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Preface by the Author





For a number of easily appreciated and quite authentic reasons we none of us much relish the prospect of our past opinions (expressed, maybe, with regard to a particular occasion) being given a new lease of life in changed conditions and we ourselves changed also. So that a measure of distaste, perhaps of embarrassment, is of necessity tied up with the re-publication, in collected form, of a selection of what an older generation would, with exactness, have described as ‘occasional papers’.


If that is so, it may well be asked why allow the selection to be made and published? It is, in large part, the need to indicate an answer to that reasonable question that I write this covering note, or short preface.


These selections vary in date from 1937 to 1958, they vary in kind from a preface written for a work of my own to a review of a book dealing with the work of Christopher Smart and they vary in length from a letter of forty lines to an essay of forty pages.


The first named of these variations (that of date) should not, in my opinion, be disregarded and for this reason: What we say at such and such a time we would not necessarily say at a later time, indeed the likelihood is all the other way, and even if we say in 1958 what we said in 1950 what is connoted will, in some fashion, be other. On which account in reading any one of these selections it is desirable that readers should, if they would, note the date of what is written.


I have seen myself described as ‘A visual artist first and a writer second’. Well, I make no objection to that, which is certainly very true in the chronological sense, for whereas I was thirty before I made a written work I cannot recall a time when drawing was not a preoccupation.


However, a day came (at Portslade in Sussex) when I found myself trying my hand at the making of a writing. These last dozen words may sound self-conscious and precious, but I shall stick to them as they do faithfully describe my feelings about, and my intentions and attitude toward, the work in question. Eventually, ten years later, this beginning was completed and published as In Parenthesis, but that is looking ahead.


When first I came to a contactual, practive, immediate relationship with this (for me) new sort of making, I found myself faced with the same problems, in about the same proportion, that were familiar to me in such visual arts as I had any previous, experiential and day by day knowledge of. But it took me some while to recognize these in their new modes of operation.


I think we may give a very convinced notional assent to the truth that in the creative arts the relationship between ‘form’ and ‘content’ is the crux of the matter, and we may understand, from the inside, a good bit about this relationship, by having already practised certain arts, and yet we may be wide of the mark in our understanding of the same relationship in a changed guise in some art of which we have no work-a-day experience. In short, and partly because the arts belong (as the ancients said) to the practical and not the speculative intelligence, there is no surrogate for being ‘on the job’.


What I have now said indicates some part of the answer to why I allowed these occasional papers to be published, for, throughout a proportion of them, the differing arts that I have practised are discussed in relation to each other, and on that account, may provide some data. One does not have to fancy oneself as an artist to say this, one believes only that evidence from practice has its own contribution, just as in another connection the information provided by a combat soldier, however inferior, from such and such a sector, may happen to provide the kind of data not easily got from any other source, however superior.


A further reason is that some of these papers raise the question of what is involved for all of us in the notion of sacrament and the sign-world in its multifarious aspects.


The technocracy in which we live, and which conditions us all, tends, in all sorts of contexts and at every level, to draw away from this sign-world. I feel that almost all of us, indeed all of us, duck this issue. People speak of sacraments with a capital ‘S’ without seeming to notice that sign and sacrament with a small ‘s’ are everywhere eroded and in some contexts non-existent. Such dichotomies are not healthy.


Again, on the one hand people practise arts, such as painting, a sign-making activity if ever there was one, yet are quite alienated from the notion of sign.


Again, unless man is of his essential nature a poeta, one who makes things that are signs of something, then the central act of the Christian religion is totally without meaning. How can there be a manual act that makes anamnesis unless man is man-the-maker, and thus poiesis his native and authentic mode of apperception and in the end his only mode?


Someone will be painting ‘abstracts’, manual contrivances of the greatest subtlety, which when made are lifted up, and, in proper measure, adored. That is right and admirable and as it should be, but it remains an activity that belongs, properly, to the cultures rather than to the technological present. They give the show away by speaking of ‘cultural activities’ just as they speak of ‘religious activities’. And there are those who think of both as ‘folksy’. To what extent is there a rightness behind their detestable opinion?


These are some of the matters touched upon in parts of this collection, and I do think that even a bewildered and perhaps misconceived attempt to probe some of these matters may have its uses.


At the opening of the present century the then Master of Balliol wrote a little book on Hegel and in it there are passages, too long for quotation here, that indicate in an unruffled manner the nature of the dichotomy which we now are experiencing in full, but not I fear in its fullest, development.


Perhaps a brief quotation from the beginning of one of the chapters may suffice. Certainly the serene confidence of the style, considering the disastrous implications of what is said, is comic as well as frightening. I quote:


‘It is the peculiar strength of the modern time that it has reached a clear perception of the finite world as finite; that in science it is positive—i.e. that it takes particular facts for no more than they are; and that in practice it is unembarrassed by superstition—i.e. by the tendency to treat particular things and persons as mysteriously sacred. The first immediate awe and reverence which arose out of a confusion of the absolute and universal with the relative and particular, or, in simpler language, of the divine and human, the ideal and the real, has passed away from the world.’


The passage then goes on to say how only ‘artists and poets’ any longer ‘keep up this confusion or identification’, and then, by implication, that the works of poiesis can still be taken as pleasing illusions but little more, or, as one might say, this art gaff is blown.


Well, the citation speaks for itself and it is the general feeling that matters, but what made me especially to take notice was the passage about accepting ‘particular facts for no more than they are’ and of being ‘unembarrassed … by the tendency’ to treat as sacred ‘particular things’.


Thus in c. 1900 was summed up a situation and an attitude of mind which, fifty years later, is taken for granted by millions everywhere in this ‘century of the common man’.


But the trouble is (or the consolation rather, for like the felix culpa, in this trouble is also the hope) that neither in 1900 nor now is it possible for human beings effectively to take the particular for no more than it is, or to be emancipated wholly from the tendency to in some sense make sacral, or give otherness to, the particular.


What a Bonfire of the Vanities is implied in this notion; and think how mixed would be those vanities and some of them very golden: ‘A chorus-ending from Euripides’ certainly, but skiffle no less … and Nautilus under the Arctic floor of ice … and all that gives any meaning to the Mass, emphatically all that, and all that appertains to it … and all the haeccieties from Lascaux to now….








Marie Hamilton’s to the kirk gane


Wi’ gloves upon her hands;











In this ballad of The Queen’s Maries ‘particular things’ mean a very great deal more than they are, but this is not because of a ballad-master’s ‘confusion or identification’, nor yet owing to the mysterious identifications or associations of a cult-practice. It is simply that we all are of the same nature with the Scots’ king, for whom the ‘gloves upon her hands’ and the ‘ribbons in her hair’ were signa.


The fluttering knots of cramoisy and the fine-stitched gloves from Perth, these were but part of, or identified with, that which, for him, was wholly ‘anathema’, using that double-edged word in its single, primal, bright and beneficent meaning of a thing devoted.


So in every matter, trivial or of some consequence, to our harm or to our joy or indifferently, we all of us, all the time, make signa of the particular.


The year 1875 would supply two interesting pieces of vain junk for our Bonfire of the Vanities, for in the summer of ’75 was made the sure-handed Galatic poetry of Manet’s freely painted, small, study of a fair-haired girl, a real-life ‘Tegau of the Golden Bosom’ in, I think, a straw-coloured hat of sorts; the ‘particular facts’ are by no means shirked, but the whole has the light of a wheat-field yet it is primavera too. In the following winter (1875–6) an English Jesuit in a house of studies in that part of North Wales properly called Gwynedd-below-the-Conwy, and not uninfluenced by the strict metrical ingenuities of the older poetry of the land in which he was living, wrote what we all now see to have been a work full of significance for future English poets and one of the most exciting poems in the English language, The Wreck of the Deutschland.


It is fortunate that neither of these so differing human beings accepted ‘particular facts for no more than they are’, or we should have been deprived of those almost absurdly divergent examples of how poiesis should and sometimes does make radiant ‘particular facts’ so that they become intimations of immortality, or, if the reader won’t stand for that, then intimations of some otherness of some sort.


There remains a further partial reason for allowing these occasional papers to be published in a collected form and though that reason at first glance may seem unconnected with the other reasons, it is in fact very much connected. It was decided by the editor and myself, and the publishers agreed, to name the collection Epoch and Artist. Now site, place, locality, racial and cultural ties and all the rest of it are very much involved in ‘epoch’, and, vice versa. It so happens that because of my father being wholly a Welshman from Gwynedd-is-Gonwy, I belong, in part at least, to the Welsh nation; my mother was English with some Italian blood. Further, it happens that certain of these papers deal with such aspects of the things of Wales as I, an English monoglot1 and a Londoner, feel able to discuss.


All who care for the heritage of their island, in so far as they have acquainted themselves with the heritage of the Cymry are concerned about the future of that heritage, and this includes the ‘clear-voiced Cymraeg’ (as a twelfth-century poet described the pure-vowelled medium of his art) and the actual land itself, its sites and its rooted communities and all that has hitherto afforded a connection, however fragmented and attenuated, with the foundational things. The future of all of this is causing anxiety. These things that connect us all with the world of Theodosius and in certain important respects at least echo a world far anterior to that, look like coming to a term.


Leaving aside the whole complex of hotly disputed causes for this anxiety there is one big contributory cause that stands out plainly, viz. the actual nature of our megalopolitan technocracy and the kind of men it requires us to be. So you see in this matter of Wales as in the other matters already touched upon in this introductory note, it is the civilizational situation which again confronts us, with the insidious, underlying assumption that ‘particular facts are no more than they are’. By that measuring rod the Welsh res is in precisely the same category with what is said to be done at the altar and with what artists, under whatever mode, attempt all the day long.


Hence, what in this collection touches upon the historic deposits of Wales and of the Island of Britain is, in the eye of my mind, seen as all of a piece with the question of sign and sacrament and so with what I do when I set about a work, be it a water-colour drawing or The Anathemata. The problems and dilemmas at least feel all one to me. Over the whole of these matters I feel the same despairs and the same occasional hopes.


At all events, it may be that some of my considerations with regard to my father’s land may, perhaps, serve to introduce some reader to the things of that land’s heritage and its importance to the tradition of the whole island—and that is all I wish.


I would beg of the reader not to regard these collected papers for what they are not. They do not comprise a made work—far from it. That indeed is one of the reasons why they are not much to my liking. They were written for this or that didactic purpose and that is not really my game. Not only do I find exposition excruciatingly difficult, but in the main, I am doubtful of the value of the effort. Nevertheless, for the few reasons outlined above there seemed sufficient justification in letting this collection be made.


At the beginning of this note I asked the reader to take into account the date of the different pieces and, what is more important still, to remember that what one says and the way one says it varies all the while and that one does not know what may condition one’s future opinions. In short, that contradictions must be accepted.


In the main, these papers are as they were when written, but in one or two of them I have made corrections, but only when what was said contained error of fact, or, in some way (by this expression or that approach) unwittingly falsified some matter or other. In the case of the essay called ‘The Myth of Arthur’ extensive corrections of this sort had to be made.


I want now to thank my friend, Mr. Harman Grisewood, for the trouble he has taken to get these papers assembled and for his advice and help over various matters bearing on their actual content, for his arrangement of them in suitably related groups and for his consenting to write an editor’s note.


I wish also to say that in placing the short piece about Joyce last in the table of contents, we did so with deliberation. In various connections the last is the place of honour and that is what is intended here. For there is that about the art of James Joyce and his attitude to poiesis that can be our succour should we begin to half-believe that ‘particular facts are no more than they are’. Joyce’s fragment from Anna Livia Plurabelle, himself reading it, is, so it seems to me, an even-lode in our megalopolitan twilight; and don’t forget that the Abendstern is also the Star of the Morning and in Wales they call that white-bright wanderer, Gwener (from the Latin Veneris certainly, but it so chances that, in Welsh, the element gwen means white and also blessed), and they call Good Friday Dydd Gwener y Groglith, Venus Day of the Lesson of the Cross: what a conflux of ‘particular facts to be taken for no more than they are’, or in Joyce’s own speech: ‘My colonial, wardha bagful!’


Finally, this preface has, for unavoidable reasons, been written in some haste, and that again is not congenial to me and may account for statements which possibly should be more qualified.





Gŵyl Elen Ymerodres, 1958


DAVID JONES. 




1 I mean this in the literal sense: I have at my command no language but English.






















Note by the Editor





A century ago Browning made his Grammarian exclaim: ‘What’s time? Leave now for dogs and apes! Man has Forever.’ The nineteenth century loved to dwell upon the ewigkeit. The prospect of a far horizon seemed to redeem the defects of the time. Man has often revised his aspirations since then, but no one has made a more profound retort to the world of Victorian values—nor a more effective rebuke to our own—than Mr. Jones in his preface to The Anathemata when he wrote ‘… but the works of man unless they are of “now” and of “this place” can have no “for ever”’.


Mr. Jones’s friends have for many years been refreshed at hearing in talk his own personal elucidation of his ideas. And now a wider public wants to know more of the mind of the painter of the Storm Tree1 and of the Four Queens2 and of Violin,3 and a wider public wishes to read more by the poet of In Parenthesis, of The Anathemata and of the Tribune’s Visitation. By what signs can we tell ‘the works of man’. What should we mean by ‘now’ and ‘of this place’? What logic is it that impels Mr. Jones to declare: ‘No artefacture no Christian religion.’


In the course of explaining his indebtedness as an historian to Mr. Jones’s poetry Mr. Donald Nichol has written recently: ‘… Europeans cannot now make sense of their own past. Yet this is precisely what David Jones has managed to do in his Anathemata.’4 To make sense of the past helps you a long way to make sense of now. And in knowing that place, we may come to know this.


Reflections of this sort caused the editor to gather together the material for this book, and to seek the author’s permission for its publication. The material chosen is no mere token selection. It is a collection of Mr. Jones’s prose writings chosen as most apt to illustrate the direction and structure of his thought. The material is arranged to be read consecutively. The editor has imposed no arbitrary pattern upon the arrangement. The collection seemed to fall naturally into the four groups. Readers who see cause to find fault with the arrangement and with other editorial details must blame the editor, and not Mr. Jones. The dates provided in the table of contents are those when the items were written.


It seemed best to begin with what is most personal—the Welsh items, which reflect not only the filial affection which Mr. Jones feels for Wales but his deep concern for her contemporary situation and for her relation with the rest of Britain and so with the whole Western World. Welsh patriotism, alas, has all too seldom a setting broad and deep enough to fulfil the expectation aroused by her historical connections.


The next section includes the author’s principal published statements about the nature of art and the predicament of the artist in the contemporary world. In section three, the reader returns to the theme of ‘Epoch’ but less personally than in the first section. No one can fail to be struck by Mr. Jones’s imaginative understanding of the first formative centuries of European history. The essays in this section show that this interest is not based merely upon personal taste nor upon an antiquarian love of the past nor upon caprice of any kind. The poet and scholar here combine to throw a new light upon the darkest period of European origins so that we may more clearly see our way in the perplexities of today and come to know in Mr. Jones’s phrase ‘the fathering figures … that do keep us all’. In the last section the emphasis is again upon ‘Artist’ and here Mr. Jones makes his observations on particular writers and artists.


In a list of those to whom the editor’s gratitude is due he must begin with Mr. Jones himself for overcoming his misgivings about the project for this book and for allowing it to proceed. Those who first published the writings here reprinted have been most kind in giving their permission for these items to be included. I would like especially to thank the editor of The Tablet for the trouble he took in answering questions and making researches. Others to whom the editor is grateful are: the editor of The Times, the editor of The Listener, the editor of The Dublin Review, the editor of Blackfriars, Messrs. Sheed & Ward, Messrs. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, Messrs. Dent and the Harvill Press.





HARMAN GRISEWOOD  







1 Owned by the British Council.


2 Now in the Tate Gallery.


3 Now in the Victoria and Albert Museum.


4 The Downside Review, Summer 1958.






















SECTION I

























Autobiographical Talk


Autobiographical Talk1





About eight hundred years ago a prince of Aberffraw defeated his Welsh and English enemies at Coleshill between Flint Sands and Halkin Mountain.


Holywell, where my father, James Jones, was born, is about three miles north-west of the battle-site. The birth of a son to John Jones, Plastrwr, Treffynnon, in 1860 would indeed seem a matter having no apparent connection with the battle won by the great Owain Gwynedd in 1149. But however unapparent, the connection is real enough; for that victory symbolized the recovery of a tract of Britain that had been in English possession for well over three centuries. Had that twelfth-century recovery not occurred the area around Holywell would have remained within the Mercian zone of influence. In which case its inhabitants would, centuries since have become wholly English in tradition, nomenclature and feeling. Had local history taken that course, it follows that I should not now be speaking to you at the invitation of the Welsh B.B.C., as an artist of Welsh affinities. You see by what close shaves some of us are what we are, and you see how accidents of long past history can be of importance to us in the most intimate sense, and can determine integral things about us.


I have been asked by the promoters of this programme to say something about my Welsh and other connections, otherwise I would not be inflicting my, so to say, ‘pre-history’ upon you.


I know little of my father’s family beyond that it was Welsh-speaking on both sides and that my grandmother’s maiden name was also Jones.


My grandfather was born at Ysceifiog. He went by the name of Jones, Plasterer, whose home and workshop was in Holywell. First, I think, in the town and then above it, on Pen-y-Bal, looking one way across the flats of the Wirral and the other toward the Clwydian hills. The family religion was that of the Church of England.


My father was apprenticed to a printer in Holywell. He afterwards worked in Liverpool and then came to London in the ’eighties. I think he said he was actually by Whitefriars Street off Fleet Street when the traffic stood still because the newsboys were shouting that General Gordon was dead, and that must have been early in the year 1885. Thereafter London was to be his home and the printing and publishing trade his occupation. For in 1888 he married Alice Ann Bradshaw the daughter of a Thames-side mast-and-block maker, whose wife, my grandmother, was of partly Italian descent. At the time of my birth my father was a printer’s overseer and that meant that I was brought up in a home that took the printed page and its illustration for granted.


It is conceivable that this may have had some influence on my early preoccupation with drawing. However that may be, I had decided by about the age of six that when I grew up there was only one thing that I would do. By which I do not mean that I was possessed of some special sense of vocation. Not at all. I mean simply that I cannot recall a time when drawing of some sort was not an accustomed activity and one which I supposed I should pursue later in life. For one thing, I was so backward at my lessons that I do not doubt but what I regarded drawing as a counter-weight to my deficiency in all else.


I ought to mention the parental encouragement given to me because, as like as not, in some other milieu, my early preoccupation with this visual art would have faded out as happens to so many children of like inclinations. These things are very chancy indeed—as accidental as one’s ancestral connections.


My mother had drawn well as a young woman. But such activities were given up long before I was born. She did not, to my recollection, refer to her drawings but there were some framed about the house. They were in the manner of the Victorian drawing-master; not only competently but delicately and sensitively drawn—especially one of geometric figures which I re-discovered only the other day, having lost it for some time.


I was taken on my first visit to Wales over fifty years ago. I cannot pretend to an accurate remembrance of many things in connection with that visit. But I do recall my first sight of the hills and the sea-margin seen from the windows of a railway carriage. This was not my first sight of the sea, for that had occurred in Kent where I remember a most distinct emotion at my first glimpse of the taut horizon seen at the far end of a narrow, sloping street at Deal. But I had not previously seen high hills and here were both hills and the sea. I remember feeling some rubicon had been passed and that I was now in the land of which I had heard my father so often speak. In a few days I was to meet my grandfather, John Jones, Plastrwr. He was, or, had been, a tall, powerful man, but now, like Llywarch Hen, his third foot was his staff. He was seated near the little stone oratory of St. Trillo on the sea-shore above the wattled sea-weir that was in those days still in use in Rhos and the vicar of Llandrillo was still entitled to his tithe of fish from that weir.


That wall of wattles and boulders set like a sheep-pen in the sea-channel, in the camlas, impressed me from my first sight of it and so did St. Trillo’s chapel with its well of fresh water springing so near the salt sea-margin.


Once I knew the story of Taliesin I used consciously to associate this weir with Gwyddno’s weir. And it may be that, earlier, my unconscious was making its own associations whereby my tall grandfather seated above the cored in Rhos may possibly have got mixed up with another figure in the Taliesin story, King Maelgwn the Tall, who had his principal seat in Rhos. At all events those visits in childhood showed to me visible and tangible survivals from a Welsh past in an, as yet, virtually unspoiled landscape. So that any subsequent interest in or musing upon that past was no doubt sustained and given body by a remembrance of those tokens that I saw on my happy visits to my relatives in North Wales.


I have, at various times had contact with other parts of Wales: in the summer before 1914 I was trying to paint landscapes in the Teifi Valley. But the only place in Wales in which I have lived for any length of time is at Capel-y-ffin near Llanthony in the house of my friend Eric Gill. That was in the second half of the nineteen-twenties. I also made long stays on Caldy Island and I was there last in 1931. I have just referred to 1914; a hinge date for all of us. By that date I had been a student in a London art-school for some years, was eighteen years of age and beginning to wonder what sort of shape the future might have for an artist of no particular qualifications when he left the art-school. I didn’t awfully like the look of things.


Here history came to my aid and I found myself doing squad-drill with the Royal Welch Fusiliers on the esplanade at Llandudno. I didn’t much like that either. Then there was France. As far as I am able to judge my own case I should say that the particular Waste Land that was the forward area of the West Front had a permanent effect upon me and has affected my work in all sorts of ways—so much so that it is impossible now for me to imagine myself without that period in the ffosydd in Gallia Belgica.


It was I think sometime in 1917 somewhere in the neighbourhood of Ypres that I first found myself wondering about the Catholic tradition. Four years later, in 1921, I found myself unable to do other than subscribe to that tradition. Four years later again, in 1925, without any initiative on my part I was again in Wales; this time not in Gwynedd but in the Deheubarth. It was in the Black Mountains that I made some drawings which it so happens, appear, in retrospect, to have marked a new beginning. I began at this time to see the direction in which I wished to go—or at least to see it more clearly. My subsequent work can, I think, be truthfully said to hinge on that period. All my exhibited work dates from after that period, none or virtually none, from before it.


But that I shall not be seriously misunderstood I must immediately remind you that what truly determines the changes or developments in any artist’s work is some new or more developed perception relating to the formal problems of his art. An appreciation of natural beauty, a feeling for some specially beloved patria—this hill, that sea-coast or whatever it may be, will not, in itself, be of avail to the artist qua artist.


An example from the Welsh past: Hywel the poet-warrior, the son of Owain Gwynedd was evidently moved by the natural beauty of the terrain through which he moved his fierce war-bands and he loved the dapple of that landscape and the beauty of bright foam and bright weapons and saffron gowns and white limbs and white gulls but none of this vivid awareness would have given us a single line of his famous poem in praise of North Wales unless he had first loved an art-form and had mastered that form or rather had himself been mastered by the elusive constraints of that very specialized art, Welsh twelfth-century prosody. But the principle I wish to bring to your attention is the same whatever the art-form.


The artist, no matter of what sort or what his medium, must be moved by the nature of whatever art he practises. Otherwise he cannot move us by the images he wishes to call up, discover, show forth and re-present under the appearance of this or that material, through the workings of this or that art.


The artist is not, necessarily, a person vastly more aware than his friends and relations of the beauties of nature, but rather he is the person most aware of the nature of an art. The inception or renewal or deepening of some artistic vitality normally comes to the artist via some other artist or some existing art-form, not via nature. This is observable in the art-forms of whole cultures and among individual artists. I don’t regard myself as any exception to this rule—on the contrary, an example of it.


As Sir Ifor Williams tells us, the bards of an earlier Wales referred to themselves as ‘carpenters of song’. Carpentry suggests a fitting together and as you know the English word ‘artist’ means, at root, someone concerned with a fitting of some sort. Well, it would seem to me that round about 1924–61 was at last understanding something of the nature of the particular ‘carpentry’ which most sorted with my inclinations and limitations. And in so far as I had come to that understanding, I owe a great debt to the few years at Ditchling with Eric Gill and his associates. The name Jacques Maritain should also be mentioned in this connection. It was at this propitious time that circumstances occasioned my living in Nant Honddu, there to feel the impact of the strong hill-rhythms and the bright counter-rhythms of the afonydd dyfroedd which make so much of Wales such a ‘plurabelle’—and there was also the rhythm of the Ninth Wave breaking on the morlan in Penfro.


Like the four figures in the mabinogi of Manawydan we may try our hands at differing kinds of making; and we shall, I think, find that the same problems await us however variously disguised or totally metamorphosed.


In 1927 or ’28 in a house at Portslade near Brighton, from the balcony of which I used to make paintings of the sea, I began to write down some sentences which turned out to be the initial passages of In Parenthesis published some ten years later. This was a beginning of another sort. I had no idea what I was letting myself in for. However: we proceed from the known to the unknown.


As I have already indicated I had views as to what a painting ought to be: A ‘thing’ having abstract qualities by which it coheres and without which it can be said not to exist. Further that it ‘shows forth’ something, is representational. If this was true of one art I supposed it to be true of another. I knew how the inter-stresses of the ‘formal’ and the ‘contential’ created so precarious a balance in the case of drawing or painting. There is an element of the tight-rope walker’s art about it—and something of the juggler’s too.


I had yet to discover in what manner these nice problems of ‘form’ and ‘content’ occur in the making of a writing.


More recently, in making The Anathemata I was explicitly concerned with a re-calling of certain things which I myself had received, things which are part of the complex deposits of this Island, so of course involving Wales and of course involving the central Christian rite and mythological, historical, etc., data of all sorts. These were, so to say, my ‘subject matter’. Here the commemorative intention was as plain as a pikestaff, however unplain the result may have seemed to the reader.


But there is a sense in which I regard this water-colour which I have just completed as belonging implicitly to the same world of commemoration and anamnesis, as that to which The Anathemata belongs though here the apparent subject-matter is no more than some flowers in a glass calix.


Perhaps all we can say is that the ‘carpentries of song’ in whatever medium, or by whomsoever joinered, must be anathemata of one sort or another.




1 Broadcast in the Welsh Home Service of the B.B.C. on 29th October 1954.






















The Preface to In Parenthesis





This writing has to do with some things I saw, felt, & was part of. The period covered begins early in December 1915 and ends early in July 1916. The first date corresponds to my going to France. The latter roughly marks a change in the character of our lives in the Infantry on the West Front. From then onward things hardened into a more relentless, mechanical affair, took on a more sinister aspect. The wholesale slaughter of the later years, the conscripted levies filling the gaps in every file of four, knocked the bottom out of the intimate, continuing, domestic life of small contingents of men, within whose structure Roland could find, and, for a reasonable while, enjoy, his Oliver. In the earlier months there was a certain attractive amateurishness, and elbow-room for idiosyncrasy that connected one with a less exacting past. The period of the individual rifle-man, of the ‘old sweat’ of the Boer campaign, the ‘Bairnsfather’ war, seemed to terminate with the Somme battle. There were, of course, glimpses of it long after—all through in fact—but it seemed never quite the same. The We’ve Lived and Loved Together of the Devons was well enough for the Peninsula, but became meaningless when companion lives were at such short purchase. Just as now there are glimpses in our ways of another England—yet we know the truth. Even while we watch the boatman mending his sail, the petroleum is hurting the sea. So did we in 1916 sense a change. How impersonal did each new draft seem arriving each month, and all these new-fangled gadgets to master. Anyway, it is exclusively with the earlier period that this writing deals. Earlier still, before my participation, it must have been different again. None of the characters in this writing are real persons, nor is any sequence of events historically accurate. There are, I expect, minor anachronisms, e.g. the suggestion in Part 4 of a rather too fully developed gas-defence system for Christmas, 1915. The mention of ‘toffee-apples’ (a type of trench-mortar bomb so shaped) at perhaps too early a date. Each person and every event are free reflections of people and things remembered, or projected from intimately known possibilities. I have only tried to make a shape in words, using a data the complex of sights, sounds, fears, hopes, apprehensions, smells, things exterior and interior, the landscape and paraphernalia of that singular time and of those particular men. I have attempted to appreciate some things, which, at the time of suffering, the flesh was too weak to appraise. There are passages which I would exclude, as not having the form I desire—but they seem necessary to the understanding of the whole.


My companions in the war were mostly Londoners with an admixture of Welshmen, so that the mind and folk-life of those two differing racial groups are an essential ingredient to my theme. Nothing could be more representative. These came from London. Those from Wales. Together they bore in their bodies the genuine tradition of the Island of Britain, from Bendigeid Vran to Jingle and Marie Lloyd. These were the children of Doll Tearsheet. Those are before Caratacus was. Both speak in parables, the wit of both is quick, both are natural poets; yet no two groups could well be more dissimilar. It was curious to know them harnessed together, and together caught in the toils of ‘good order and military discipline’; to see them shape together to the remains of an antique regimental tradition, to see them react to the few things that united us—the same jargon, the same prejudice against ‘other arms’ and against the Staff, the same discomforts, the same grievances, the same maims, the same deep fears, the same pathetic jokes; to watch them, oneself part of them, respond to the war landscape; for I think the day by day in the Waste Land, the sudden violences and the long stillnesses, the sharp contours and unformed voids of that mysterious existence, profoundly affected the imaginations of those who suffered it. It was a place of enchantment. It is perhaps best described in Malory, book iv, chapter 15—that landscape spoke ‘with a grimly voice’.


I suppose at no time did one so much live with a consciousness of the past, the very remote, and the more immediate and trivial past, both superficially and more subtly. No one, I suppose, however much not given to association, could see infantry in tin-hats, with ground-sheets over their shoulders, with sharpened pine-stakes in their hands, and not recall








… or may we cram,


Within this wooden O …











But there were deeper complexities of sight and sound to make ever present








the pibble pabble in Pompey’s camp











Every man’s speech and habit of mind were a perpetual showing: now of Napier’s expedition, now of the Legions at the Wall, now of ‘train-band captain’, now of Jack Cade, of John Ball, of the commons in arms. Now of High Germany, of Dolly Gray, of Bullcalf, Wart and Poins; of Jingo largenesses, of things as small as the Kingdom of Elmet; of Wellington’s raw shire recruits, of ancient border antipathies, of our contemporary, less intimate, larger unities, of John Barleycorn, of ‘sweet Sally Frampton’. Now of Coel Hên—of the Celtic cycle that lies, a subterranean influence as a deep water troubling, under every tump in this Island, like Merlin complaining under his big rock.


It may be well to say something of the punctuation. I frequently rely on a pause at the end of a line to aid the sense and form. A new line, which the typography would not otherwise demand, is used to indicate some change, inflexion, or emphasis. I have tried to indicate the sound of certain sentences by giving a bare hint of who is speaking, of the influences operating to make the particular sound I want in a particular instance, by perhaps altering a single vowel in one word. I have only used the notes of exclamation, interrogation, etc., when the omission of such signs would completely obscure the sense. I hope the stresses and changes intended will convey themselves to the reader. I have been hampered by the convention of not using impious and impolite words, because the whole shape of our discourse was conditioned by the use of such words. The very repetition of them made them seem liturgical, certainly deprived them of malice, and occasionally, when skilfully disposed, and used according to established but flexible tradition, gave a kind of significance, and even at moments a dignity, to our speech. Sometimes their juxtaposition in a sentence, and when expressed under poignant circumstances, reached real poetry. Because of publication, it has been necessary to consider conventional susceptibilities. Some such expressions have nevertheless of necessity become part of the form this writing has taken. Quite obviously they do not constitute blasphemy in any theological sense, and that is all I would consider. Private X’s tirade of oaths means no more than ‘I do not like this Vale of Tears’; whereas Flossie’s ‘O, bother!’ would waste a countryside had she an efficacious formula. I say more: the ‘Bugger! Bugger!’ of a man detailed, had often about it the ‘Fiat! Fiat!’ of the Saints.


I am surprised to find how much Cockney influences have determined the form; but as Latin is to the Church, so is Cockney to the Army, no matter what name the regiment bears. It is difficult to dissociate any word of command, any monosyllable remembered, coming at you on dark duck-board track, from the Great Bell of Bow. If the language of England passed and all we know dissolved, some squad of savages, speaking a new tongue, might yet respond to a sharp formula, remembered, fossilized: ‘Kipt thet dressin cahncher’, might well be for them what Kyrie Eleison is, breaking the Latin crust, for Father O’Connor’s boy.


I did not intend this as a ‘War Book’—it happens to be concerned with war. I should prefer it to be about a good kind of peace—but as Mandeville says, ‘Of Paradys ne can I not speken propurly I was not there; it is fer beyonde and that for thinketh me. And also I was not worthi.’ We find ourselves privates in foot regiments. We search how we may see formal goodness in a life singularly inimical, hateful, to us.


We are shy when pious men write A.M.D.G. on their note-paper—however, in the Welsh Codes of Court Procedure the Bard of the Household is instructed to sing to the Queen when she goes to her chamber to rest. He is instructed to sing first to her a song in honour of God. He must then sing the song of the Battle of Camlann—the song of treachery and of the undoing of all things; and afterward he must sing any song she may choose to hear. I have tried, to so make this writing for anyone who would care to play Welsh Queen.


I had intended to engrave some illustrations, but have been prevented.


I would say something of the ‘welsh’ element. Ladely Worm, Brunanburh, Fair Worcester City, Fair Maid of Kent: these, rightly, for our ears, discover a whole English complex; whereas the Boar Trwyth, Badon Hill, Troy Novaunt, Elen of the Hosts, will only find response in those who, by blood or inclination, feel a kinship with the more venerable culture in that hotch-potch which is ourselves. Yet that elder element is integral to our tradition. From Layamon to Blake ‘Sabrina’ would call up spirits rather than ‘Ypwines-Fleot’. As Mr. Christopher Dawson has written: ‘And if Professor Collingwood is right, and it is the conservatism and loyalty to lost causes of Western Britain that has given our national tradition its distinctive character, then perhaps the middle ages were not far wrong in choosing Arthur, rather than Alfred or Edmund or Harold, as the central figure of the national heroic legend.1


I would ask the reader to consult the notes with the text, as I regard some of them as integral to it.


One other thing. It is not easy in considering a trench-mortar barrage to give praise for the action proper to chemicals—full though it may be of beauty. We feel a rubicon has been passed between striking with a hand weapon as men used to do and loosing poison from the sky as we do ourselves. We doubt the decency of our own inventions, and are certainly in terror of their possibilities. That our culture has accelerated every line of advance into the territory of physical science is well appreciated—but not so well understood are the unforeseen, subsidiary effects of this achievement. We stroke cats, pluck flowers, tie ribands, assist at the manual acts of religion, make some kind of love, write poems, paint pictures, are generally at one with that creaturely world inherited from our remote beginnings. Our perception of many things is heightened and clarified. Yet must we do gas-drill, be attuned to many newfangled technicalities, respond to increasingly exacting mechanical devices; some fascinating and compelling, others sinister in the extreme; all requiring a new and strange direction of the mind, a new sensitivity certainly, but at a considerable cost.


We who are of the same world of sense with hairy ass and furry wolf and who presume to other and more radiant affinities, are finding it difficult, as yet, to recognize these creatures of chemicals as true extensions of ourselves, that we may feel for them a native affection, which alone can make them magical for us. It would be interesting to know how we shall ennoble our new media as we have already ennobled and made significant our old—candle-light, fire-light, Cups, Wands and Swords, to choose at random.


Some of us ask ourselves if Mr. X adjusting his box-respirator can be equated with what the poet envisaged, in








I saw young Harry with his beaver on.











We are in no doubt at all but what Bardolph’s marching kiss for Pistol’s ‘quondam Quickly’ is an experience substantially the same as you and I suffered on Victoria platform. For the old authors there appears to have been no such dilemma—for them the embrace of battle seemed one with the embrace of lovers. For us it is different. There is no need to labour the point, nor enquire into the causes here. I only wish to record that for me such a dilemma exists, and that I have been particularly conscious of it during the making of this writing.


I wish to thank those friends who have helped me—one very especially—and another I will mention by name. I do not think I should have continued, especially through the earlier stages, had it not been for the sensitive enthusiasm and understanding of Mr. Harman Grisewood.


To any Welsh reader, I would say, what Michael Drayton, in a foreword to his Poly-olbion, says, speaking of Wales: ‘if I have not done her right, the want is in my ability, not in my love’.


This writing is called ‘In Parenthesis’ because I have written it in a kind of space between—I don’t know between quite what—but as you turn aside to do something; and because for us amateur soldiers (and especially for the writer, who was not only amateur, but grotesquely incompetent, a knocker-over of piles, a parade’s despair) the war itself was a parenthesis—how glad we thought we were to step outside its brackets at the end of ’18—and also because our curious type of existence here is altogether in parenthesis.


D.J. 


*


P.S. I find I have neglected one thing which I very much wanted to say. There is the debt I owe to the printer who will print this for me. He is more than an aid, he is a collaborator, and I know of no one else so aware both of the nature of a writing and of how to print it.2


1st March, 1937.




1 See The Tablet, 5th December 1936. Mr. Dawson’s review of Roman Britain and the English Settlements. R. G. Collingwood and J. N. L. Myres.


2 The reference is to Mr. René Hague, who hand-set the type and was mainly responsible for the typography of the original 1937 edition of In Parenthesis.






















Wales and the Crown


Wales and the Crown1





This talk records some tentative reflections round and about what is called, in the mabinogi of Branwen, the ‘Crown of London’.


The larger part of what follows was written down in connection with a book of mine. But while these reflections have a bearing on the making of that writing they happened also to have a bearing on the actual events of this summer. Owing to which I have been asked to give this talk at this time. For a number of reasons I do this with some hesitation.


In the course of writing The Anathemata I had occasion to consider the Tree of the Cross as the axial beam round which all things move.


There is a monastic motto which implies that the Cross stands still while the world revolves round it. Now in considering this world-dance which has for its maypole the gleaming Tree on which the world-ransom was weighed, a person of Welsh affinity may also call to mind a particular token or relic of that same Tree.


For one such supposed relic or Croes Naid (Cross of Refuge), happens to be associated with the crucial event in Welsh history. The reason for the association is this: On a December day in 1282, as you all know, the last of the native rulers of Wales died in the bloody wood in Buellt in the border-country of Wales and England. And, according to one account, there was found on his pierced body a small reliquary containing the Croes Naid that he was used to carry.


Thus it comes about that in thinking of the life-giving Tree of the Cross we may find ourselves thinking also of the death of this last Welsh ruler and all that is comprehended in that terminal event. I am far from forgetful of his most complex brother, the Lord Dafydd, who was technically his successor for a few months, but in fact and in symbol Llywelyn was what tradition calls him: ‘Our last ruler.’


But it may be asked why, on a joyful occasion when the unity of the Island is supposed to be our theme, I should deliberately recall an event of long ago which was far from joyful and which is sharply remindful of disunity and otherness.


The rest of what I have to say may perhaps help to answer that particular query. It seems to me salutary that persons of Welsh affinity should recall this terminal event of seven centuries ago when they turn, with the rest of the people of this Island, to consider the figure, who, this summer, by specific acts and things done to her has herself been made the visible sign of that invisible thing, the concept, the Monarchy of Britain.


This woman, the Britannic sovereign, has been made what in Greek was called an anathema—a thing set apart. She is ‘immolated’, remembering that ‘to immolate’ does not essentially imply a destroying. It meant originally to sprinkle an offering with milled spelt (meal).


When a libation of wine was poured out the wine was immolated. When chrism is poured out for the anointing of a sovereign the oil can be said to be immolated. But this implies also an immolation of the person on whom it is poured. For in sacramental acts, as in the Sacraments strictly so called, there is double involvement of things and of persons. Here, of chrism and of a woman.


The period in which we now live is alien to sign, sacrament and sacramental acts and not one of us can totally escape that alienation. We cannot here pause to consider the civilizational causes of this dichotomy but being aware of it should make us anxious in trying to understand what are the radical and basic meanings attaching to such public acts as that act which we now celebrate. Otherwise we shall fall back upon secondary, somewhat feeble and certainly insufficient reasons for continuing such acts.


The reason why I suggest that the people of Wales should link what has been done, under certain signs, and joyfully, this June at Westminster, with that most joyless undoing in the December wood, some centuries ago, is this: The princeps Walliae who died that day, at unequal odds with his overlord, the King of England, had dominion over a small, somewhat loosely knit society, comprising groups of semi-tribal, semi-feudal Celts and others. He was, none the less, the last bodily representative, the visible sign or sacrament of a tradition of riders that were already established when Augustine of Hippo began on The Confessions in A.D. 397, that is to say, exactly two centuries before the other Augustine came to Canterbury.


What came to its term in 1282 was unique as far as this island is concerned. There may have been elsewhere in western Europe lines of secular rulers which began under Roman auspices and continued until the end of the thirteenth century. I have not sufficient information on this point. But we do know that in this Island it was unique. Nowhere else in this Island was there a line of mediaeval princes that stemmed straight from Roman Britain.


The beginnings can be said to be associated with the man known to Welsh tradition as Cunedda Wledig. He appears to have been a Romano-British official and to have come of a family of such officials. In which case his religion was probably the official one, Christianity. With him are associated the names of Donatus, Marianus, Romanus, and a number of others who gave their names to Welsh devisions of land, for example: Romanus to Rhufoniog, Marianus to Meirionnydd.


When in 1947 there was created an earldom whereby the present Queen became ‘Countess of Merioneth’ a titular link, if nothing more, was established between these present latter days and those other latter days of the crumbling Roman West. It was seemly that Wales should provide that link.


Between the, so to say, terminus a quo of Cunedda and the terminus ad quem of Llywelyn the entity we now call Wales together with its unique tradition came into being. A people calling themselves the Cymry emerged during that period.


While it would be a grave distortion to speak as though the descendants of Cunedda alone shaped the destinies of Wales, it seems no distortion to say that the pattern of the Age of the Princes was largely of their making. And, but for the Age of the Princes, it seems to me most unlikely that we should now be speaking of ‘Wales and the Crown’. For had that dynastic resistance collapsed only two centuries earlier than it did, I doubt very much whether there would now be a dominion of Wales any more than there is a dominion of Strathclyde or of Dumnonia.


The remarkable continuance of a Welsh pattern of life after the loss of independence, and the growth of national consciousness in more recent centuries and the continuance of the language seem sometimes to obscure the fact that none of this would have been likely had not the native dynasties continued for as long as they did.


When in his elegy to his dead lord the bard wrote ‘Do you not see that the world is done?’ he may have been speaking rhetorically but he was saying something that was true: for a world was, most certainly, finished. It was surely symbolic of an end when Llywelyn’s head was set up at the White Tower in London above the site where, according to the myth, the blessed head of Bran was buried, with his face towards the Channel, for the protection of the whole island.


The movement of Cunedda and his foederati from north of the Wall into Wales is assumed to have been part of the reorganization of the provinces of Britain under Theodosius’ general Stilicho. The poet Claudian, as though oblivious to the coming actualities, was writing of the security of Britain within the Roman Peace. Perhaps before that Latin poet died Marianus was already making circuit of what was later to be called Cantref Meirion.


The incorrigibly un-urban and un-civic ethos of all recorded Welsh history obscures entirely whatever veneer of Romanity marked the circumstances of the beginnings. It must be remembered that the numina of the hills see to the metamorphosis of whatever infiltrates those hills. Think what eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Welsh shoulders did to the hang of a gown from Geneva! Those same hill-numina would have done the same to what little was left of the toga in the Britain of the Later Empire.


In our changing world of today we are in some position to guess the possible incongruities. For we have seen with our own eyes the local man of a nascent state in a khaki twill service-dress tunic, a flowing native-headdress, a London weekly under his arm, a weapon made in Birmingham at his waist and carrying in his hand a sprig of jasmine.


It is possible that the Roman-British notables of nascent Wales looked just about as Roman, to a Roman, as that man looked English to me.


But, when Clio, the Muse of History, puts on her cloak of pure Welsh mountain weave, the warp of which will be pre-Celtic and the weft Celtic, with strands, patches and interweavings, here English, there Norse, here French, she may find stitched on to it, if somewhat askew, the faded laticlaves of legatine purple.


And when she sits down to muse upon the figure who now represents the Monarchy of Britain, she sees behind that figure not only those figures as familiar to us all: Victoria, Farmer George, the great Elizabeth, sweet Richard, the Lord Edward Long-shanks, Henry Beauclerc, the Confessor, Aelfred the jewell of England, Edmund Flower of Martyrs, but she sees also figures who are as other as are any of these from each other, some of equal historicity: Cadwaladr the Blessed, the last Welsh king to have any pretensions touching the overlordship of the Island, who in the enlarging glass of tradition becomes the apotheosis of the end of the sub-or post-Roman-British age and who by the logic of the same tradition goes to Rome to die at the tomb of the Apostles. With his death, says the Brut y Tywysogion, ‘The Britons lost the crown and the kingdom and the Saxons gained it’.


And behind him there stand a recession of figures: Ambrosius Aurelianus or Emrys Wledig, who, it is said, was the last Count of the Saxon Shore and who did his best to save Britannia not only from the savage Teutonic invaders but from Irish-Welsh tyrants such as Vortigern the Thin, unless tradition is here unjust. And with Ambrosius is linked the universally known name of Arthur, who though never a king became the apotheosis of kingship not only for all of us of this Island but for Europe also.


And behind again there are the factual, and no doubt very matter-of-fact Vicars, Dukes and Counts of Britain who under the Praetorian Praefects of Gaul were the guardians of Britannia. And overtopping these there stands the mother of Constantine. The British origin of Helena can now, in every probability, be dismissed as having no historical foundation, nevertheless in tradition she is paramount.


In Welsh legend or in material mixed with Welsh legend she is almost Britannia herself. In that tangled story, she passes from pseudo-history into the realm of true myth. We discern her as the eternal matriarch. In the Welsh secular tale, The Dream of Macsen Wledig, she is a figure of numinous beauty, whose Welsh brothers conquer Rome. And in Christian hagiography she is associated more than any other woman—except one—with that instrument on the hill








Where that young Prince of Glory died.











Behind her and these our Welsh Clio sees still other figures who were signs of the Monarchy of Britain: Caratacus son of Cunobelinus and Cunobelinus himself—Cymbeline.








The imperial Caesar should unite


His favour with the radiant Cymbeline


Which shines here in the West.











And behind such figures of true historicity however overlaid with pseudo-history of all sorts there are yet other figures such as Lear who is said to equate with the god Nodens or Lludd, called in English, Lud, a Celtic cult-deity of the elements, so of estuaries and harbourage and port, so made to serve as the eponymous figure of the port called London.


And there is the Blessed Bran whose head they buried ‘under the White Mount in London’, for the perpetual protection of that land. The thirteenth-century redaction of his tale begins: ‘Bendigeidfran son of Llŷr was crowned king over this island and exalted with the crown of London.’


You will notice the constant harking back, through the factual and governmental unity of Roman Britannia, to the true history, quasi-history, pseudo-history, and genuine myth of a Celtic and pre-Celtic ‘Britannia’ of pre-history. It was partly because the beginnings of specifically Welsh history were tied up with the end of a Romanic Britannia that later Welsh tradition was haunted by the concept of the primacy of the ‘crown of London’, over and above the actual primacy of honour allowed in the written Welsh codes to the prince of Gwynedd.


It will be seen that this tradition of the conceptual unity of the Island was the ideological cause (there were many other causes too) of a factual disunity in Wales. For by the interior logic of this tradition any paramount ruler was but a first among equals and those equals, by the same logic, owed allegiance only to a concept, which was termed by the poets Unbenyaeth Prydein, the ‘Monarchy of Britain’. This concept was itself the logical consequence of the peculiar conditions attaching to the first beginnings of Wales as a separate entity. She emerged as it were per accidens and as a survival from the disintegration of what had been the Diocese of Britain. For quite unlike the Scottic, Pictish, Saxon and Angle Kingdoms which arose as forces exterior to and as invaders of the disintegrating provinces of the Empire, Wales arose from within that disintegration.


This fact alone is of the first importance. For it is axiomatic that the origin of things conditions their ends in however obscure, roundabout, mutated or even quite contradictory a manner.


We might perhaps say that in the Welsh ‘collective unconscious’ there were retained many images, some very dim, all crossed with other images, and that the attributes of some of the most ancient and archetypal of those images got attached to figures of historic times. So that prototype and type became one. This is clearly exemplified in the case of Arthur, the sixth-century Roman cavalry leader, who, by various metamorphoses, takes on the attributes of a Celtic cult-figure of pre-history, and then by further metamorphoses, from elsewhere, returns to our traditions in the guise of a medieval king.


Because the fifth and sixth centuries were the formative age in Wales the man who was in fact defending what was left of Roman Britain became assumed into a Celtic mythology of immemorial antiquity, the factual link with late Romanity being soon forgotten.


You will remember that Cunedda’s grandfather was known to Welsh tradition as Padarn Beis Rhudd, Paternus of the red tunic, and though we are told in a first-century Latin epigram that Celts, along with boys and soldiers, love red, historians incline to think that Padarn’s red was the official purple. And you will recall how that the ‘Dragon of Cadwaladr’, by which emblem Wales is now known to the whole world, was, once upon a time, the cognizance-flag of a Roman cohort. It is in such disguised and obscure ways that Welsh tradition itself indicates the circumstances peculiar to the emergence of Wales in the fifth century.


A great confluity and dapple, things counter, pied, fragmented, twisted, lost: that is indeed the shape of things all over Britain, but Wales has her own double-dapple.


The haecceity or this-ness of anything, that which makes a thing essentially other from some other thing, must be understood before we can speak of the meaning, and so of the worth, of that thing. It follows that if we would understand the worth of what is comprehended under the concept, the Monarchy of Britain, we must first grasp the nature of the several haecceities or this-nesses of the several peoples of this Island.


We began by saying that the rites by which a sovereign is made contain the idea of an anathema, an offering; a person has been set apart and made other.


We must now consider the various anathemata, or offerings, made to that person.


In so far as the peoples are several whose traditions can be said to be shown forth in the person of the woman who now wears the ‘Crown of London’, it follows that what is offered to that person must show forth a severality. Who would re-present this Island must be clothed in a mantle of variety. For the whole tradition of Britain is ‘of couple-colour as a brinded cow’ as G. M. Hopkins wrote in 1877 of the skies of Gwynedd, for he was then living in Gwynedd-is-Gonwy.


In this talk we are concerned with the offerings implicit in Welsh tradition, and here we return to Llywelyn and his relic of the Cross.


He was himself a relic: for, as we have seen, he was the survival of something that had begun to emerge before the death of Theodosius the Great. It was fitting that a relic of the Cross should have been found, if it was, upon his body, for the founders of his dynasty, perhaps from the very beginning, appear to have been associated with the men who founded the earlier Christian communities in Wales, during the pontificate of Caelestine the First, in the century before St. David.


The circumstances of his death were also symbolic: not a regular engagement, but a confused encounter in a wood; so typical of Welsh warfare and so untypical of Roman. Thus even that metamorphosis was exemplified to the end. It was, as we should say, a ‘stray’ that got him. A chance lance-thrust. They did not even know who he was that they pierced: not until they looked upon him later. Yet that anonymous stroke broke down the solitary remaining detached plank of a bridge, the further spans of which reached back, across the whole of the Dark Ages, to piles driven into the alluvium of Britain by the pontifices of antiquity. Over that bridge had infiltrated a very mixed company bearing the tokens not of one past but of several. Not forgetting the token of Troy.


It is very proper and necessary that the people of Wales should see the monarchy through the eyes of that most complex and unique tradition. It is their special inheritance and it is theirs alone to offer. It is an assortment of gifts in one, small, homemade basket. The poet Martial spoke of a bascauda (which word probably means a carrier or basket) that was made in Britain. And our basket, in which we carry these tokens and offerings, is plaited entirely of British wickers. But in that basket are things of very mixed derivation: things Christian and Roman together with things representative of the fragmented tradition of the Brythonic Celts and of their non-Celtic predecessors concerning what the bards have called The White Island, The Honey Isle, the Island of the Mighty and of all that pertains to Britannia the Mother.


For remember there is the tradition of matriarchy, a thing of pre-Celtic provenance working up through the Aryan patriarchy. And, in Wales, Y Mamau, the mothers, have always been influential, whether as mortal women or as fairies reflecting the cult of the Deae Matres of Antiquity.


This last seems a not untimely thought with which to end these few considerations, for we have re-entered a matriarchal situation—perhaps in deeper ways than we as yet understand.




1 Broadcast in the Welsh Home Service on 23rd July 1953.
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