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Edward Thomas published In Pursuit of Spring, his last successful prose work, in April 1914. It records a journey on foot and bicycle through the south and west of England.  In Chapter 6, he is in Wiltshire and passes through the valley of the Frome to Trowbridge.  Frost called the moment of “opposing lights” (1969: 55).  Thomas does not stay long at his guest house that evening:
I went out into the village at about half-past nine in the dark, quiet evening.  A few stars penetrated the soft sky; a few lights shone on earth, from a distant farm through a gap in the cottages. ...  The road was visible most dimly, and was

like a pale mist at an uncertain distance.  When I reached the green all was still and silent.  The cottages on the opposite side of the road all lay back, and they were merely blacker stains on the darkness.  The pollard willows fringing the green, which in the sunlight resemble mops, were now very much like a procession of men, strange primaeval beings, pausing to meditate in the darkness.  (1914: 213)

Michael Kirkham suggests that the darkness is almost a temptation for Thomas who admits that he could “walk on thus, sipping the evening silence and solitude, endlessly”  (1914: 215).  Thomas “does not say, but a little reflection tells us that beyond the gateway where he stopped and looked at nothing, which marked the boundary of the silence calling to him, is death”  (Kirkham 1986: 17).

      It is not surprising that Thomas should have kept this as an intimation in a book intended for popular reading.  He is less cautious in some unpublished field notes of 11 and 17 December 1913:

East Grinstead.  11th December 1913.  East Grinstead Fair
Drawn up at fork to Turner’s hill etc. are a lot of little traps and small rough ponies.  A balloon seller.  Gypsies coming in with sham flowers and “My lucky gentleman” and “You’ve got a lucky face.”  But she had a much luckier face in reality.  Lots of caravans drawn up between Selfield and Grinstead—begging money or half pipe of tobacco.  (2004: 192)

17 December.  Two more gypsies with that rascally Bacchic music at Selsfield house door, one has mouth organ, the other drums, tambourine, lacking cymbals—they play “over the hills and far away” and “If I were Mr. Balfour.”

4:15 p.m.  How different two days ago when I looked from a highish road (? or from railway near Warham) over a houseless lowish but hollow wooded country, nothing but gradations of inhuman dark (beginning to get misty at nightfall),

as of an underworld and my soul fled over it experiencing the after death – friendless, vacant hopeless.  (2004: 192-93)

These field notes by Thomas and Chapter 6 of In Pursuit of Spring establish a rhythm which informs many of his strongest poems.  In each case, the writer begins in an ordinary daylit social world.  Then he takes a real or imaginary journey away from light and the mundane, through dusk, into a darkness which he finds dangerously alluring.  The crepuscular or dark space is haunted: by pollard willows changed into “strange primaeval beings,” or by myth, when a “hollow wooded country” appears as the “gradations of an inhuman dark” and the ancient underworld.  Kirkham suggests that this space emanates from a “larger awareness of the dark, non-human world outside the circle of light created by human consciousness, memory and desire” (1986: 120).  Thomas’s haunted space is ambivalent.  It opens onto nothing or a realm of potential metaphor.  His modernity, which has been charted by Andrew Motion and Stan Smith, is revealed in this ambivalence.  Thomas’s haunted space is either T.S. Eliot’s waste land or the same poet’s “drained pool” in “Burnt Norton” (1969: 172), a source of spiritual and creative rebirth.  This space is liminal, no man’s land in its original sense of an “unclaimed tract of usually barren land” (Steinmetz 1997: 888), or in its better known connotation from the Great War as the killing ground between trenches.  It  reflects for Thomas what Jan Marsh calls the “idea of reaching the edge of what can be known and—perhaps—touching what cannot” (1978: 119).  What follows is an attempt to trace Thomas’s gradations of the dark through a selection of his strongest poems, beginning with one drawn directly from the field notes of December 1913.

Two almost simultaneous events triggered Thomas’s shift from prose to poetry.  One was time spent with Robert Frost in 1914. The other was the outbreak of war Thomas had known Frost since December 1913, but their friendship grew in August 1914 when the American poet pressed him to nudge some of the more promising prose into verse. “Thomas, who for so long had been unable to discover a satisfactory means of self-expression, was offered the best opportunity of attaining it just as the war threatened to deprive him of it.  Frost’s encouragement had the urgency of a last chance”

(Motion 1980: 87-88).

“A fortnight before Christmas” is a fine tribute to the value of this encouragement.  What had been flat and observational in the field notes becomes a confident flow of rhyming couplets so casual in tone that we are hardly aware of the verse form:

A fortnight before Christmas Gypsies were everywhere:
Vans were drawn up on wastes, women trailed to the fair.
“My gentleman,” said one, “You’ve a lucky face.”
And you’ve a luckier,” I thought, “if such a grace
And impudence in rags are lucky.”  (2004: 36)

With the rhythm of a television documentary Thomas now cuts twice.  First the woman’s brother plays “Over the hills and far away” on his mouth-organ; then the memory of his music creates a characteristic turn, analogous to the volta of an Italian sonnet:

That night he peopled for me the hollow wooded land,
More dark and wild than stormiest heavens, that I searched and scanned
Like a ghost new-arrived.  The gradations of the dark
Were like an underworld of death, but for the spark
In the Gypsy boy’s black eyes as he played and stamped his tune,
“Over the hills and far away,” and a crescent moon.  (2004: 37)

Here Thomas attains his own poetic voice with a movement into distance and darkness.  The self-pitying conclusion of the field note dated 17 December 1913 becomes focused and legendary.  There is a slight but vital change from “nothing but gradations of inhuman dark,” where “inhuman” is redundant, to “The gradations of the dark” which is terse and memorable.  The embarrassing sequence of adjectives—“friendless, vacant, hopeless”—has gone, and the mythic echoes are now distanced and haunting:  the poet feels “Like a ghost new-arrived” in “an underworld of death.”  Thomas’s bouts of severe depression, and what Michael Kirkham calls images “of posthumous living:  the ghost self that in his isolation he continually feels himself to be” (1986: 42) occur in both field notes and poem.  The difference in the poem is that he has erased self-pity, as Thomas Hardy does in “Poems of 1912-13,” where Hardy and his late wife Emma Lavinia Gifford feature as alternatively haunter and haunted (1976: 338-58).  The slightly mawkish field notes of 17 December are universalized through a clearer system of allusion to Greco-Roman mythology.  The crescent moon may be Diana the huntress or John Milton’s “Astarte, Queen of Heav’n, with crescent horns” (1958: 16).  The hopelessness of the concluding field notes has disappeared.  Now the writer returns from the underworld to celebrate his new-arrival as a creative writer.

This rhythm, this movement from an observation of people, animals, or things, to a darker epiphany, has been clearly traced by Q.D. Leavis:

The characteristic poem of his has the air of being a random jotting down of chance impressions and sensations, the record of a moment of relaxed and undirected consciousness. The diction and movement are those of quiet, ruminative speech.  But the unobtrusive signs accumulate, and finally
one is aware that the outward scene is accessory to an inner theatre.  (qtd. In Cooke 1970: 105-06)

Leavis’s point that “unobtrusive signs accumulate” in Thomas’s poetry is important.  It suggests that the moment where gradations of the dark seem to begin is prepared for by slight shadows earlier in the poem, just as the sestet of an Italian sonnet is hinted at in the octave.  “The Mill Water” illustrates Leavis’s point:

Only the sound remains

Of the old mill;

Gone is the wheel;

On the prone roof and walls the nettle reigns.

Water that toils no more

Dangles white locks

and, falling, mocks

The music of the mill-wheel’s steady roar.

Pretty to see, by day

Its sound is naught

Compared with thought

and talk and noise of labour and play.  (2004: 85)

Nature in the form of water and a plant best known for its stinging leaves have reclaimed our early-industrial territory. The water once harnessed like a work-horse to turn the millwheel “toils no more,” the verb ignoring the fact that water is indifferent to natural or man-made obstacles.  Men toil here no more, not the water.  Stan Smith’s reading of these verses reminds us that Thomas is a modern poet, not just a Georgian pastoralist:
This is nature released from the bondage of toil, certainly, finding its playful satisfactions in the kind of dalliance that graced earlier and less self-conscious

pastoral.  But such careless dangling...leads at once to a slimy mocking – a mere imitation of the music of work, but also taunting it from a position of complete

and malevolent irresponsibility.  It is merely “Pretty to see,” superficial, but also deceptive, concealing its real and ancient malice. (1986: 71)

This menace emerges suddenly in the fourth stanza:

Night makes the difference.

In calm moonlight,

Gloom infinite,

The sound comes surging in upon the sense:

Solitude, company, -

When it is night, -

Grief or delight

By it must haunted or concluded be.

Often the silentness

Has but this one

Companion;

Wherever one creeps in the other is:

Sometimes a thought is drowned

By it, sometimes

Out of it climbs;

All thoughts begin or end upon this sound,

Only the idle foam

Of water falling

Changelessly calling,

Where once men had a work-place and a home.  (2004: 85-86)

Night makes the difference: a fitting epigraph for Thomas’s poetry, even for the haunted spaces of Gothic tradition from Ann Radcliffe to Stephen King.  The fears of Gothic heroines are always most intense in darkness or moonlight.  In these five stanzas the irrationality associated with terror or horror in literature is accentuated by a struggle between sound and sense.  It is also felt in the erratic punctuation.  The first three daylight stanzas are each neatly concluded by a period, as if the self-contained quatrains reflect an ordered social world.  The last five stanzas do not stop.  The erratic series of commas, dashes, colons, and semi-colons, link an irregular flow which reflects the writer’s changing response to night and the surging water.  In the water’s “calling” there is death and echoes of earlier poetry where a body of water seduces a man into thoughts  of drowning.  At the end of the Wilhelm Müller/Franz Schubert song cycle

Die schöne Müllerin, the mill-stream invites the miller to find “die kühle Ruh” [cool rest] (1964: 53) in its depths.  Housman’s Shropshire lad feels a call to “strip and dive and drown” (1967: 26) in his native pools and rivers.  Thomas’s version of this motif is more complex because his dark inner theatre offers the temptation to end all thought, yet becomes a source of poetic creation.  A thought can drown in the sound alone of the water, but it can climb out of it as if transfigured.  ‘The Mill Water” thus exemplifies a recurring “linguistic moment” in Thomas’s poetry: in J. Hillis Miller’s sense of a moment in creative writing “when language itself is foregrounded” (1985: 41).
The writer’s ambivalent response to the water’s calling matches Thomas’s knowledge of the danger and necessity of his own clinical  depressions:  “But seriously I wonder whether for a person like myself whose most intense moments were those of depression a cure that destroys the depression may not destroy the intensity—a desperate  remedy?”  (qtd. in R. George Thomas 1985: 162).  “Aspens” is a metaphoric exploration of this self-analysis.  In this poem, the desolate site is proleptic.  The poet’s here and now is the heart of an idealized village community.  The sound of the aspens’ leaves lure him, however, into a vision of future ruin: a site peopled only by ghosts.  Again we have Thomas’s own words as a guide to the poem’s thought-world.  In 1909 he wrote to Gordon Bottomley: “As to modern subjects I can do little with more than one character and that one is sure to be a ghost (of a pretty woman or a nice old man) or else myself.  So far the best things I have done have been about houses” (qtd. in R. George Thomas 1985: 168).  Aspens has a house, but Thomas overreaches himself with more than one ghost:

All day and night, save winter, every weather,

Above the inn, the smithy, and the shop,

The aspens at the cross-roads talk together

Of rain, until their last leaves fall from the top.

Out of the blacksmith’s cavern comes the ringing

Of hammer, shoe, and anvil; out of the inn

The clink, the hum, the roar, the random singing –

The sounds that for these fifty years have been.  (2004: 84)

A number of Leavis’s “unobtrusive signs” accumulate in these two stanzas.  Aspens are what they are: a type of tree.  But Housman had given them an ominous association in “Along the field as we came by”:

And sure enough beneath the tree

There walks another love with me,

And overhead the aspen heaves

Its rainy-sounding silver leaves;

And I spell nothing in their stir,

But now perhaps they speak to her,

And plain for her to understand

They talk about a time at hand

When I shall sleep with clover clad,

And she beside another lad.  (1967: 31)

Housman and Thomas would also have know that the Sibyl of Cumae wrote, spelled, her prophecies on the Sibylline leaves.  More sinister is the reference to cross-roads.

Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable notes:

All excluded from holy rites (criminals and suicides) were at one time buried at cross-roads.  The ancient Teutonic peoples used such places for holding
sacrifice and they thus by association came to be places of execution.  (Evans 1985: 292)

The reader will only grasp at the end of “Aspens” the poet’s identification with the trees.  Thomas’s fondness for rain is everywhere evident in his writing, and the last leaves falling at the edge of winter foreshadow his own abandonment of writing in favour of the war.  As in “The Mill-Water,” the gradations of the dark emerge early:
The whisper of the aspens is not drowned,

And over lightless pane and footless road,

Empty as sky, with every other sound

Not ceasing, calls their ghosts from their abode.

A silent smithy, a silent inn, nor fails

In the bare moonlight or the thick-furred gloom

In tempest or the night of nightingales,

To turn the cross-roads to a ghostly room.

In a chapter from Edward Thomas entitled “A Haunted Landscape,” Smith writes of the Poem “Two Houses”.
The poem here rips the ideological “surfaces” of “harmony” of this
vision of landscape, to reveal that it is in reality a haunted

landscape full of ghosts and dark echoes of historic brutality
and oppression…. The ghost is one of the commonest

tropes in Thomas’s poetry.  His English landscapes are in fact,
peopled primarily by ghosts, usually associated with memory

and the return of the past.  (1986:66)

The only unusual feature in “Aspens” is that the ghosts occur as prophecy.  This is not to say that the war and pre-war rural unemployment had not already begun to silence the countryside.  What Smith calls the “magical emptiness of the land” (1986:32) was already in place.  The solitude of his poems and prose may be chosen but almost inevitable given their historical moment.  The ghosts in “Aspens” foreshadow those in “Roads” written in late 1915 or January 1916 when the horror of war by attrition could no longer be “kept dark” by civil or military authorities:

Now all roads lead to France

And heavy is the tread

Of the living; but the dead

Returning lightly dance.  (2004:98)

Like the mill-water’s sound, the whisper of the aspens “drowns” the hum of human Activity, especially at night.  In a letter to Eleanor Farjeon, Thomas corrected what he felt to be her misreading of the final stanzas: ”About ‘Aspens’ you missed just the turn that I thought essential.  I was the aspen.  ‘We’ meant the trees and I with my dejected shyness”  (2004: 210).  His use of ‘turn’ makes it more likely that he was conscious of imitating the volta of Italian sonnets:

And it would be the same were no house near,

Over all sorts of weather, men, and times,

Aspens must shake their leaves and men must hear

But need not listen, more than to my rhymes.

What ever wind blows, while they and I have leaves

We cannot other than an aspen be

That ceaselessly, unreasonably grieves,

Or so men think who like a different tree.

The trees must shake their leaves and Thomas must explore his gradations of the dark.  It is his calling.  No one must listen to trees or poet, but the last line challenges those who “like a different tree” – happy endings – to re-evaluate their reading habits (Smith 1986: 84-85).

Like John Keats’s “To Autumn” (1970: 513-14) Thomas’s “It Rains” helps to make its readers “rather sharers in a process than witnesses of a result” (Thomas qtd. In Smith 1986: 98). The main difference is the modern poet’s impoverished subject matter.  Keats’s early autumn is almost too rich in its “mellow fruitfulness” (1970: 513).  Thomas has only rain, a fence, a deserted orchard, parsley (a common white flower with a long stalk, known in England as cow parsley and in North America as cow parsnip), and twilight:
It rains and nothing stirs within the fence

Anywhere through the orchard’s untrodden, dense

Forest of parsley.  The great diamonds

Of rains on the grassblades there is none to break,

Or the fallen petals further down to shake.

And I am nearly as happy as possible

To search the wilderness in vain though well,

To think of two walking, kissing there,

Drenched, yet forgetting the kisses of the rain:

Sad, too, to think that never, never again,

Unless alone, so happy shall I walk

In the rain.  When I turn away, on its fine stalk

Twilight has fined to naught, the parsley flower

Figures, suspended still and ghostly white,

The past hovering as it revisits the light.  (2004: 113)

The hallmarks of Thomas’s poetry are evident in the first stanza:  a liminal wilderness, rain, no character other than the observer, nothing stirring, no man’s land.  However, the scene does have that form of suspense created by an empty room as the curtain rises on a play.

Characters do enter in the second stanza:   the observer who seems to have trespassed by climbing the fence or opening a gate, and two ghosts, one his former self, the other a girl he was once in love with.  According to Matthew Hollis, the girl, in reality a young married woman, was Edna Clarke Hall with whom Thomas shared a possibly platonic love affair in 1915 (2012: 281).  The seeker is “nearly as happy as possible.” Thomas had already described his pleasure at feeling like a ghost:  “At the time I was a great deal nearer to being a disembodied spirit than I can often be.  … This pleasure of my disembodied spirit … was an inhuman and diffused one, such as may be attained by whatever dregs of this our life survive after death” (In Pursuit of Spring 1914: 210). A photograph of the author printed in R. George Thomas’s 1985 biography shows Thomas “In dejection at Berryfield Cottage, October 1907” (1985: opp. 183).  The quality of the original plate, the transmission from plate to print to copied print in a book, combine to give Thomas a ghostlike appearance.
Like the stalk of the parsley flower in the last stanza, this pleasure of a disembodied spirit is almost fined to naught.  However, the turn in “It Rains,” perhaps indicated by the word “turn” in line 7, is Thomas’s most subtle and quietly triumphant one. We now learn how he has, paradoxically, been able “To search the wilderness in vain though well” (my italics).”  In line 8, an already fine stalk has been “fined to naught.”  It is like the freeze-frame ending of a film.  All we are left with is a flower so common as to be often unnoticed, and itself about to be all but extinguished by darkness.  The poetic triumph is to have turned a mundane image into the source of powerful metaphor: “The past hovering as it revisits the light.”  Thomas’s mastery of lyric form did grow, in the sense that there is a greater number of poems close to the quality of “It Rains” in the later months of his short career.  However, this must be qualified by the fact that two of his strongest poems, “Old Man” (2004: 9-10) and “Out in the Dark” (2004: 132-33) were written at the start and end of this career, respectively. “Old Man” is a conversation poem of the type pioneered by Samuel Taylor Coleridge and rediscovered by Frost and Thomas. Frost’s The Wood-Pile (1969: 101-02) is the American poet’s work that may have influenced “Old Man” the though Thomas has absorbed Frost’s deceptively casual, conversational technique.  Of all Thomas’s poems “Old Man” comes closest to Leavis’s “random Jotting down of chance impressions and sensations, the record of a moment of relaxed and undirected consciousness.” At the same time, we can sense how “the unobtrusive signs accumulate,” culminating, in the last stanza, in perhaps the most memorable example of his “inner theatre.” So random is the effect of the first three stanzas that Stuart Sillars finds in the poem a poststructuralist “dissolution of the self and dissolution of language’s relation to objects” (1999: 178; qtd. In Longley 2008: 151). Edna Longley also stresses “Old Man’s startling modernity when she notes that the first stanza holds “the human and non-human creation in a precarious intertextual balance” (2000: 151).  The anonymity of speaker, child, and space, adds to the uncertainty which is the poem’s essence: the herb is either “Old Man” or “Lad’s Love”; these names “Half decorate, half perplex, the thing it is” (2004: 9); its colour fluctuates from hoar-green to grey; the speaker does not like the plant, yet loves it; he forbids the child to pick the leaves, yet allows her to clip the bush so well as to stunt its growth.  The last stanza of “Old Man” is the finest turn in Thomas’s poetry. After the disconcertingly heuristic journey of the first three stanzas, he begins the fourth with a straightforward confession of failure: “I have mislaid the key.”  Since the key must refer to the meaning of the herb with its strange bitter scent, the words stand for frustrated memory; but there is a literal meaning: he has mislaid or dropped the leaves’ “grey shreds” on the path, almost deliberately perhaps, because the herb brings him continually to the brink of revelation, meaning, identity, certainty, only to disappoint:

                                                 As for myself,

                  Where first I met the bitter scent is lost,

                  I, too, often shrivel the grey shreds,

                  Sniff them and think and sniff again and try

                  Once more to think what it is I am remembering,

                  Always in vain.

However, as in “The Mill-Water,” that dissolution of the self and language Sillars describes reveals, in the avenue of the last line, Thomas’s gradations of the dark at their most mysterious and intense:

                  I have mislaid the key. I sniff spray
                  And think of nothing; I see and hear nothing;

                  Yet seem, too, to be listening in wait

                  For what I should, yet never can, remember:

                  No garden appears, no path, no hoar-green bush,

                  Or Lad’s Love, or Old Man, no child beside,

                  Neither father nor mother, nor any playmate;
                  Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end. (2004: 10)

The greatest paradox of a poem about paradox, uncertainty, nothing, is that it should produce in this last stanza eight lines of such haunting beauty. In Smith’s reading of “Old Man,” the “withholding of meaning” becomes “the very guarantee of its richness and authenticity” (1986: 127-28).  The avenue’s vanishing point is charged with menace and promise.
In her book The Gothic Impulse in Contemporary Drama (1990), MaryBeth Inverso traces the refinement of Gothic space in literature from the haunted castles and ruined abbeys of Ann Radcliffe, through the domestication of the Gothic in Victorian novels, to a contemporary world in which any space can become Gothic.  She quotes William Patrick Day’s contention that “the Gothic world in its purest form [is] all atmosphere and no substance, all suggestion, possibility, inference, and suspense, totally without certainty” (1985: 30).  Day’s description of the Gothic world seems well-suited to Thomas’s haunted spaces where indeed atmosphere, suggestion, and uncertainty reign.  In “Out in the Dark,” the last poem he approved,
 through including it in a letter to Eleanor Farjeon, there is no clear subject “I,” though the poem originated in Myfanwy his youngest daughter’s fear of entering a dark sitting room during the Christmas of 1915 (Hollis 2012: 307):
Out in the dark over the snow

The fallow fawns invisible go

With the fallow doe;

And the winds blow

Fast as the stars are slow.

Stealthily the dark haunts round

And when a lamp goes, without sound

At a swifter bound

Than the swiftest hound

Arrives, and all else is drowned.

And I and star and wind and deer

Are in the dark together, - near,

Yet far, - and fear

Drums on my ear

In that sage company drear.

How weak and little is the light,

All the universe of sight,

Love and delight,

Before the might,

If you love it not, of night.  (2004: 132-33)

Beginning and ending in darkness, “Out in the Dark” is Thomas’s final and most detailed analysis of his gradations of the dark, his inner theatre.  The five-line stanza with one repeated rhyme is unique in his collected poems.  Kirkham notes that this “single rhyme, relentlessly, monotonously repeated, blankets the poem in sameness – as the darkness itself subdues life to the one power of night”  (1986: 133).  The house was High Beech in Epping Forest.  Thomas wrote the poem in Kent where he was training at the Artillery School.  However, he is looking back to his last home.  In a letter to Elinor Frost dated 27 November 1916, Thomas wrote:

Except on Saturdays and Sundays and holidays we see nothing only aeroplanes and deer in the forest.  Baba [his youngest daughter Myfanwy] has no companions.  She goes about telling herself stories…. The forest is beautiful, oaks, hornbeams, beeches, Bracken, hollies, and some heather.  … There are 7 or 8 miles of forest, by 1 or 2 miles wide, all in the high ground, with many tiny ponds and long wide glades.  (2004: 238-39)

Aeroplanes and deer.  In three words, Thomas sums up the two worlds he was to surrender to most completely:  war and nature.  His enlistment was as far from jingoism as any soldier’s could have been in the Great War.  Walter de la Mare wrote that when Thomas died, a pure, true, crystal “mirror of England” was shattered (1961: 8); de la Mare he meant the original no man’s land of southern England and Wales with its forest tracts, tiny ponds, wide glades, and above all roads which “wind into the night”  (2004:97).  Thomas said of this world: “These are the ‘home’ counties.  A man can hide away in them.  The people are not hospitable, but the land is”  (qtd. In R. George Thomas 1985: 2).
In “Out in the Dark,” Thomas moves straight to the darkness.  The forest idyll of his letter to Elinor Frost is only there as atmosphere, possibility, suggestion.  The first line establishes with deft economy that it is a winter night, and that a house’s inhabitants—Thomas and Myfanwy perhaps—are either looking out of a window onto the darkness, or simply aware that all is dark outside their home. The following lines introduce three elements belonging to the “dark, non-human world outside the circle of light created by human consciousness” (Kirkham 1986: 120):  deer, wind, and stars.  The deer would be “pretty to see by day,” but are now invisible: part companions in the dark, part other, in league with the darkness.

In the second stanza, Thomas intensifies the power of darkness by an association with hunting hounds; the startling effect of “Arrives,” suspended by enjambment, makes the dark seem as inexorable as fate, and the sudden, if not unexpected, collapse of European civilization into war.  Andrew Motion is right to point out that the fawns and doe are especially vulnerable without their stag, but wrong to see them “etched starkly against the snow” (1980: 135), since they are invisible.
The third stanza addresses the liminality of everything outside consciousness.  Felt one way, wind, star, and especially deer, are “company” almost in the sense of good companions, as well as  non-human  beings.  They cannot, however, eliminate human fear.  This explains the odd use of “sage” and “drear” in the fifth line.  A contemporary “translation” of these adjectives might be “wise” and “uncanny” in Sigmund Freud’s sense of  “unheimlich.”  In an essay of 1919, Freud defined the uncanny—“das Unheimliche” —as “that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of  old and long familiar” (1985: 3400: a definition that Thomas might have recognized as answering to his own gradations of the dark. Star, wind, and deer are sage because they do not fear the night.  They are drear because this absence of fear is unheimlich—for most people; but for Thomas, with his attraction to darkness, the absence of fear is indeed “known of old and long familiar.”
The final stanza is a confrontation with the darkness in Thomas’s mind and contemporary Europe.  Day claims that the Gothic world is “totally without certainty.” The last line of Thomas’s “Old Man” exemplifies this definition:  both writer and reader are left with “Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end” (2004: 10).  There is uncertainty at the end of “Out in the Dark.”  Does, for example, the pronoun “it” refer to light or night or both?  If the closeness of Freud’s the uncanny to Thomas’s gradations of the dark is valid, it is probable that the pronoun refers back to night. A love and acceptance of night and darkness make light and life more precious.  Edward Thomas was killed on April 9 1917 by the blast from a German shell at the battle of Arras.  He had been directing artillery fire from an observation post at the edge of that other No Man’s Land which has become a symbol of modern warfare.  His death was as strangely liminal as his life and poetry: “A shell passed so close to him that that the blast of air stopped his heart. He fell without a mark on his body” (Hollis 2012 [i]; Hollis’s italics) Thomas died little more than three months after writing “Out in the Dark.” Alun Lewis’s moving elegy for his fellow Welshman ends with the view that “the voice that called you/Was soft and neutral as the sky.”  For Lewis, Thomas moved deliberately away from England, family, and life itself, “Till suddenly at Arras, you possessed that hinted land”  (1981: 27).  This is memorable but unjust.  Thomas did not choose to die.  On March 23, 1917, he wrote to his son asking him to keep and oil an old bike: “I should like to out to ride out to Jesse’s with you in the summer” (quoted in Hollis 2012: 329), hardly the thoughts of someone bent on self-harm.  We know from reports by fellow officers that, in David Wright’s words, “ThomasHoHhHhhhhhhhhhh made a good soldier …. Much of his depression left him, as well as the hypochondriac malaise that had plagued him in the past” (1981: 24.  There is death in his poetry, notably in “Rain” (2004: 95), but it is present as part of those gradations of the dark he needed to explore were he to find “a language not to be betrayed”   (2002:112).
His enlistment was both as honest and as brave as his poetry; the war gave him poetry, a revelation of nature as essence. To fight was not suicidal but a necessary defence of that essence.  Asked by Eleanor Farjeon what he was fighting for, Thomas picked up some earth and said, “Literally, for this” (qtd. in Wright 1981: 24). Peter Sacks’s recent (2004) re-evaluation of the poems is more balanced than Lewis’s and closer to what I would see as Thomas’s true reasons for enlisting:
That their clear-throated celebrations increasingly … collide with an adverse historical world – the destruction of a beloved rural environment, the carnage of mass warfare in which the poet himself would be killed – this is one measure of their mature depth, their grit, their surviving claim on our attention as we turn between what might be two equally ruinous centuries.  (2004: xii)

“The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime” (Grey 3 August of 1914).  These words by Lord Grey of Falloden have become so often quoted that they are now almost unquotable.  In The Pity of War, Niall Ferguson, fearing his readers will wince at the speech itself, merely comments that Grey’s “most famous utterance was a speech about fading illumination”  (1998: 57).  For Edward Thomas, the words were new and powerful, as they were for Virginia Woolf who alludes to them in the wartime chapter, “Time Passes,” of To the Lighthouse: “One by one the lamps were all extinguished …. So with the lamps put out, the moon sunk, and a thin rain drumming on the roof a downpouring of immense darkness began” (1981: 125). Thomas too absorbed Grey’s words and, in “Out in the Dark,” compressed them into half a line of poetry:
Stealthily the dark haunts round

            And when a lamp goes, without sound

            At a swifter bound

            Than the swiftest hound

            Arrives, and all else is drowned.

Thomas could make the familiar strange:  an empty railway station, roads, a common flower, a door, an abandoned mill, a herb with a bitter scent, an owl, a speech worn to shreds by repetition.  We cannot see the moon in the same way again after reading “The new moon hangs like an ivory bugle/In the naked, frosty blue” (2004:26).  Similarly, the words “When a lamp goes” can send us back to Grey’s speech, especially fifteen years into what may indeed be another ruinous century, with an understanding that there is prophecy in what for long has seemed cliché.






NOTES





�Twelve lines of verse beginning with “The sorrow of  true love is a great sorrow” were written on the last page of Thomas’s wartime diary (2004: 239).  They were found by his grandson Edward Thomas in 1970. R. George Thomas prints them as poem number 144 in his edition (2004: 135).  They have Yeatsian echoes and are not Thomas at his best.  Hollis accurately describes the poem as “cluttered and probably unfinished” (310).  
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