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Preface





Where does ‘Dai Greatcoat’ come from? He is a Welsh soldier who appears on three occasions in David Jones’s long, poetically contrived, at times lyrical, narrative of the Great War, In Parenthesis. When the Queen of the Woods cuts ‘bright boughs of various flowering’ for those who died in Mametz Wood, during the Somme offensive, on 10 and 11 July 1916: ‘Dai Greatcoat, she can’t find him anywhere—she calls both high and low, she had a very special one for him.’ Earlier, he is Malory’s Dai ‘de la Cote Mal Taile’,1 whose ‘over-garment sat over-thwartly’ and again, and more grandly, he is the Dai of the great Boast, given the life of the spoken as well as the written word by the skill of Dylan Thomas and Douglas Cleverdon in the radio production of the poem. At the same time he is David Jones himself, for though it is not David in person who ‘adjusts his slipping shoulder-straps, wraps close his misfit outsize greatcoat’ and starts, ‘My fathers were with the Black Prinse of Wales at the passion of the blind Bohemian king’, it is David who uses the old sweat as his mouthpiece. And there is a further reason: in 1930–3 David Jones spent a good deal of time at Pigotts in Buckinghamshire, the home of Eric and Mary Gill, living in a small cottage there with a young couple, me and my wife Joan. He liked, or at least was greatly amused by, a little drawing which represented him lashed-up in his greatcoat against the Chilterns cold; it was entitled ‘Greatcoat Lurker’, and it was thus (for David was then working hard both at In Parenthesis and at his watercolours) that the Greatcoat became attached to the Dai of the Boast. And anyone who reads the letters that make up the larger part of this book will see how apt the greatcoated figure is as a symbol for one who both endured and sought protection for so many years.


The plan of this book changed as it was being put together. It was to have been more of a biography illustrated by letters; but, as happens so often when one makes anything that one thinks will depend upon the maker’s judgement, the material itself took control and determined the form. It very soon became clear that, left to himself, David would both record the progress of his life (for one small but important detail we have to be specially thankful: he always put at the head of his letter the full address from which he was writing, and the date) and at the same time portray his character and personality. What David writes about are all the things that those who love and admire him most wish to know: where he is, of what he is thinking, what he is reading, what work he is doing or cannot succeed in doing, what he likes and dislikes, what moves him to joy or rage, what will interest the friend to whom he is writing—often with great profundity, but often, too, particularly in the earlier years, with lightness and humour.


The letters chosen for this collection have been taken almost entirely from four series, addressed to four friends: David’s contemporary Jim Ede (H.S.E. in the text), and three others born in the next decade who, with the passage of time, became more or less contemporary, Tom Burns (T.F.B.), Harman Grisewood (H.J.G.) and me (R.H.), with my wife (J.H.). This means that what is printed concentrates on a single aspect of the man. He may well (indeed, I know that he does) speak in a different tone, and so present a different person, to others with whom he had a different relationship. I felt, however, that I could not bring myself to copy and print anything which I could not fully understand, could not fully get the feel of, because it went into intellectual, emotional, literary, historical or religious fields, and attitudes to those fields, that were in any degree foreign to me. I wished to print only what was said in a tone of voice that was completely familiar to me. I could feel sure of my ground only if I knew David’s correspondent well enough to understand how what David wrote would be received and understood. Had I felt otherwise, a vast range of correspondence would no doubt have been open to me; sooner or later someone, I hope, will undertake the great task of hauling in the wider net.


I have, on one or two occasions, gone further afield and have printed letters, for example, to T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden. These I happened to have by me at home, and although I was anxious not to burden the book with material of professional or literary interest, it seemed mean not to include them. There are some passages too, from letters to a younger man, Colin Hughes, and the reader will see that these contain some of David’s most valuable memories of the war, just as part of a letter to Saunders Lewis illuminates David’s own way of thinking at a particular time. The opening letter, to Philip Hagreen, another contemporary of David’s, could not be spared, because it is the earliest in date (1925) and in it can be seen the first indications of David’s later ‘direction’ and, slight though it is, of what was to be his more fully elaborated epistolary style. A very different sort of book could have been compiled, and a very different aspect of the writer could have emerged, from his letters to the classical scholar Jackson Knight, for example, to his patron Helen Sutherland, to other women friends, and to his many friends and acquaintances in the academic world.


I am every day more amazed at the enormous mass of David’s correspondence. The four series from which this comparatively brief selection has been made must amount to something between a quarter of a million and half a million words. The 37-page List of Letters by David Jones compiled by Tony Stoneburner (Granville, Ohio: Limekiln Press, 1977), though admittedly incomplete, must contain at least twice as much, I would guess, as the sources upon which I have drawn. When it is remembered, too, that David would often write several drafts of the same letter, and perhaps keep a copy, and that these drafts and copies could be very long,2 we see how much time he must have spent, particularly in his later years, in this endless self-imposed task, and we must wonder how he was able to do any other work. Anything, therefore, that David says about his physical or spiritual incapacity or exhaustion should be interpreted in the light of this achievement.


For all the many re-draftings, David’s letters were written rapidly, and not read through or corrected. A common postscript runs ‘Forgive all the lacunae and inconsistencies and meanderings …’. The syntax, therefore, is often irregular and the punctuation spasmodic. The sense, however, is nearly always perfectly obvious, and no change has been made except when there seemed to be a real danger that the writer might be misunderstood. The spelling has been corrected.


Since David wrote at such length, a book as long as the present one could have consisted of no more than a dozen or fifteen letters, each written round a central theme, with many digressions and annotations. Such a book, however, would not have provided so complete a biographical portrait. In mutilating such letters and at times other shorter ones, as I have been obliged to do, I have tried to bear in mind that the excellence of a letter depends to some degree on the mixture of the apparently trivial and the profound. To see the letter as a whole construction, the ‘Thank auntie for the dripping and we hope her leg is better’ is as important as a discussion of Marcion’s distortion of Pauline theology. Marcion tends to win towards the end, but David is too entertaining a guide to exclude the lesser things that give pleasure.


R.H.


Shanagarry, Co. Cork


June 1979




1 The name of Malory’s knight (Morte Darthur, Book IX) was in fact Breunor le Noire.


2 See below, p. 145, for a fuller account of these re-draftings.
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I have said that in his letters David writes his own biography, though from time to time some annotation or intrusion is demanded of the compiler. But the letters gathered here start in 1925, and although David looks back in later years to his youth and childhood and gives much detail about, for example, his years in the army, some sort of biographical framework has to be provided for the years from his birth in 1895 to the time when he joined the circle of friends whom he is addressing later.


Fortunately we have, thanks to his friend Peter Orr, at least the short autobiographical piece ‘In Illo Tempore’,1 which was written, or rather recorded, between 1966 and 1973. It covers the years up to 1917, and is the beginning of what would have been not a chronological account but a rambling contemplation of his life. In 1935 David had written for the Tate Gallery, at Jim Ede’s request, the less decorative but more factual account of his earlier life from which I quote below.2 This can be supplemented by information from David’s nieces, Stella Wright and Mollie Elkin, and his nephew Tony Hyne, children of his sister, Alice Mary (‘Cissie’) Hyne, born in 1891. The following account was written, it should be noted, two years before the publication of In Parenthesis, and there is therefore no mention of the writings which were to become as important as, if not (because they necessarily reach a wider audience) even more important than, his painting.







Father: James Jones [1860–1943] printer’s manager on the staff of Christian Herald Publishing Company Ltd., resident in London since 1883; worked previously on The Flintshire Observer; a native of Holywell; of the family of John Jones, master plasterer, of farming stock from Ysceifiog, below the Clwydian Hills, North Wales.


Mother: Alice Ann Bradshaw [1856–1937], daughter of Ebenezer Bradshaw, mast-and block-maker of Rotherhithe in Surrey, of an English family of Thames-side shipbuilders, of Italian extraction on her mother’s side.


1895: Born on 1 November 1895, at Brockley in Kent.


Childhood: Backward at any kind of lesson and physically feeble. No enthusiasms other than drawing. Received from parents every possible encouragement within their power to foster this inclination. One of my earliest recollections is of looking at three crayon drawings of my mother’s, one of Tintern Abbey, another a Donkey’s Head, and the third of a Gladiator with curly hair. She drew extremely well in the tradition of Victorian drawing masters. Among other childhood things are remembrances of my father singing a Welsh song—(and I have always cherished, through him, a sense of belonging to the Welsh people)—and of his reading the Pilgrim’s Progress to us on Sunday evening, which impressed me a good bit.


1903: The first drawing I can positively remember making was of a dancing bear seen in the street at Brockley (drawing still extant). Exhibited with the Royal Drawing Society; work confined to animals—lions, tigers, wolves, bears, cats, deer, mostly in conflict. Only the very earliest of these show any sensitivity, or any interest whatsoever….


1909–14: Became a student at Camberwell School of Art under Mr. A. S. Hartrick, Mr. Reginald Savage, and the late Mr. Herbert Cole. Owe debt of gratitude to A. S. Hartrick (he had known Van Gogh and Gauguin in Paris, and from him I first heard of the French movement—felt very proud to know a man who had studied in Paris) for counteracting the baleful, vulgarian influences of magazines, etc., and the current conventions of the schools—in short, for reviving and fanning to enthusiasm the latent sense of drawing for its own sake manifest earlier. Also to Mr. Reginald Savage for a certain civilizing influence, and for his introducing me to the great English illustrators of the nineteenth century: Pinwell, Sandys, Beardsley, etc.; and the work of the Pre-Raphaelites and the Frenchman, Boutet de Monvel. Sad result—ambition to illustrate historical subjects—preferably for Welsh history and legend—alternatively to become an animal painter. Remained completely muddle-headed as to the function of the arts in general.


1914–18: Enlisted in the Royal Welsh Fusiliers in London on 2 January 1915. Served as a private soldier with them on the West Front from December 1915 to February 1918. Demobilized in December 1918.3


During this period did small drawings in pocket-book in trenches and billets … They are without any sense of form and display no imagination. But the War landscape—the ‘Waste Land’ motif—has remained with me, I think as a potent influence, to assert itself later.


1919: Obtained Government grant to attend Westminster School of Art under Mr. Walter Bayes…. Interested in the ideas and work of the various English artists associated with the movements theorized in Paris…. Enthusiastic about Blake and the English watercolourists. Was profoundly moved by the first appearance of the El Greco Agony [in the Garden] on the walls of the National Gallery in 1919…. Mr. Bernard Meninsky, whose life class I attended, was also of great help and encouragement.


1921–4: Received into the Roman Church on 7 September 1921…. Attempted to learn the trade of carpentry under Mr. George Maxwell, carpenter and builder. At the same time I learned the use of the engraver’s tools from Fr. Desmond Chute and Mr. Eric Gill. Discovered I was no use as a carpenter, and gradually became able to engrave tolerably enough to do small jobs for Mr. Hilary Pepler’s private [St. Dominic’s] Press. Did a small watercolour drawing from time to time….


1925: Went to live with Mr. Eric Gill and his family, now removed to Capel-y-ffin.







Looking back at the above we may make some additions and corrections:


The address with which one associates David and his family in Brockley is 115 Howson Road, S.E.4. David, in fact, was born in Arabin Road, near by, and the family moved a couple of times before they settled in 115. He would always emphasize his frailty as a child and lament the lack of formal education. In both these matters, I believe, he exaggerates. His sister used to say that, being the youngest child, he was spoilt and that if he missed school the reason, as often as not, was that his mother yielded to his complaint of one of those mysterious pains that often afflict indolent children as the hour for school approaches. If I say that to the end of his days he was to be similarly spoilt by his friends, I do not mean either that his friends ever grudged the special treatment he called for—far from it—or that he did not, for reasons that will be apparent later, suffer from a real spiritual distress for which there were good reasons, and which required affectionate protection. Physically, however, he was always robust; but he hoarded his store of well-being, rather as, in later years, he hoarded many pictures the sale of which would have relieved him from financial worry. (I should, in fairness, add that he had a further reason, and a good one, for refusing to sell anything. He believed that a man’s work made one whole and that it should remain intact, both the good and the relatively bad. What was not so good must be seen with and in the light of the better, but must on no account be isolated.)


In the matter of formal education, what David says is an example of how much greener is the grass on the other side of the hedge. He probably exaggerates when he says that he learnt practically nothing at school, for he did win at least one prize: a book called Birds I have Known. Inside we read, ‘Brockley Road School. Awarded to Walter Jones for Grammar, July 1907. Alfred Garside’. To which David has added, ‘Always known as David by his family and, subsequently, David Jones the only signature’—which is not quite true, since his earliest published drawing is signed ‘W. David Jones’ (as were his cheques, to avoid confusion), and there were occasions after he was received into the Roman Catholic Church when he signed himself ‘David Michael’ or ‘David Michael Jones’.


It is remarkable and admirable that David was able to go, and that his parents were willing that he should go, to the Camberwell School of Art at such an early age as fourteen, ‘in knickerbockers and Eton collar’; and what he learnt from the teachers of whom he speaks with such gratitude must surely have been of more value to him in later years than learning Greek irregular verbs: not as ‘art school’ training but as an introduction to all sorts of literary and historical studies that he was to pursue until the end of his life and which were to provide the material for his poetry.


David had an older brother, the eldest of the three children. He died young, and David seldom spoke of him. It was of his sister that he would speak, and although in his middle years he moved in a world that was separated from the world of his family, he and his sister remained close and came even closer in their old age—Alice died in February of the year in which David himself died, 1974.


His father and his mother both had an enduring influence on his way of thinking and working, drawing him in different directions. The former was Welsh, the latter very English: and it was James, the father, who won when it came to choosing a Welsh or an English name for David. The elder brother was given the Saxon name of Harold, and so he remained, for his second name, Peart, was a family name and not a Christian name. Though David started with the Teutonic name of Walter, the Welsh pressure was constant and Walter, as we have seen, was abandoned for David. On the other hand it was the mother who won in determining the character of David’s writing—and of his painting, if we consider its essential quality and not the introduction at times of Welsh themes and subject matter. In spite of all David’s attempts to Cambrianize his work, in spite of all he says with such pathos and eloquence, and in spite of his devotion to a great Welsh myth, it was the English tradition that was most completely assimilated, and everything in his work that is most convincing, sincere, and based on real knowledge and understanding is English. And the core of that English tradition, lying in the riverside and city of London, came to him from his mother and her memories of her youth in Rotherhithe. Even his father, in spite of his love of Wales, helped by first turning David towards the main current of English literature.


The conflict could be seen when James Jones’s Welsh relatives came to visit Brockley. Alice would behave like Mrs. Joe Gargery in reverse. Mrs. Joe, you will remember, would, when deeply moved, turn Joe and Pip out of the room and busy herself vigorously with bucket and mop, broom and duster. Alice Jones would leave the others in the ‘front room’ and make a great clatter in the kitchen, banging saucepans and slamming doors.


It was a great sorrow to David that he was cut off from Wales, but he was cut off from a Wales for which he had no more than a sentimental love. He was widely read in Welsh history, but the Wales he loved ended with the death of Llywelyn ap Gruffyd on 11 December 1282 (one date in Welsh history that none of David’s friends could fail to memorize) and reached back into a Wales of myth and not of fact. This statement would, I fear, have brought from David the ultimate and most damning reproach of Nominalism. He held fast to the reality of universals, and among his universals was ‘Welshness’. Of modern Wales he had little or no knowledge. He was seldom in the country except at Caldey Island and Capel-y-ffin, which are almost completely anglicized, and he could never have lived there; and he had few Welsh friends (fond though he was of those he had). Worst of all, in spite of years of application, he could never learn the language; and this was the cause of the most serious blemishes in his poetry. His ingenuous use of Welsh words as though they had some magical quality reminds one of the Saxon invader in The Anathemata (p. 112) who will ‘latin-runes tellan’, and very often such words or corresponding Welsh references are introduced with a crudity that he would not tolerate when using English. (The same applies to Latin and German.)


When James Jones married Alice Ann Bradshaw of 11 Princes Street, Rotherhithe, on 20 September 1888, in Christ Church, Rotherhithe (this is taken from a copy of the marriage certificate), he was twenty-eight and she was thirty-two. He describes himself as a compositor and she describes herself as a governess. Quite apart from schooling, David grew up in an environment of persons who were well read and well educated in an old-fashioned way—Bunyan on Sunday evenings, and Milton’s ‘Hymn on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity’ at Christmastime. His father would bring home many papers and magazines from the printing office at the end of the week. His mother, later, reproved David for his letters from the Western Front: ‘The spelling is a disgrace to the family.’ His father was promoted to overseer or foreman, and later became production manager of the Christian Herald.


Most readers will be familiar with, or will easily be able to picture to themselves, the domestic circumstances of the suburban class in which David grew up: frugal, careful, but by no means poor in the sense that attached to poverty in those days. This is admirably illustrated in such pictures as David’s The Sitting Room, in the group o Brockley back gardens, interiors and exteriors, The Suburban Order, or in The Maid at No. 37, even though the date of that watercolour (1926) is considerably later. At Mrs. Jones’s, across the road from No. 37, there was a servant who came in every day, all day, another who ‘did the rough’, a woman who came on Thursdays to do the washing, and—a phrase that captures the whole climate and atmosphere—‘the Saturday step-girl’. In those years not long after the Great War, David was already looking at such scenes as an outsider. The comment contained in his work is such as would never have come into his mind in the years before the war when he himself was native to the scene.


In thinking of that society I am always reminded of the Grossmiths’ Diary of a Nobody: not that there was anything ridiculous about Mr. and Mrs. Jones, but the type of house, the period, the way of living, the relationships with friends, the word with the parson—here Jim Jones as a lay reader was well ahead of Charles Pooter—the emphasis on the gentlemanly, the attitude to tradesmen, the biscuit barrel, the nightly rice pudding, all these bring the house in Holloway and the house in Brockley very close to one another. David had a special affection for that book, and must have understood perfectly the target at which its kindly humour is directed.


Two virtues in David’s parents should, in view of what has just been said, be emphasized: their great dignity, and their humour, tolerant in his father, caustic in his mother—and the absence of anything that could be called ‘cockney’. The cockney accent, habit, humour, tradition, became well known to David but only as to one who stands apart from it. He learnt that from some of the Londoners with whom he served in the London Welsh, but his two close friends in the army, Reggie Allen and Leslie Poulter, were, as he tells us himself, middle class, from the society in which he himself had originally been at home. Both his mother and his father would have been horrified by anything incorrect or ‘common’ in his speech or behaviour.


From Camberwell to the army. In his autobiographical fragments David speaks very briefly of the war years. In Parenthesis gives a close and, subject to the qualifications imposed by the nature of the writing, accurate account of his experiences from his departure for France until he was wounded in the small hours of the night of 11–12 July 1916. This can be checked and very much amplified by his later letters, and, from the point of view of the military historian, by A. C. Hughes’s Mametz, Lloyd George’s ‘Welsh Army’ at the Battle of the Somme, 1916.4 If David’s letters can be regarded as providing a life of the poet (I always include the painter in the word), the life they provide is, it will be found, written almost in reverse. As the memory grows older it concentrates more and more on the past, and overlooks today and yesterday. Most of the memories of the war and of childhood appear in David’s later years and letters; the picture, which starts a little tentatively, is then filled in and rounded off as it returns almost to its beginning.


It may be useful to summarize the chronology of the war years. First, enlistment. David must have decided to join up very soon after the outbreak of the war, for in September 1914 his father wrote to Lloyd George’s Private Secretary asking about the formation of a London Welsh battalion of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers.5 David writes of the ‘illusions’ that he shared with others of his generation, and spoke of being influenced by the posters that read ‘Remember Louvain!’. The following is taken from an undated draft or copy of a letter:





It was now getting towards 1914 and I was seriously concerned with what I should do, for I was determined if possible to avoid becoming a ‘commercial artist’, and as I refused to do the exams necessary to qualify as an art master, that occupation was closed, but I obviously could not go on indefinitely living on my parents and allowing them to pay the fees required by the art school. But my difficulties were solved by the outbreak of World War I. I tried to enlist in the Artists’ Rifles, but was rejected as deficient in expansion of chest—they kept up the Regular Army standard very strictly and to the letter in the early months of the war.6


Actually I had wanted to join a Welsh regiment of some sort. And there was being raised a unit called ‘The Welsh Horse’, and I think it might amuse you to hear of my attempt to join them. It had always been my ambition to ride a horse—preferably a cavalry horse—and I thought here was my chance, so I went to some place in the Inns of Court, I think, where I was taken before a perfectly round man wearing an eye-glass, and this followed: ‘Can you ride?’ ‘No, sir.’ ‘Do you know anything about horses?’ ‘Well, not really, sir.’ ‘But y’r a Welshman, I take it?’ ‘My father is a North Welshman, my mother English.’ ‘I see, that’s all right, Welsh enough, and we’d like to have you, but between ourselves, if you’ll take my advice, you’ll enlist in some infantry mob—Welsh, by all means, but if you know nothing about horses this set-up is no place for you. We see to the care of mounts first and men second. You can please yourself, but I think you’ll find it pretty tough—there’ll be plenty of time and opportunity to join up, I assure you, and my advice to you is the infantry.’




On 2 January 1915 David enlisted in the 15th (London Welsh) Battalion of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers.7 Nearly the whole of 1915 was spent in training, first in billets at Llandudno and later at Winnol Down near Winchester. The battalion crossed over to France on 1 December 1915. From 5 to 19 December they trained at Warne, some eight miles south-east of St. Omer, and had their first spell in the trenches, in the La Bassée sector, from 19 to 30 December.


With so much detail available elsewhere and in later letters, it is sufficient here to say that after six months in the trenches the Division marched south through the hills of Artois towards the Somme. This was from 11 to 25 June 1916. Then followed the attack on Mametz Wood in which David was wounded. This is the end of In Parenthesis as a source. He was taken to hospital in Birmingham, and then to a nursing home to convalesce, near Shipston-on-Stour. (See below, p. 258, for his misadventure there.) He was back in France just before his twenty-first birthday, i.e. at the end of October, but found himself posted from his own company, B, to D Company. The battalion was then in the Boesinghe sector, north of Ypres, and David would have been involved in the attack on Pilckem Ridge which opened the Passchendaele offensive, had he not been kept back in ‘battalion nucleus’—a posting he tried, unsuccessfully, to get out of. The eleven months spent in that area and the next five months in the more southerly Bois Grenier area are referred to in letters. In February 1918 David had a severe attack of trench fever. He was sent back to England, and I have not been able to learn where he was in hospital or for how long. He speaks of ‘some months’, after which he was posted to Limerick, and of a ‘couple of months’ in Limerick. Since he was in Limerick until the beginning of January 1919, the ‘couple’ of months must have been more like six. He says little in his letters about this period, and nothing, for example, about his relationship with or view of the Irish—and it was on the eve of the very troubled years. From his conversation I have myself only a vague recollection of David’s speaking of going to tea at a Church of Ireland Rectory (I think) and a still vaguer one of the unpleasantness of being jeered at by women when on guard duty at the barrack gates. One of his memories is among the most beautifully contrived of his marginal annotations (‘red girl’, p. 255).


From Limerick David went to Dublin, to be demobilized in mid-January 1919. I may anticipate now what I shall emphasize later, that his four years in the army, the months in the trenches and the bloody battle of the Wood left him spiritually and psychologically unscarred and even invigorated: and for a short time at least ready for more soldiering. After demobilization he wished at first—until dissuaded by his father—to join the British forces in Russia.


The years 1919–21, at the Westminster School of Art, were to lead to an important change in David’s life and thought. In the trenches, he says, he had been a Catholic at heart, and he had from early childhood been drawn, without knowing it, towards the sacramental teaching of the Church. He speaks highly of the R.C. chaplain to his battalion, Fr. Daniel Hughes, S.J., M.C. (the Fr. Martin Larkin of In Parenthesis), and hints that Fr. Hughes may have influenced him in this direction; and he describes at some length (see pp. 248–9) the deep impression that was made on him when by chance he saw Mass being celebrated by candlelight in an old building close to the front line. At the Westminster he had some Catholic friends, and although they failed to understand what David meant when he said that post-Impressionist theory in the arts fitted in with what he saw in the Church’s teaching about the Mass as a making of a real thing, of the liturgy as an artefact, of the sacraments as effectual signs, I cannot help suspecting that it was one of those friends who introduced him to Fr. John O’Connor of Bradford. We know that it was Fr. O’Connor who suggested that David should go to Eric Gill at Ditchling Common, and that he first went there in January 1921. He spent some time with Fr. O’Connor in Bradford, and, as the Certificate of Baptism shows, was received by him into the Catholic Church on 7 September 1921. It was then that he took the further Christian name of Michael, his use of which depended upon his varying attitudes to pious practices.


Eric Gill writes rather ominously to Fr. O’Connor on 13 September 1921: ‘We are delighted about David and hope he’ll come back afore long (then we’ll have to keep him up to the mark and knock some corners off him D.V.).’8 This, I believe, shows that David visited Ditchling Common more than once during 1921 and finally went to live there soon after his reception into the Catholic Church. I have not found it possible to determine the exact date. Keeping David ‘up to the mark’ meant cutting him off from all art-school tradition and habits and trying to make him a ‘workman’. He was put to work at first with George Maxwell, the carpenter and builder, and it is hardly surprising that this was a complete failure. On the other hand, he learnt from Eric Gill and from Desmond Chute how to engrave on wood, and he gradually and at first almost surreptitiously went back to watercolours.


Philip Hagreen, who was very close to David at Ditchling, writes:


‘My main memory of David at Ditchling is of his utter goodness. He had an awful lot to put up with and he never blamed anyone or complained; the discomfort amounted almost to torment. He was lodged in a stable that was one brick thick and had a sloping brick floor. Around and under it clay—the dregs of Noe’s flood not yet drained off. David’s mattress grew mildew and I don’t know why he did not get rheumatic fever. Our workshop was a hut without lining or ceiling. The wind blew between the weatherboards and the floorboards. David pulled his belt tight to make his clothes hug him and kept on working. At that time he produced an astonishing quantity of engravings, drawings and carvings. He followed Eric in working old blocks into reliefs. He made a Mater Castissima, a tiny thing of monumental majesty. But when he wanted to make a base he was flummoxed. To fasten two pieces of wood together was almost carpentry. I had to do that.


‘Eric used to come into our shop and remonstrate with David about his methods—or want of method. Eric told him that his table was the altar on which he offered his work to God. As the priest he should have nothing on the table but the tools for the job in hand and they should be in a regular order. Also David should keep accounts. He should know how many hours he spent on each job and what the materials cost. David did not rebel. He would have obeyed if he could, but his table continued to bear a mound of books, tools, brushes, papers and paint box with cigarette-ends in it.’


The stable—though ‘barn’ might be a better word—in which David lived, was in the grounds of a house called Woodbarton which had been built for Desmond Chute. David shared this with Reggie Lawson (now a Dominican lay brother in Rome), who taught the three Gill girls to sing; and at times with others. They provided and cooked their own rations. A rough billet. Joan Gill, golden-haired milkmaid, would deliver their milk every afternoon. ‘The term “Sorrowful Mysteries” was used’, writes Philip Hagreen, though he is not speaking of David and Reggie, ‘for the misfits and rolling stones that drifted to Ditchling. Mostly they had been sent by Fr. Vincent McNabb. Some were broken men and some were cracked. Eric was invariably kind, but there was little he could do. Some were given shelter in the stable, which thus got its name.’ It was on the wall of that building that David painted his Entry into Jerusalem.9 Later the building was made into a dwelling house, with an upper floor, and the wall painting was obliterated.


There were two separate but allied organizations at Ditchling Common, the Guild of craftsmen (printer, stone-carvers, carpenter and builder, engravers) and the association of members of the Third Order of St. Dominic. David was a Dominican tertiary and attended the Little Office that was sung or recited at regular hours in the chapel. It was this that introduced him to many of the psalms in the Vulgate version that were important to his work. He was never at the heart of the endless Guild discussions and internal politics, and never, so far as I can ascertain, a full member of the Guild. A minute of 2 March 1924 in the then current Guild minute-book says, ‘It is agreed that David Michael Jones, T.O.S.D., is eligible as a postulant if he should desire membership’, and then on 6 April 1924, ‘David Michael Jones is elected as a postulant of the Guild, to be received at the next convenient occasion’—such an occasion being the holding of a ceremony of reception in the chapel. Qualifications for Guild membership included earning one’s living by creative manual work, owning one’s tools and one’s work. As regards work David’s status was that of a learner; and at the meeting on 2 March they would have been discussing whether by that time he possessed the above qualifications. There is no record of his having advanced beyond postulancy, and he is not mentioned again in the minute-book after his presence was recorded at a Guild meeting on 1 May 1924.10


Ditchling provided David with a period of rest and reorientation. It will be noticed that he often speaks of ‘direction’. If his work is going well it is ‘in the right direction’, if it is going badly he has lost his ‘sense of direction’. Direction implies a starting-point, and he found a starting-point at Ditchling in Eric Gill’s views on industrialism, in the Scholastic philosophy of art as presented by Jacques Maritain—in particular in Maritain’s treatment of the artefact as sign or symbol, the other half of Gill’s view of the artefact as a thing made ‘according to right reason’—and above all in what David took most to heart, the notion of the gratuitousness of the Creation and the analogical gratuitousness of the work of man-the-artist: the theme of much of his later writing.


In June 1924 David became engaged to Eric Gill’s second daughter, Petra, the first and undoubtedly the most beautiful of his cult figures. Two months later, after a split in the Ditchling Guild, Gill and his family moved to the monastery at Capel-y-ffin in the Black Mountains on the Monmouthshire–Breconshire border. With them went the Hagreens (who did not stay long); the Attwaters were already living in one part of the monastery. At the time the Gills arrived, most of the monastery was empty and partly derelict. It belonged to the Benedictine community of Caldey, from whom Gill rented his part of the buildings and the land that went with them.11 He repaired the place with the particular skill he had for such work.


I was living then in a house about three or four hundred yards away, built by Fr. Ignatius for his mother, which we called Plas Geneviève or, more often, the Grange. My companions were two Caldey monks, Fr. Joseph Woodford, who lived there for the sake of his health, and Brother (later Dom) Raphael Davies, pattern of all masculine and monastic virtues, who cared for Fr. Joseph and was supposed to profit in some way from such little knowledge as I possessed. I had been eagerly awaiting the arrival of the Gills, because I knew that there were three girls; the heart of the eldest, Betty, had already been given to David Pepler, son of Hilary; Petra was engaged to David Jones; but the youngest? … my memory therefore of Capel-y-ffin is a golden glow of Arcady. It did not take me long to infiltrate the Gill household, although all I could bring to it was a readiness to learn from Eric. And if Eric had an enduring influence on David’s thought—if little or none on his work—he determined my life.


David himself did not come to Capel until just before Christmas 1924. It was then that I first met him, and I found, as others of his friends have found, that friendship was immediate. This was because, if he was going to be bothered with a person at all (and he knew at once whether there would be anything of value to share with any particular person), he immediately established a direct relationship. This, I believe, explains how it was that, even more than most of us, he would keep different friends or different circles of friends, in different compartments. I do not mean that he in any deliberate way kept his friends separated from one another—indeed, one of his greatest joys lay in the sharing of friendships—but to each individual he communicated, as though for that person alone, one particular segment of his own self.


It was at Capel on Christmas Eve 1924 that, as he was to remember for so many years, the two of us ‘released the waters’, as David describes in The Anathemata (p. 238). I have a clear memory of him sitting, trench-coated, at a high, deep window sill, engraving; of long conversations in the evenings; of discussing Malory (the Waste Land theme had been with him for years); of taking tea up to his cell or cubicle in the early morning (‘Ah, gunfire! Thank you, china!’)—for I was then working for a local sheep farmer, and Laurie Cribb, the stone mason, Eric’s assistant, and I would be the first to rise in the mornings; and I could take tea up to the youngest Gill daughter, Joan, only by the excuse of taking it to all the others.


That first winter at Capel was a hard one. David did a great deal of work, muffled against the cold in scarf and tightly lashed trench-coat. He was engraving and making small boxwood carvings; he painted the large crucifix and long inscription in what was at first the chapel and was later Eric’s workshop, and the metal tabernacle still in the present chapel. He returned seriously to watercolours. One, I was astonished to see as I looked at our collection of photographs of his pictures, was painted out of doors in February: a tribute to his hardiness. At Capel, where this first emancipated flowering began, he moved out of doors in two senses: literally, in that he was working in the open air, and metaphorically, in that, after taking many fundamental principles from Eric Gill, he was beginning to develop and express them in his own way and, more particularly, in his own vocabulary.


At Capel David might have realized his ambition to ride a horse or—what, indeed, he might have thought even more romantic—a Welsh hill pony of the type he was later to associate with the mobile striking force of Romano-Britons under the leadership of an Arthur. Such ponies, ridden or drawing a float, were the only means of transport, apart from Dom Raphael’s 1913 Austro-Daimler, which was frowned on by the purity of our elders. The nearest that David came to horse-management was to drive the float the eleven miles to Llanvihangel to meet Petra. He found it difficult to force the obstinate pony, Jessie, into a smart trot, even though he stood up like an ancient charioteer and urged her on with loud cries and sharp blows from the slack of the reins.


David had no contact with the inhabitants of the valley. It is true that in that very much anglicized border-land no Welsh is spoken—or was then—but the people of the valley were very Welsh in their intonation and very different in their ways, in much of their vocabulary, in their domestic economy and social habits, from the corresponding English country people. The Englishman, Donald Attwater, came to know them well. So to some degree did I, the Irishman, in the year or more I worked for the sheep farmer. David can hardly have even spoken to any of them. He found them strange and frightening—just as he says later (p. 106) that he found the English working class frightening.


David was at Capel until March 1925, when he paid his first visit to Caldey Island, as the letter printed below records. He went there at the suggestion of Philip Hagreen who, having enlisted on the very first day of the war and been discharged in 1916 on medical grounds, had gone to Caldey to recover his health. David stayed in the monastery, where he knew a number of the monks, including the Prior, Dom Wilfrid Upson (later Abbot), and, more particularly, Dom Theodore Bailey. He had seen a good deal of the latter at Capel, knew his work (even if he had no great admiration for it) and loved his gentle and sensitive nature. Some of Dom Theodore’s painted lettering can still be seen in the chapel at Capel.


David had begun the engravings for the Golden Cockerel Press edition of Gulliver’s Travels when he went to Caldey.







To Philip Hagreen, 26 March 1925


The Abbey, Caldey


… I have done a good deal of drawing since my arrival. The weather has been so good that I simply felt that Gulliver or no Gulliver I must take the opportunity and do some outdoor work, as it would be absurd to leave here without having done some work…. I wish I could bring the results of my labours to show you—not that they are at all good—but merely rather interesting. I like the stone walls and the murderously sharp rocks that do this only much more so. Only I find the form most infernally difficult to correlate—if you follow. I have never before drawn the sea—it is difficult not to be led up various impressionistic and realistic and otherwise dangerous paths when faced with sea—or—even worse, to fall back upon some dead convention.
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There is also a superb plantation of new trees here, which is thrilling, very thrilling—like the Garden of Gethsemane and the Garden of the Tomb and the Garden of—well—the other sort of garden, where Venus disports herself. In fact it is, as ‘B’ [Belloc] would say, ‘a garden universal, a garden Catholic’—not that it is a flower garden, but a garden of small trees and winding paths—but oh! so difficult to seize hold of when one tries to draw it. I have nearly been demented trying to capture its beauty even but vaguely—I have made four or five furtive attempts—one in oils I have sent to the ‘Unknown and Unowned’ Artists’ show—one something like this [see facing page] only, I think, better. It is pink and green and brown and blue.


I am glad you have sent your Madonna to the Goupil.12 Dom Theodore, I am pleased to say, has sent three crucifixes and two paintings—one painting of a Madonna which I think is in the right direction and a small still-life he did in Paris which is rather nice.
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I am grieved to hear that the situation at Capel is not any easier—what a world—it is incredibly difficult—I pray for you—I wish I could do something. I agree about fasting—anything that causes a definite and prolonged breach of charity should be avoided—if people can’t fast and remain charitable and normally polite it seems to me sheer rot to go on fasting—seeing that the role and only point in any mortification of the flesh is to increase charity and kill selfishness—which it does do in saints completely. Forgive all this quite unnecessary amateur theology—I am sorry—and in any case ‘I may be wrong’ [Belloc again, the ‘r’ to be rolled]! At all events I can’t see it in any other way at present.


Now Desmond [Chute] has written to say he likes the block and has sent a cheque for £4, and seems very pleased and wants 100 printed.13 What do you think? Shall I have the block sent to Hilary [Pepler], or could you print them on your press on that paper of Eric’s and send me a bill?—less fag to send them to Hilary—do whichever you feel inclined—I will explain to Desmond.







Eric Gill writes to Desmond Chute on 23 May 1925, ‘David J. is at Caldey—he’s been there since beginning of Lent—painting and engraving. I don’t know what will happen to him. He’is so determined to earn his living off his own bat—but he’s so incapacitated by his temperament and unworkmanlike training.’ Now that David was engaged to Petra, at the back of his mind must have lain the dread of having to earn a living for more than one; but Eric’s remark, characteristic of his attitude to all forms of art not directed to an immediate practical end (a principle which, when applied to his own work, he interpreted at times by a somewhat devious casuistry), shows little understanding; for, in the exercise of his talents, David was most workmanlike. His trouble, of which we shall hear more in later letters, was entirely different. He was to spend years trying, not to deny any role to the artist in modern society, as Eric denied it, but to explain and justify the importance of such a role: and this because of his own awareness of his gifts and his determination to use them, in spite of great difficulties, to carry out what he regarded as an inevitable duty.







1 Published in The Dying Gaul, pp. 19–29.


2 Printed in the catalogue of the Memorial Exhibition of David’s work held at Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge, in February 1975, not long after his death.


3 David’s Certificate of Transfer to Reserve on Demobilization is dated 15 January 1919.


4 This work is as yet, unhappily, unpublished, but a copy of the typescript can be consulted in the Ministry of Defence Library, Whitehall, and at the Imperial War Museum. It includes good maps and photographs; and it has the great advantage that it was inspired by an admiration for In Parenthesis and was written partly to illuminate, and always with an eye on, David’s book. See also Hughes’s shorter essay, ‘David Jones: The Man who was on the Field’, published by the David Jones Society (German Dept., The University, Manchester) in 1979.


5 See below, p. 195. For the change, in 1919, to the spelling ‘Welch’ Fusiliers, see Robert Graves, Goodbye to All That (1929), p. 121.


6 In conversation David would describe how he used to trot through the streets of Brockley and Lewisham, in running shorts, in order to build up his slight but resilient physique. Though no athlete—I doubt whether he played any game at all until 1947, when his doctors introduced him to medicine ball and badminton—he was in later years a great, and a swift, walker, and after the 1914–18 war made what was then still called a ‘walking tour’, leaving Brockley to join the pilgrims’ road from Winchester to Canterbury.


7 Llewelyn Wyn Griffith was for a time a company officer in the same battalion, and his Up to Mametz (1931) covers exactly the same period, in the same areas, as In Parenthesis.


8 Letters of Eric Gill, ed. Walter Shewring (1947), p. 148.


9 Reproduced in Robin Ironside’s David Jones (1949), in the Penguin Modern Painters series.


10 I am indebted to Valentine Kilbride, the present secretary of the Guild, for this information. A fairly, but not completely, accurate account of Ditchling, the ideals and the manner of life, and David’s position in that group, may be found in Robert Speaight’s Life of Eric Gill (1966) and in Donald Attwater’s A Cell of Good Living (1969).


11 Donald Attwater gives an excellent description of the building and the valley at the head of which it lay, in his A Cell of Good Living; anyone interested in the founder of the community that once lived there should read his Father Ignatius of Llanthony (1931).


12 The Goupil Gallery in Regent Street, owned by William Marchant, who was Eric Gill’s agent.


13 Probably the book plate listed as no. 31 in Word and Image IV, ed. Douglas Cleverdon, the catalogue of the 1972 National Book League exhibition of David’s work.




















II


EMERGENCE, ACHIEVEMENT, ADVERSITY


1925—1946


Caldey, Pigotts, Sidmouth, London, Bowden House











 




The place in which David lived—his immediate surroundings—in later years, especially, what he could see from his window—was always of great importance to him and to his work. What he wrote about Capel-y-ffin has often been quoted: ‘It was at this propitious time’—1924–6—‘that circumstances occasioned my living in Nant Honddhu, 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”.’1 Similarly he writes of Caldey, ‘On Caldey Island I began to have some idea of what I personally would ask a painting to be, and I think that from 1926 onwards there has been a fairly recognizable direction in my work.’ Of Pigotts, too, and of Rock Hall, Alnwick: ‘The rambling, familiar, south, walled, small, flower-beddedness of Pigotts and the space, park, north, serene, clear silverness of Rock in Northumberland both did something.’ As he needed this sense of stability in nature, of a starting-point from which he could determine a direction, so he needed the support and reassurance of his nearest companions. Of several friends he writes that he leaned on him or her. And this, I believe, partly explains why at certain times and in certain places he was desolate. At Sidmouth, for example, he was comfortable enough in the Fort Hotel, but he cared little for the immediate countryside and was often alone. He was at times cheered by the company of those who joined him, but they came for comparatively short visits and he was greatly cast down when they left. David needed his friends to be constantly at hand. It was the same in 1942, when he settled in Sheffield Terrace, off Church Street, Kensington, with little to look at from his small room, and friends who were attentive but could not be living with him. On the other hand, among the happiest days were the two Chelsea periods—in the late 1920s when, while living in Brockley, he was often at the Burns house in St. Leonard’s Terrace; and in the early part of the war (between Sidmouth and Sheffield Terrace) when he was in Tom Burns’s house in Glebe Place, when Harman Grisewood was round the corner, and others were close at hand and often seen. He was never, I believe, happy in any particular place without some particular person. And it should be added that in any household or gathering David gave, in return, even more than he received, for he acted as a leaven to activate the intelligence of his friends and repaid their love many times over.


It may be well to say a word or two about David’s finances. Anyone who is really interested in what porridge had John Keats might well, with patience and industry, find out exactly what David earned himself and what he received from his friends, and when. I am satisfied with a much more general picture. Until David joined the army he was dependent on his parents. Then for four years, from the beginning of 1915 to the beginning of 1919 he lived as a soldier. From 1919 until he went to Ditchling Common in 1921 he was partly dependent on his parents and partly on his government grant. At Ditchling he certainly earned his living, meagre though it may have been, by engraving. And the same is true of his time at Capel-y-ffin, Caldey and Brockley in 1924 to 1930, and at Pigotts and Brockley—with Helen Sutherland, too, at times, at Rock Hall—until 1933. During all this time there was always a base at which he could be housed and fed. He sold a certain amount privately and this supplied him with anything else he needed. Things became more difficult when he gradually ceased to use his parents’ home and moved briefly to Hartland Quay, then to Sidmouth, and then, after the outbreak of war, to London. It was about this time that both Helen Sutherland and Jim Ede (others, too) began to give him regular help.





1925—1935




David was back at Capel during the summer of 1925, and spent a good deal of 1926 there, as we know from dated pictures, for example Mr. Gill’s Hay Harvest. His base was still his parents’ home in Brockley, where he did a good deal of signed and dated work in these years. In 1926 he stayed at Waltham St. Lawrence in Berkshire, with Robert and Moira Gibbings of the Golden Cockerel Press. He was at Caldey again in 1927, in Bristol, and in that year too he first stayed in and painted from his parents’ bungalow on the very edge of the sea, at Hove. In 1928 he was in France, visiting the Gills at Salies-de-Béarn and the Hagreens at Lourdes and Arcachon.


At the same time he formed a number of new and important friendships that were to last all his life: with Jim Ede, who was then at the Tate Gallery; with Tom Burns, whom he had met first in 1922 when Tom as a schoolboy—he was always half a generation ahead of his contemporaries—visited Ditchling Common, and who was now invigorating the world of serious publishing; with Harman Grisewood, then starting his career at the BBC; with Helen Sutherland, so long to be David’s patron, where the difference in age, background and means produced a different type of relationship. There was Bernard Wall, too, who was a great extender of horizons, and Louis Bussell, who kept his savagely destructive intelligence in the background (I can still hear nothing praised without thinking of Louis and the line from one of David’s favourite poems, Browning’s Bishop Blougram’s Apology, ‘Where sits Rossini patient in his stall’). Letters written from, and pictures of, Bristol remind us of the entry (through Eric Gill) of Douglas Cleverdon, whose enthusiasm and patience, in years to come, were to bring David’s work to the wider audience of the Third Programme.


I had left Capel fairly early in 1926, and met David again when I was working in London (in very odd, arduous, amusing circumstances) at the end of that year. David would come in from Brockley two or three times a week—maybe oftener—to see his friend Frank Medworth, Jim and Helen Ede, Harman Grisewood, Tom Burns, or me, or to meet any number of different friends at the Burns house, 40 St. Leonard’s Terrace, Chelsea.


My memory of those days is one of great gaiety and energy.2 What a roaring time we had, Tom writes many years later—and what girls! ‘Everybody was desperately falling in and out of love as far as I can see—except the only steadies, you and Joan.’ One could, perhaps, count David as an ‘unemployed steady’, for his engagement to Petra Gill had been broken off at the beginning of 1927. Vastly though he was attracted by the many lovely girls he was to meet, and much as he delighted in their company and enjoyed their intelligence (which seemed oddly to coincide with good looks), he was not to ‘fall in love’ again for some time—if that phrase can describe what happened to him on two later occasions.


David was in close touch with Philip Hagreen when he heard from Petra, who solved the problem David would never face, that she was to marry Denis Tegetmeier. Philip believes that it was a shattering and permanent blow. ‘Langland said’, he writes in a recent letter, ‘—“Let bring a man in a bote amiddes a broade water”—David’s boat was sailing with a fair wind towards a clear horizon. Then in January 1927 the mast snapped. Thereafter he could only row. He rowed bravely but, pulling at the oars, he could not see ahead. Denied the vision of hope he could only see what lay behind—the smouldering ruins of man’s history and a litter of broken things. Throughout all that happened David was angelically good.’


Joan and I have always been inclined to minimize the distress caused by Petra’s decision. It was so obvious that marriage was out of the question, and that not only for financial reasons but also because David had known even from his teens that his vocation would never allow him to marry. He had lived in a convenient and agreeable day-dream, and after the shock of awakening he must have felt that a great burden of responsibility had been removed. Confirmation may be found in the quality and quantity of his work at that time, which included what was literally, no doubt, a look into the past but artistically a venture into the future, the beginning of In Parenthesis.
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