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I can still remember the first time I read “Under Milk Wood,” a work I have now studied dozens of times.  I was a freshman in college and had capriciously picked up the small volume with Thomas “A Child’s Christmas in Wales,” and “Twenty-Five Poems.”  Like many before me, I was immediately and unexpectedly mesmerized by this strange and surreal work that made me laugh without even knowing why.  I did not understand either the play, or why it was humorous, but I did know that I wanted to understand it, comprehend it in all its eccentric complexities and idiosyncratic interruptions.  

Thus began the germ of my summer research project made possible through the generosity of the Washburn Critical and Scholarly Research committee and the unfailing patience and perception of poet and professor Amy Fleury, advisor, mentor, and my first connection to the work of Thomas.  My deepest gratitude goes out to the committee and Amy, as well as Jo Furber and the Dylan Thomas Centre for their very thoughtful and generous assistance with my research.  Thank you!

For the summer of 2006, I spent my time on research databases, in-and-out of libraries, and between the pages of books and articles.  It has been an exhilarating, exasperating, fantastic journey.  When I started my research, I did so with the plan to analyze “Under Milk Wood” by tying it back into the context of Thomas’ other works and other possible literary influences.  I intended to specifically explore the English Churchyard School—especially Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard”—and the work of Thomas’ American contemporaries: Edgar Lee Masters and Thornton Wilder.  I commenced my research with the Americans and moved on into the English Churchyard School.  It was while I was still in this phase, having already researched “The Spoon River Anthology,” that I discovered other influences possibly more relevant: James Joyce’s “Ulysses,” and the French Symbolist poet Rimbaud and his contemporaries.  I was faced with a decision, and chose to excise the American works from the rest of my research and concentrate instead on the English and the French.  And, with the connections between “Ulysses” and “Milk Wood” already made by others, I decided to limit my exploration of the English influences on Thomas  to Gray, Thomson, and Young.  For the Symbolists, I chose to concentrate on Rimbaud, Verlaine, and Valèry.

Now, almost three months after my first raid on the library’s Thomas section, I find myself more curious than ever.  “A little learning is a dangerous thing,” Pope wrote, and certainly, I have always found discovery to be a tantalizing, teasing process.  The answer to one question is often only the formation of three more.  I feel that I have learned much in this process, and feel that I have much, much more to learn.  Time permitting, I would love to further this project by exploring more of the history of modernism, dream analysis, Symbolism, tropes, and elegiac and epitaphic writings.  However, those are probably other projects for other times, and I look forward to exploring them later.


At this time, I can say that I feel confident, after much reading and researching, that there is a very good case for taking “Under Milk Wood” as a serious, not only a comic work.  “Milk Wood’s” connections with Thomas’ later work, its themes, and its connections to the Symbolists and Churchyard School, are all valid pieces of evidence supporting an understanding of “Milk Wood” as the kind of tragic-comedy in the style of “Waiting for Godot” rather than a “silly” comedy like “Tartuffe.”  Even the nonsense of Llareggub comes to make sense when examined.  

In “Milk Wood,” Thomas has created a world which seems, at first, to be a common sort of village, untouched and without “major problems.”  The conflicts appear to be petty, the denizens benign, and the day uneventful.  But I do not believe that is the way the play actually stands.  Re-examining the day in the life of Llareggub that “Milk Wood” presents, the reader can see small, haunting traces of much larger, more serious conflicts than a superficial glance may reveal.  Much like the theme of the “Elegy” and in tune with the haunting sadness of the Symbolists, “Milk Wood” gives a small snapshot of a world which has constant reminders of the ultimate conflict and confrontation: Death itself.  Through Thomas’ treatment of ghosts, churchyards, seasons, dreams, and time, the inevitable end is always in sight.  “Milk Wood” addresses, not the individual problems of a single man, but the universal problems of mankind.  

“Milk Wood’s” plot has often been referred to by critics as “episodic,” meaning the play does not have a clear narrative arc of beginning, building of tension, climax, dénouement, and ending.  The play begins with a quiet sigh of the door hinges, and closes with a subtle click of the lock.  Few, when asked, can really articulate what happened in between the two.  It is hard to say “what happened.”  Voices drift in and out like the ghosts of the dreams of the sleepers in the town, the day bustles and brushes by without incident.  The mail is delivered.  The children go to school.  The mothers cook in their kitchens.  The men are open shop in the streets.  And, in the evening, the town quietly snuggles back into the sleep in which the audience first found it.  Nothing really happens at all, in the general sense of the word.  There is no true central character, no protagonist, no antagonist, no threat, no resolution.  This is how the play at first appears.    However, I find that there is a central character and protagonist: mankind.  There is an antagonist: Death.  There is a threat: Time.  And there is a resolution: to live an ordinary, every day life enjoying each moment as it comes.  “Under Milk Wood” is an elegy to every simple, beautiful, untidy, dissipated, and holy life.  Llareggub becomes Thomas’ Utopia: a land of eccentric, imperfect, and very ordinary people, each acting as they deem right, living and dying in “unjudging” love.  The work is, in this way, a day in the life of Thomas’ “Elemental Town” where people go living and dying, hating and loving all in the circle of hours and days and years revolving to eternity.  The plot is indeed there in “Milk Wood,” where each inhabitant faces the end of another day, deciding how to live, and how to die, well.  This understanding makes sense of the last passage from “Milk Wood:”

The thin night darkens.  A breeze from the creased water sighs the streets close under Milk waking Wood.  The Wood, whose every tree-foot’s cloven in the black glad sight of the hunters of lovers, that is a God-built garden to Mary Ann Sailors, who knows there is Heaven on earth and the chosen people of His kind fire in Llareggub’s land, that is the fairday farmhands’ wantoning ignorant chapel of bridesbeds, and, to the Reverend Eli Jenkins, a greenleaved sermon on the innocence of men, the suddenly wind-shaken wood springs awake for the second dark time this one Spring day.

   This project has culminated in what is becoming to be a twenty-some page paper which, I think, few would find riveting.  In that acclaimed classic, “The Great Muppet Caper,” Fozzie Bear asks Kermit if anyone actually reads the names on the film credits.  Kermit replies, “Sure—they all have families.”  Thus with research.  However, when not testing friends and family’s loyalties, I do hope to publish my findings as I believe they will be useful to others in my field, if not the scientists and mathematicians, the readers and the writers and the lovers of literature.  

This has been, for me, a wonderful process of slow illumination.  I have chanced on a topic which, unforeseen by me, came to include both of my majors—English and French—let me read extensively, and learn more about the research process.  My sourses encompassed poetry and prose, multiple languages, wonderful writers, articles, data-bases, dictionaries, books, and a lot of enjoyment.  We do things, not only for the pleasure of the product, but for the intrinsic pleasure of the process itself.  I have enjoyed this process of learning and thank the committee very much for this opportunity; it has been a wonderful gift.  Thank you!     
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