyclical movement of decay and rebirth the
individual overcomes death, and thisseemsto bethe
basi c idea of the poem. William Empson even states
that thelast line of the poem meansthat thechild“lives
for ever aspart of Nature” (248). Thereforethe poem
rejectsany mourning comment of rhetorical discourse.

For Ad deVries, asthefirst dead have already
become corn and water, grainsand veins, part of the
mother earth, the child hasbecomeonewiththeveins
and grains(552). Siew-yueKillingdey interpretsthis
last verse asan indication of areaction to death asa
natural phenomenon, toward which any elegy would
be ablasphemy, since death isthelot of humankind
(290). Death isanatural thing, thereforethereisno
reason for mourning. Ralph Maud, by histurn, explains
thelast versecommenting that to mournthechild would
beto murder it twice® becaused |l wordsavailableare
necessarily inadequate, oversolemn truthsor thumbed
elegies’ (Entrances to Thomas Maud 53). She is
integrated into nature. Thereisno other death because
thereisno other life (53).

| agreewiththeideathat Thomasisemphasizing
the re-absorption into the elements of nature as an
dternativetothereality of death, and thislast linehas
to be interpreted in this direction. However, | can
perceive here some echoes of the biblical passage of
Hebrews 9:27 which declaresthat “it isappointed unto
men oncetodie, but after thisthejudgment.” The poet
seemsto aso say that after the physica deaththeindi-
vidual hasto facethetruth of hisown existence, the
judgment. In away, thereisapositive aspect in the
statement, after al there is only one death to die.
However, the statement can also suggest aterrible
pessimism, thereisno other death becausethereisno
other chanceto live. Theideaof overcoming death
through theintegrationinto thed ementsof natureseems
togivesome sort of consol ation, according tothe poem,
but the problem of thelossof sdf-identity remains. There
isakind of survival into nature, but theindividuaity is
lost forever, since“[alfter thefirst death, thereisno
other.”

There are many elements of concordance and

discordance between Thomeas s attitude towards desth
and the Christian (Protestant) tradition. In fact,
Thomas's poetry was produced in the context of a
Christianized society, Wales and England, although
Thomas himsalf wasnot an actively religiousman. In
hischildhood, hereceived several religiousinfluences
through hismother, from hisreatives, fromthereading
of the Bible, the hymns, the preachers, the Sunday
School. His poems contain an abundance of images,
rhythmsand conceptstaken from the Bible. However,
Thomas spoetry cannot be classified asdevotional or
religiousor even Christian orthodox. Hisreligiousness
ischaracterized by amoregeneralized scope, avague
sense of God’s presence in the world, an indefinite
impression of the sacredness of life, and anineffable
recognition of theimportance of thereality of death.
The religious character of Thomas's poetry can be
percelvedintheforma and sructurd dementsand even
in the content of his poems. Sometimesthey can be
taken as a recast of the Christian tradition, a re-
interpretation of the Christian conceptsand images. But
sincehisattitudeisreigiousbut in avague sense, his
poetry cannot fit the Christian orthodoxy. Asamatter
of fact, Thomas spoetry presentsasecular version of
Christianity, asecul ar attitude towardslife and death
behind aChristianlanguage and rhetoric, imagery and
symbology. God, in Thomas spoems, becomesafigu-
revery different from thetraditional Christianvision,
moreidentified with the natural world, sometimesless
involvedinthe human tragedy, sometimessympathetic
with mankind, sometimes|ess personal, sometimes
becoming an undi stinguished presencein theborder of
theuniverse. Natureissacralized, taking God'splace
in the manifestation and communication of world’s
holiness and mystery. Death isseen from adifferent
perspective, in spiteof theuse of Christianimagesand
symbals. TheserdigiouseementspresentinThomas's
poetry arepart of hiscultural background, hislinguigtic
and mythical universe, they arere-interpreted according
to hissubjectivity, mixed with someother non-Chrigtian
elements, and used for aesthetic and philosophical
intentions rather than, let us say, for theological or
devotiona reasons.

Therecurrenceof thethemeof deethinThomas's
poetry testifiesthat thiswasavery important subject
for him, almost an obsession. In his poems, death
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represents a processwhich affectshimself, hisbody
and mind, hisindividudity, butitissomethingthat dso
affectsevery human being. Hisemphasisondeath asa
fundamental experienceof life seemsto contrast with
thebiblical vision of life asthe supremevaue and of
death asimportant only to the extent that it indicates
theend of life. According tothe Chrigtiantradition, degth
isnot an autonomousvaueinitself. For Luther, the
manifestation of God'sgrace and salvation congtitutes
thesupremevalueof life, which, for Cavin, liesinthe
relationship of afreeindividua withthesovereign God.
Kierkegaard would say thet degthisnot thefundamentd
problem, but existence, not dying but living. Neverthdess,
to the extent that death, for Dylan Thomas, congtitutes
aprobleminvolving thewhole humankind, he agrees
with the Christian tradition which takesit asatragedy
commontoall thehumanrace. But the Chrigiantradition
offersthe doctrine of the resurrection of the body as
the counterbal anceto theredity of death, and Thomas
seemsto plungeinto the experience of dying asare-
absorptioninto nature.

The sacralization of death constitutes another
important e ement of Thomas spoetry. Contragtingwith
theChridiantradition, accordingtowhichdegthrepresents
exactly the contrary of what is sacred, indicating a
breaking up in the relationship with God, Thomas's
poemsin general present theforces of natureand the
processof desth ashavingardigioussgnificance, adivine
character. Thepoem* A Refusal to Mourn the Death,
by Fire, of aChildinLondon” can exemplify very well
Thomas'sideaof the sacredness of death, thenotion
of deesthasamygtery thatisbeyond human understanding,
anideathat can berelated to Kierkegaard' snotion that
death cannot be objectively apprehended by the
individual, but only subjectively. Infact, it can besaid
that very often nature takesthe place of God asthe
absoluteva uein Thomeas spoetry. Plunginginto nature,
the poet finds redemption, communionwith God and
life, asenseof accomplishment and theintensification of
his existence. Nature is described with an aura of
sanctity, with religious adjectivesand qudifications. In
contrast with nature, God isrepresented in very vague
and indefiniteterms. Heisonly aname, anindefinite
other behind theworld of nature. Indeed, according to
the Christian tradition, thereisaclear and important
distinction between God asthe creator of the universe
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and the natural world asthe creation. Therearea so
specific commandments agai nst the adoration of the
natural world, against the divinization of thesun, the
stars, trees or animals. Only God shall be adored.
Nature can even reflect the glory of God and stay as
thesilent manifestation of God'sdivinity, but it cannot
be confounded with God himself. Calvin and L uther
reject openly the idea of nature as being divine, the
ideaof pantheism, of believing that everything (pan) is
God (theos).

By making the natural world sacred, Thomas
may have intended to portray a more direct, vivid,
immanent relationshipwith God. By using thisstrategy,
hispoetry receivesmoreintenseimagesand createsa
much more impressive, organic, visceral religious
consciousness, inimitation maybe of the mysticsof the
MiddleAgesor of theMetaphysicd poetsof the 17th-
century. Thispassonatevision, of course, contrastswith
the abstract, transcendent God of the Protestant
theology. Thomas simmanent God (nature) can beseen,
heard, touched, smelled, experienced by the senses,
without the interference of reason. The union with
nature, provided by death, becomesardigiousexperience.
Thisvisondearly contradictsthebiblica understanding
of nature asbeing created by God, asbeing something
very distinct from Him who transcendsthe universe of
nature. But according to the pantheistic vision, nature
represents God'simmanent presence, andisnot only a
sgnd of it. For the Chrigtian tradition theindividua has
to transcend naturein order to find thetrue God, who
isbeyond nature.

Theindividud representsafundamental valuein
Thomas spoetry, it isthe center of hispoetry, whichis
lyrical, subjective. Even when the poet describesand
refersto the death of some other person, likethischild,
he generally makes it in the context of a personal
involvement, apersond relationship.

Thomasusesthe Christianimagesand ritualsin
order to celebrate the dead, showing theimportancea
dead person can haveto theliving, and how theliving
canded withtheredlity of thedegth of theother. Thomas
communicatesasense of solidarity with the dead one,
animpressionthat thelivingisdirectly affected by the
death of the other. Yet, contrasting with the Christian
tradition, inspiteof using Christianfigures, images, and
language, the poet goesto the oppositedirection of the
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orthodoxy and even sacrdizestheredity of death. Deeth
becomesfor the poet not something unclean, but holy
initsvery essence. Thedead onebecomesasaint, his/
herimageisidedized, higher individudity istransformed
and sanctified by the processof dying. Thisissomething
absurd according to the Old Testament perspective,
and according to thethought of Calvin and L uther. For
the Chrigtiantradition, death becomesasacred act only
through martyrdom, whichisasacrificein the name of
faith. For Thomas, the dead one, either hisfather, or
hisaunt, or theold maninthestreetsof London, or the
child, they areall saintsintheir death, they aremartyrs.
They areelevated from the state of mortalstothe state
of saints, of idealized figures, of symbolsof respect.
Thomas makesdeath purify theindividual, instead of
meaking him/her impure.

One of Thomas's clearest concepts is the
overcoming of death through theintegration of theindi-
vidua intotheforcesof nature. For Thomas, theindivi-
dual can overcomethefear of death by plunginginto
theworld of nature. He suggeststhat theindividual can
aurviveand liveintheelementsof nature, inthetree, in
thestream, intheflower. Thebiblical perspectiveis
different, it teachesthat theindividua can overcome
thereality of death through faith in the resurrection of
thebody, whichisthereviva of theindividual’sbody,
recreated and perfected by God'sdirect interference
inthenatura process. Of coursethisconcept transcends
thelimitsof reason and can be expressed and accepted
only intermsof faith. For Luther and Calvin, what gives
peacetothe heart of adyingindividua isthebelief in
theresurrection of thebody, inthereaffirmation of life
after theexperience of death. Theideaof survivingin
natureisnot present inthe Chrigtian tradiition. It seems
to partake of some orienta religiousideas, such asthe
notion of thereabsorption of theindividud intothewhole.
Thomas'splungeinto theelements of nature seemsto
guarantee the continuity of life, but theindividuality
islost in the process, and it seems to suggest that
individudity istekenonly asaninterruptioninthecydica
organic unconscious movement of nature.
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