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A gathering with an acknowledged bias toward and emphasis on Charles Williams, The Inklings and King Arthur offers new insights on the difficult and demanding Arthurian poetry of this least critically studied Inkling. But it has as well an impressive array of essays on all the preeminent Inklings—Tolkien and Lewis and Williams and Barfield—that will be a significant contribution to the study of their Arthurian works in particular and of twentieth-century Arthurian literature in general.

—Verlyn Flieger, Author of Splintered Light, A Question of Time, and Interrupted Music

 

In recent years, it has become increasingly clear that the Arthurian legends and their world were of vital importance to the writing and thought of the major Inklings. Under Sørina Higgins’ enterprising editorship, this adventurous and illuminating volumes offers a wealth of insights—from theoretical, contextual, interpretative, and other viewpoints—which will move the study of Barfield, Lewis, Tolkien, Williams, and their immediate predecessors into new and exciting territory, showing that the Inklings’ concern with the ‘Matter of Britain’ was motivated not by nostalgia but by urgent concern for the present and future.

—Grevel Lindop, author of Charles Williams: The Third Inkling

 

Sørina Higgins has performed a wonderful service in opening our eyes to the living presence of King Arthur in the scholarship, imaginative writing, and wartime religious reflection of the major Inklings. With its stellar cast of scholars and interpreters, this volume is an indispensable resource for Inklings and Arthurian studies, and indeed for all who seek to understand the modern mythopoeic imagination.

—Carol and Philip Zaleski, co-authors of The Fellowship: The Literary Lives of the Inklings

 

The Inklings and King Arthur: Owen Barfield, C.S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, and Charles Williams on the Matter of Britain is a powerful collection of essays that fills a gaping hole in Inklings’ scholarship. While many readers have long noted the presence of Arthurian motifs and allusions in the works of the Inklings, few are aware of how extensive these connections are. Sørina Higgins has drawn together an impressive group of scholars who offer scholarly yet thoroughly readable essays covering the scope, depth, and influence of Arthuriana in writings of Barfield, Lewis, Tolkien, and Williams. This book should be on the shelf of all Inklings readers.

—Don W. King, Montreat College, author of C.S. Lewis, Poet

 

The Inklings and King Arthur is a very significant addition to serious study of the Inklings circle of C.S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, and their friends. It distinctively focusses upon the group rather than only on Lewis, Tolkien, or other members individually, as has often been the case. The circle is represented convincingly in featuring four of the shaping members, all important writers, and their common interest in King Arthur and the Matter of Britain as a living and breathing tradition. This theme is demonstrated to be an important key for unlocking the heartbeat of the informal group, and dispels the persistent myth that the Inklings were not part of, nor relevant to, the concerns of modernist writers after World War I. This deeply researched, sharply up-to-date, and well-unified collection of essays provides a wealth of discoveries for the reader and opens many doors for further Inklings’ study.

— Colin Duriez, author of The Oxford Inklings: Lewis, Tolkien and Their Circle,

J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis: The Gift of Friendship,

and other books relating to the Inklings

 

Taken as a whole, the essays in this collection lead to the surprising but inescapable conclusion that it is in their Arthurian works that the Inklings’ thoughts and writings are most intertwined, not only with each other, but with the wider currents of the twentieth century. This book is essential reading, not only for scholars of fantasy literature, but for all those interested in understanding how traditions and writers shape each other.

—Michael D. C. Drout, Wheaton College

 

Just when serious students of C.S. Lewis’ writing think there is nothing new to be said about his work—at least nothing original and significant—Sørina Higgins has edited The Inklings and King Arthur. In short, this is an important book. Every contributor’s essay is fascinating. I intend to recommend it to my students.

—Lyle Dorsett, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

 

The historical, legendary, and literary King Arthur lay at the heart of much of what the Inklings wrote—sometimes explicitly, sometimes concealed as deeply as the Isle of Avalon itself, and always filtered through the unique interests and interpretations of the authors as individuals, as Higgins’ introductory essay demonstrates. This ground-breaking collection presents new scholarship on topics as diverse as violence, historicity, gender, medievalism, ecology, mysticism, and personal biography at the nexus of Arthuriana and Inklings studies. Especially exciting is the inclusion of some of the first published criticism on Tolkien’s The Fall of Arthur and its unique re-visioning of the Matter of Britain. Those interested in the Inklings or in modern interpretations of the Arthurian mythos will find much thought-provoking material in these pages.

— Janet Brennan Croft, editor of Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic Literature

 

Sørina Higgins collects twenty essayists’ discussions of twentieth-century British Arthuriana, primarily but not quite exclusively that written by the Inklings. Some essays compare thematic aspects of Charles Williams’, C.S. Lewis’, J.R.R. Tolkien’s, and Owen Barfield’s Arthurian writings; other essays give historic backgrounds, consider the Inklings’ treatments of gender, or discuss the religious significance of the Holy Grail (that is, discuss mainly Charles Williams’ treatments of the “Graal”). Some readers will think the lengthy focus on the Inklings’ Arthuriana too restrictive, but these writers’ continued-and-growing critical acceptance as exponents of types of Christian Romanticism that survived through Modernism(s), and seem to be doing better than some Modernists through Post-Modernism, means that the Victorian fragmentation of the literary culture is still the basic truth. Here are discussed some fascinating cultural shards.

—Joe Christopher, Professor Emeritus, Tarleton State University

 

This book identifies a very important thread in the intellectual curiosity, creative work, and spiritual convictions of the Inklings. For students of the Arthurian tradition, it will reveal an under-appreciated chapter of the Arthur story from the early twentieth century. For Inklings enthusiasts, it will unfold a fascination they might never have known that the Inklings shared.

— Corey Olsen, President of Signum University, author of Exploring J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit

 

This is such a good idea for a book that it’s surprising no one thought of it before. It’s hard to overstate the degree to which the world the Inklings grew up in was permeated by the Arthurian story. Just going by names alone, think of Tolkien’s father (Arthur Tolkien), Lewis’s best friend (Arthur Greeves), Williams’s mentor in occult studies and ritual magic (Arthur Edward Waite), and one of the Inklings himself (Barfield, who went by his middle name, but whose full name was Arthur Owen Barfield).

—John Rateliff, author of The History of The Hobbit

 

This volume follows Arthurian leylines in geographies of myth, history, gender, and culture, uncovering Inklings lodestones and way markers throughout. A must read for students of the Inklings, particularly those interested in Charles Williams.

—Aren Roukema, Birkbeck, University of London

 

This is a wonderfully rich and long overdue examination of a theme in the Inklings that has never had the attention it deserves — a theme that locates them firmly within the mainstream of the British imagination. These studies are theoretically sophisticated, lively and original, and will be of the greatest interest to students of English literature in general as well as Inklings enthusiasts.

—Dr. Rowan Williams, Master of Magdalene College, Cambridge
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I dedicate my work on this volume to my mother,

who taught me to love learning and literature
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Introduction—Present and Past: The Inklings and King Arthur

Sørina Higgins

Inspiration for and Purpose of this Volume

 

The Fall of Arthur by J.R.R. Tolkien was published in May of 2013. As I read it, three truths quickly became evident. The first was that Tolkien’s only Arthurian work is an important text worthy of rigorous study. It is a poem whose elements of craft—alliterative meter, diction, imagery, balance of the lines, and so forth—show some level of sophistication. It is a significant document in the history of Tolkien’s legendarium, revealing ideas that he entertained and then later discarded about how to integrate the story of King Arthur into his own evolving mythology. John Garth wrote in his review of The Fall of Arthur that “any addition to the Arthurian tradition by a major author is welcome; this one is also exciting because of what it adds to our picture of a great modern imagination” (Garth, “The Road”).​1 Indeed, Tolkien’s addition to the Arthurian tradition is not only one more document that provides evidence of his writing methods, ideas, and creative evolution—it is also exciting because of what it adds to our knowledge of twentieth-century British Arthuriana.

This leads to the second truth that Fall of Arthur revealed to me, one that is continually reinforced by further study: it is one work among many Arthurian writings composed in Great Britain in the period of the two World Wars, which suggests that Tolkien participated in his culture’s use of Arthurian symbols for social or spiritual experiences. Many important writers in the early twentieth century composed important Arthurian works. I became curious, then, about the material conditions and cultural contexts that fostered an Arthurian upsurge in Britain in the period from around 1914 to 1945. As I discuss below, Arthur was a powerful figure of social cohesion, moral rectitude, and military might during the terrible conflicts in which Britain was engaged.​2 Mainstream and minor writers alike participated in this revival or continuation of Arthurian appropriation. Several of the Inklings’ literary predecessors, teachers, colleagues, students, and friends were similarly engaged: George MacDonald (1824–1905), William Morris (1834–96), A.E. Waite (1857–1942), Arthur Machen (1863–1947), G.K. Chesterton (1874–1936), Roger Lancelyn Green (1918–87), and John Heath-Stubbs (1918–2006)​3 each wrote Arthurian works.

The third truth I realized while reading The Fall of Arthur was that the time had arrived for a study of the Inklings’ Arthuriana. Each of the major members of this gathering of Oxford Christian writers—C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles Williams, and Owen Barfield—wrote letters, poetry, fiction, or performance pieces with Arthurian elements.​4 As highly educated men of letters, several of whom taught literature at Oxford or Cambridge, these authors provide an essential dual insight into Arthurian texts. Their professional knowledge of medieval and Renaissance literature gave them the ability to read earlier Arthurian materials with a level of accuracy, detail, and interpretive depth not available to the average reader—or writer. Yet they were focused not on a revival of the past, but on the present’s need for redemption; as soldiers, office workers, and creative professionals, the Inklings wrote Arthurian works that contain incisive critiques of their own times and visions of utopian or dystopian futures evolving out of contemporary decisions.

One purpose of this volume, then, is to fill a sizable hole in the field of Inklings studies. There has never been a comprehensive study of their Arthurian works. In 1960, Charles Moorman published Arthurian Triptych: Mythic Materials in Charles Williams, C.S. Lewis, and T.S. Eliot. That book, of course, could not take The Fall of Arthur into account, nor did it consider Chesterton and MacDonald as predecessors of, or Barfield as contributor to, the Inklings’ Arthurian vision. Several Arthurian encyclopedias have devoted entries to one or another of the Inklings, but these hardly constitute in-depth studies. There are important articles examining either Tolkien and Arthur, Williams and Arthur, or Lewis and Arthur​5—but again, no book-length study. In addition, then, to serving as the first sizable study of Inklings Arthuriana, this book also aims to be the first full-length, peer-reviewed book to consider The Fall of Arthur.​6 To those ends, The Inklings and King Arthur considers the four major Inklings together, with a focus that enables close comparison and contrast of some of their most important works and ideas.

Furthermore, the present collection endeavors to usher the field of Inklings studies into more rigorous theoretical territory and to bring recognized writers into dialogue with newer, emerging voices. There are chapters by students and by professors, by both emerging and established scholars. There are varied approaches, including historical contextualization, gender studies, postcolonial criticism, examinations of intertextuality, and theological perspectives.

Another goal of The Inklings and King Arthur is to demonstrate the ongoing relevance of both Arthurian legends and the works of the Inklings. Most of the works of literature under discussion are alive and well in the twenty-first century, living and breathing in the minds of new readers, teachers, and scholars; in their resonance with current events and ideas; and in numerous adaptations and permutations in a wide variety of media. King Arthur has returned and is always returning.

Organization of this Volume

The Inklings and King Arthur is not structured according to some obvious principle, such as chronologically or by author. Such simplistic categorization is, in fact, contrary to the nature of the kinds of examination the chapters in this volume pursue. Many of the articles are large survey essays, considering Lewis, Tolkien, Williams, and Barfield all at once, or reviewing the historical, cultural, or philosophical landscape in which they worked. Many follow a theoretical or ideological theme through multiple works, providing a broad-and-deep approach to the texts in question. Several chapters are in dialogue with each other, offering variant perspectives on the same or similar questions.

Texts and Intertexts

The book begins, therefore, with a sizable section on questions of intertextuality: What is an “Arthurian text”? What constitutes the body of Arthurian work that preceded the Inklings? How do their writings interact with those of their predecessors and with each other? In this section, I begin in chapter 1, “The Matter of Logres: Arthuriana and the Inklings,” by defining terms and providing an overview of the adaptability of cultural appropriations of Arthur throughout his palimpsestuous history. I then set the stage for the chapters to follow by giving a brief summary of each of the major Inklings’ Arthuriana; of particular note is my discussion of Owen Barfield’s only thoroughly Arthurian work, The Quest of the Sangreal. Holly Ordway follows this with a brief history of the major medieval Arthurian texts. Her focus is “on the sources that are most widely recognized as influential or important and that are also significant in some way to the Inklings’ writings” (62), and she also notes that “the Arthurian legendarium provided fruitful material for commentary on current events” (65). The nature of Arthuriana as a cultural gloss is a theme throughout this volume.

Once the source texts have been presented, Brenton D.G. Dickieson’s chapter, a study of intertextuality in Lewis’ Ransom cycle, introduces the complicated ways that the Inklings’ Arthurian texts interacted not only with their literary ancestors, but also with each other. In this groundbreaking exploration, Dickieson calls for deeper theoretical approaches to these writers and demonstrates how such critical moves can be made. After surveying critical diction relevant to discussions of Inklings intertextuality, Dickieson offers a new valence for the term “hyperlink” in our Internet age. Throughout, he argues that Lewis anticipated later critical approaches to intertextuality.

With this theoretical foundation in place, Charles Huttar’s meticulous examination of “the idea of Avalon” essentially begins the project for which Dickieson calls: applying global concepts of intertextuality to particular elements of discourse. These two chapters dovetail nicely, providing some insightful overlap, then moving in different directions. Huttar investigates a particular intertextual moment: the point of contact among “houses of healing,” the idea of “Avalon,” and Sehnsucht, or western longing. In positioning the Inklings, Huttar points out that “Avalon was but one ingredient among many from a range of myth, legend, and imagery” (116), and he examines the result of these layered influences in the ways each of our authors came to a well-established Arthurian tradition and transformed it, particularly in regard to this central idea of longing for a paradise in the West, which is connected with King Arthur’s mysterious departure for Avalon.

Christopher Gaertner next takes up another large point of conceptual overlap: one that is less tied to instances of specific diction or topicality, but rather looking at the influence of Owen Barfield’s belief in the evolution of consciousness (itself derived from the teachings of Rudolf Steiner) on the Inklings’ views of language, consciousness, and meaning, including the ways that they shaped geography, archetypes of wise characters, and trajectories of humanity’s future in their works. Gaertner’s discussion of Barfield’s novella Night Operation is particularly valuable, as Barfield often gets short shrift in Inklings studies.

Histories Past

Once this volume has established that the Inklings were bricoleurs, as well as adapters and myth-makers, it can move “From Myth to History and Back Again”: looking historically at the past that shaped the Inklings’ present and then at the historical space in which they lived and worked. Yannick Imbert begins this process with his survey chapter on “Inklings Arthuriana in Historical Context,” revealing how the Inklings were responding to a Victorian Arthur who represented social cohesion, domesticity, political conflicts, rapid urbanization, and industrialization. Like every writer in this collection, Imbert recognizes that Arthurian literature has always been “a vehicle for social and cultural discourse” (179). He provides the primary discussion in this book on the vexed issue of Arthur’s historicity—or, more accurately, how the Inklings were interested in that question—but argues that the more interesting inquiry is how myth and history interact with and inform one another. Williams, for instance, wrote that “history is itself a myth; to the imaginative, engaged in considering these things, all is equally myth” (“Figure” 264).​7 The Inklings, Imbert suggests, saw no war between the mythological and the historical.

Neither did G.K. Chesterton, an important influence on the Inklings, whom J. Cameron Moore discusses next. Chesterton saw the Arthurian legendarium as a kind of national fairy tale, as he saw England itself as an expression of fairyland. This is similar to Tolkien’s approach in The Fall of Arthur, as Tolkien was attempting a “cultural recovery” similar to the ideas of Recovery, Escape, and Consolation that he lays out in “On Fairy-stories.” In “The Elegiac Fantasy of Past Christendom,” Cory Grewell argues that Tolkien employs a medievalism relevant to twentieth-century modernism.

Histories Present

This brings us to the context in which the Inklings were working. In their survey article “Spiritual Quest in a Scientific Age,” Jason Jewell and Chris Butynskyi cover scientism, Darwin, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, and eugenics to provide a clear picture of the ideological climate in which the Inklings worked and to which they responded. The data they present challenges the “secularization thesis” and shows the Inklings combating declining religiosity. The least specifically Arthurian of all the chapters, Jewell and Butynskyi’s covers a large period of time and a vast array of important social elements, setting the stage for the cultural analysis to come. These include Taylor Driggers’ historically grounded reading of The Fall of Arthur “as a Post-World War I text,” Jon Hooper’s comparison of Arthurian Waste Lands in the works of T.S. Eliot and C.S. Lewis, and Benjamin D. Utter’s examination of Charles Williams’ gendered, Christian imperialism in the light of postcolonial critique.

Driggers’ chapter, “The Stripped Banner,” offers a “critical analysis of the role of violence within Tolkien’s stories” (266) that has hitherto been lacking in Tolkien scholarship. In comparing Tolkien with Tennyson, Driggers reveals ways that Tolkien subverts imperialism by showing violence as a distraction: “To Tolkien, Arthur’s vastly misguided attempt to resurrect past glories that belong to Other Time within his own present represents a gross perversion of the desire that Faërie awakens in author and reader” (273). Reading this chapter (10) against Grewell’s (8) provides a fascinating conversation between two variant interpretations of The Fall of Arthur, particularly its attitudes toward its own past and present.

Jon Hooper’s analysis of Lewis’ Narniad places these seven children’s stories firmly in their modernist context, in dialogue with Eliot’s barren landscape—which may have been, according to the scholars Hooper surveys, either “an expression of modern chaos” (281) or “a symbol of the lack of religious values in the modern world, contrasting a spiritually healthy past with a spiritually impoverished present, through symbols of fertility and sterility” (281). Either way, there are both kinds of waste lands in the Narnian chronicles, but there are also “places that offer respite from the waste land, versions of the locus amoenus” (293), Edenic pastoral settings. These connect to the westward longing toward Avalon that Charles Huttar examined in chapter 4.

Continuing and expanding the postcolonial conversation, Benjamin Utter’s chapter closes this section. It is entitled “‘What Does the Line along the Rivers Define?’: Charles Williams’ Arthuriad and the Rhetoric of Empire.” As Rouse and Rushton wrote in 2013: “Arthurian scholars have increasingly begun to read the Arthurian history of Britain as a postcolonial narrative, as a story of multiple ruptures through conquest and repeated attempts to rewrite both history and the landscape in order to legitimatise the invader or to provide consolation to the invaded” (218–19). Utter’s piece is a direct response to this turn, providing both a postcolonial reading of Williams’ poetry and a rejoinder to that reading.

Geographies of Gender

Utter’s work on Williams’ rhetoric of empire is the perfect transition piece between “history” and “gender,” as racism/imperialism and sexism/misogyny are often interimplicated—especially in Williams’ mythological map, which is both colonized and feminized. Thus bodies are landscapes, and geographies are gendered. This is especially relevant in an Arthurian England, as “England has a kind of mythical geography, a network of associations and oppositions” (Shippey, “Winchester” 18). This is not a modern phenomenon:

For medieval writers, the locating of Arthurian geography within the actual landscape of the British Isles was not merely of antiquarian interest: rather, it was often a serious matter of political, cultural and institutional importance …. The Arthurian tradition plays an important role in the construction and articulation of this mythical landscape, interweaving the aura of the age of Camelot into the palimpsest that is the British landscape. (Rouse and Rushton 218)

The geographical setting of fantastical places has long been important. Sir Thomas More’s Utopia had a map in 1516, as did Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels in 1726 and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island in 1883; “in modern fantasy, especially high fantasy, maps are considered common enough to be almost obligatory, mainly because of the maps J.R.R. Tolkien included in The Lord of the Rings” (Ekman 14). The Arthurian situation is more complex: the maps are those of both real places and imaginary places, worldly and otherworldly realms. This is a stratigraphic approach, in which the imagined is layered on top of the material: “Through this accretive process, Arthurian geography becomes a complex grafting of fictional, sometimes allegorical, places onto the real topography of the British Isles” (Rouse and Rushton 219).

Tolkien did not include a map in the unfinished Fall of Arthur, but Williams did in Taliessin through Logres—and it is a map of Europe superimposed with the figure of a nude woman. There could hardly be a more startling or more explicit image of the problematic associations of Arthuriana, Christianity, imperialism, and patriarchy. Alyssa House-Thomas establishes the groundwork for a textually rich, historically rooted approach to gender studies in her analysis of Guinever in The Fall of Arthur, and then Andrew Rasmussen takes up these controversial, apparently misogynistic aspects of Williams’ poetry. This important section on gender concludes with Benjamin Shogren’s substantial contribution: “Those Kings of Lewis’ Logres: Arthurian Figures as Lewisian Genders in That Hideous Strength.” Shogren examines the two names that Elwin Ransom takes on in That Hideous Strength—“Pendragon” and “Fisher King”—and associates them with Lewis’ concepts of masculinity and femininity.

These seven chapters—four from a historical perspective, three through the lens of gender studies—comprise a significant contribution to the critical rigor of Inklings studies. They provide varying approaches to some of the most crucial questions facing literary studies in our time, leaving a forceful impression (on this reader at least) of the relevance and importance of Lewis, Tolkien, and Williams in their century, in ours, and in our culture’s constantly shifting values regarding war, science, race, class, religion, geopolitics, and gender.

Cartographies of the Spirit

The Inklings would be among the first to argue for stable, unchanging, timeless values: love, service, humility, work, order, ceremony, sacrament. The final section of The Inklings and King Arthur takes up these eternal themes. In “Servant of All: Arthurian Peregrinations in George MacDonald,” Kirstin Jeffrey Johnson looks back at an important literary ancestor of the Inklings and examines what his Arthurian novels have to teach about true knighthood—a knighthood that is particularly English, but also transcends a specific cultural or historical setting.

The final three chapters are devoted to the works of Charles Williams. This should not be surprising, as he wrote by far the largest number of completed, thoroughly Arthurian works of all the Inklings. It could be argued that his life was centered on the Holy Grail. These three chapters take up the modes in which he engaged with the king and the quest: his early plays in “Camelot Incarnate” by Bradley Wells, his novel War in Heaven in “Any Chalice of Consecrated Wine” by Suzanne Bray, and his final volumes of poetry—Taliessin through Logres (1938) and The Region of the Summer Stars (1944)—in “The Acts of Unity” by Andrew Stout. A picture of Williams’ complexity emerges: thoroughly Christian, deeply hermetic, saintly and sadistic, his mysticism and praxis meet in these examinations of his visionary Arthuriana.

Finally, then, Malcolm Guite’s conclusion—“Once and Future: The Inklings, Arthur, and Prophetic Insight”—relies upon and reinforces Roger Simpson’s claim in 2003 that “we remain inextricably involved in an Arthurian world” (Simpson 85). In chapter 2 in this volume, Holly Ordway claims that

the Arthurian tradition is a living one, which not only provided material for medieval writers and poets, but continues to inspire authors to the present day. The earlier texts are not mere relics of the past, but the productions of authors who, like modern-day authors, felt the need to retell an important story in their own way. (77)

Similarly, in his conclusion Malcolm Guite answers critics by saying that “far from refusing the challenges of Modernism, the Inklings were dealing with those challenges in a far-reaching and prophetic way” and that “the very way they handle and rework the Arthurian material … was itself a powerful and helpful response to the deepest currents of modernism” (494). He goes on to provide specific examples of how Charles Williams speaks to the recent (and ongoing) financial crisis, how J.R.R. Tolkien offers a critique of warmongering, and how C.S. Lewis is relevant for deep ecology and for combating what Guite calls the “deep evils and deadly tendencies inherent in amoral reductivism and moral subjectivism” (503).

As you read this book—straight through or in an order of your own devising—you will perform your own acts of comparison and contrast. What the Arthuriana of four major Inklings had in common is one fascinating study; how those works differed is another. As Alyssa House-Thomas writes in her chapter: “The Inklings, clearly, did not respond to Arthur with one voice” (362)—and their varied voices ask and sometimes answer many of the same questions that are still asked today.

Bibliographical Explanations

At the end of each chapter, you will find “Works Cited” pages with references for all the resources cited in that individual chapter. The sources for this introduction have been absorbed into the Works Cited for chapter 1. At the end of the book, you will find three bibliographies:


	
Bibliography of Arthurian Sources. This contains citations for all non-Inklings Arthurian works referenced throughout the volume. Editions are those used by the various chapter-writers throughout the text, which means that they are not “original” publications (this is, of course, a vexed question for older texts in any case) and that there are multiple editions listed for several of the works.



	
Bibliography of Works by the Inklings. This contains citations to first editions of all works by C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, Charles Williams, and Owen Barfield referenced throughout the volume, as well as works by others who attended Inklings meetings, according to Humphrey Carpenter (even though such a rigid definition of an “Inklings” is admittedly problematic) and by George MacDonald and G.K. Chesterton.



	
Bibliography of Secondary Studies. This contains citations for the scholarly works on either Arthurian literature or the writings of the Inklings referenced throughout the volume. Articles contained in essay collections are not listed individually unless there is one article of significance in an otherwise unused volume; articles in periodicals are retained.





The selectivity of these three bibliographies means that some works, such as classical sources, volumes of nineteen-century philosophy and twentieth-century literary theory, etc., do not appear in these bibliographies, but only in the Works Cited of the chapters in which they are referenced. There has been no attempt to standardize editions among the authors of chapters in this book, especially because digital versions of many texts are readily available. Contributors have chosen what editions to use, and these are identified in the Works Cited of the individual chapters.

After this introduction, there are two helpful lists:


	
Abbreviations for works most commonly referenced throughout this volume (pp. 13–14).



	
Inventory of Inklings Arthuriana: information about works by Barfield, Tolkien, Lewis, and Williams that have Arthurian connections (pp. 15–22).
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Inventory of Inklings Arthuriana

What follows reflects an attempt to compile a complete list of works by the four major Inklings that engage with the legends of Arthur, the Knights of the Round Table, or the Quest for the Holy Grail. These are not complete bibliographical citations, as those are found in the Bibliography of works by the Inklings at the end of the book. Instead, they are short descriptions of the nature of each composition. The dates, where possible, indicate the year in which the works were originally written or presented. The purpose of this list is to give readers an idea of how many Arthurian works, of what sorts, each Inkling composed. Readers are invited to send additional entries to inklings.arthur@gmail.com.

Owen Barfield

1931

“Ballade.” A poem, probably written in 1931. It is available on www.owenbarfield.org, transcribed from the typescript at the Bodleian Library. In the last stanza, there is a reference to “when the time comes to seek entry / Where Uther’s Son and Alfred sleep.”

1935–47?

The Quest of the Sangreal. A sixteen-page adaptation of Grail episodes from Chrétien and Malory. It is a work of Eurythmia, composed for use at the London School of Eurythmics. It remains unpublished and is in the Bodleian library. This assigned date range is speculative.

1935–47?

Annotations in Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte d’Arthur. This is a copy of the Everyman’s Library edition that was originally published in 1906 and reprinted in 1934 (volume two) and 1935 (volume one). The exact dates of Barfield’s notes and annotations are unknown but probably predate Vinaver’s 1947 edition of the Winchester MS of Malory.

1947

The Mark vs. Tristram letters. Comedic correspondence between Barfield and Lewis. 11–20 June 1947.

1975

Night Operation. A dystopian novella whose plot is a “Grail” story.

C.S. Lewis

1915–16

Letters to Arthur Greeves, whom he calls “Galahad.” Published in CL.

1916

“The Quest of Bleheris.” An Arthurian prose tale sent to Arthur Greeves. It remains unpublished and is in the Bodleian library (see Downing, “The Dungeon of his Soul” 37–54).

1919

“Victory.” A poem in Spirits in Bondage, based on Laʒamon.

1919

A lost poem, possibly entitled “Decadence,” “Retreat,” or “Venusberg.” See King, “Lost but Found,” and Christopher, “C.S. Lewis’ Lost Arthurian Poem.”

1930s?

“Launcelot.” Narrative poem. NP.

1935

“The Alliterative Metre.” Essay. It refers to an “alliterative poem” by Tolkien, which JRRT said was probably The Fall of Arthur. Reh and SLE.

1936

The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition. An academic analysis of the courtly love tradition and chivalry. Includes chapters on Chrétien and The Faerie Queene and much discussion of the “matter of Britain.” Argues that “in the hands of a great poet, the Arthurian story, treated in terms of courtly love, produced the first notable examples of psychological or ‘sentimental’ fiction” (142).

1939

“A Sacred Poem: Charles Williams, Taliessin through Logres.” Review of TtL. I&I 125–36.

1940

“The Necessity of Chivalry.” Essay. Comparison of Malory and modern times. PCon.

1940

“Why I am Not a Pacifist.” Talk given to a pacifist society in Oxford. Claims that “If I am a Pacifist, I have Arthur and Aelfred, Elizabeth and Cromwell … against me.” WG.

1941

“On reading The Faerie Queene.” Essay. SMRL.

1942

“Psycho-Analysis and Literary Criticism.” Essay. In a discussion of Jungian archetypes, Lewis mentions those who have discovered “behind the Arthurian stones some far off echo of real happenings in the thick darkness of British history” (298). SLE.

1944

“Is English Doomed?” Essay. Contains a few references to Launcelot. PCon.

1945

Obituary for Charles Williams. Published in The Oxford Magazine, vol. 63 (I&I 147; here, the date 24 March 1945 is given, but as Williams did not die until 15 May, it must mean 24 May 1945).

1945

“Addison.” Essay. Contains some discussion of the culture of courtesy in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. SLE.

1945

“The Funeral of a Great Myth.” Essay. Puts the death of Arthur in the context of grand, tragic endings in many myths. CR.

1945

That Hideous Strength. Final novel of the Ransom cycle. Merlin features as an important character, and Ransom is the Pendragon.

1946

“Charles Williams, Taliessin through Logres.” Another review of TtL. I&I 137–46.

1947

“The Morte Darthur.” Review of Vinaver’s edition. SMRL.

1947

The Mark vs. Tristram letters. Comedic correspondence between Barfield and Lewis. 11–20 June 1947.

1948

“Williams and the Arthuriad.” Commentary on CW’s TtL and RSS. Based on CSL’s course of lectures at Oxford, fall 1945. Printed with Williams’ “The Figure of Arthur” in Arthurian Torso.

1950

“The Literary Impact of the Authorised Version.” Essay. Discusses Malory as source and influence for Tennyson. TAP, SLE.

1952

“Hero and Leander.” Essay. Talks about the composite nature of Malory’s Morte. SLE.

1954

English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama [OHEL]. Lewis’ most exhaustive academic work, it includes a sizable section on Sidney and Spenser.

1954

“Edmund Spenser, 1552–99.” Essay. SMRL.

1954

“The Gods Return to Earth.” Review of The Fellowship of the Ring. Reprinted as “Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.” Contains a comparison of JRRT’s sense of depth to Malory’s.

1950s

“De Audiendis Poetis” (“How to study poetry”: title after Plutarch). Book chapter. In discussing the value of historical research for reading poetry, CSL mentions the possible connections between Sir Gawain and a sun-god legends; he also responds to the anthropological hypotheses of Frazer and Weston. SMRL. On dating its composition, see Hooper’s introduction (SMRL vii).

1955

“On Science Fiction.” Essay. Includes “some of Malory (but none of Malory’s best work)” in the “marvelous” category of science fiction. OW, OTOW.

1956

“Imagination and Thought in the Middle Ages.” Two-part lecture series. In analyzing medieval thought, CSL uses examples from the Brut, tracing sources back through Geoffrey to Apuleius and Plato. SMRL.

c.1958–60

“The Genesis of a Medieval Book.” A draft chapter for a book that CSL did not end up writing (Hooper, SMRL viii). Contains a fifteen-page section on Laʒamon’s Brut. SMRL.

1959

“Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism,” also called “Fern Seeds and Elephants.” Essay. One brief reference: “We may without disgrace believe in a historical Arthur.” CR, FSE.

1960

“Arthuriana.” Book review of Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages: A Collaborative Study, ed. R.S. Loomis. First published in The Cambridge Review, vol. 81, 13 February 1960, p. 355, 357. I&I.

1960s

Spenser’s Images of Life. Lecture notes. Compiled by Alistair Fowler and published posthumously in 1967.

1961

“Neoplatonism in the Poetry of Spenser.” Review essay of a book with that title by Robert Ellrodt. Discusses Ellrodt’s perspective on Arthur and Gloriana. SMRL.

1962

“The Anthropological Approach.” Essay. Uses Gawain and the Grail as examples of the uselessness of some anthropological “explanations” of literary phenomenon. SLE.

1962–63

The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature. Lectures, published posthumously as a book.

1963

“The English Prose Morte.” Essay. I&I.

1963

Introduction to Selections from Laʒamon’s Brut, edited by G.L. Brook and published by the Clarendon Press. See Huttar’s note 32 in chapter 4 of the present volume.

J.R.R. Tolkien

1914

“The Kalavala.” Typescript of a talk given at the Corpus Christi College Sundial Society on 22 November 1914 and again to the Exeter College Essay Club in February 1915. See Verlyn Fieger’s edition of The Story of Kullervo, 63–65, 91. JRRT says that there is nothing in the Kalavala like “the catalogue of the heroes of Arthur’s court” (108).

1916/17–late 20s?

The Book of Lost Tales 2. “The History of Eriol” introduces a character named Éadgifu, “a maiden from the West, from Lionesse as some have named it since” (LT 2 313). Lyonesse is “one of those enchanted places of Arthurian romance, usually associated with Tristran or Galahad” (Fimi, “Celtic” 54).

1925

Sir Gawain and The Green Knight. An edition of the fourteenth-century Middle English poem, edited by JRRT and his colleague E. V. Gordon.

1926

Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary together with Sellic Spell. Throughout the commentary, Tolkien compares Hrothgar’s court at Heorot to Arthur’s court at Camelot. Published posthumously in 2014.

1925–27

The Lay of Leithian. A metrical version of the Beren and Lúthien story. Thingol’s kingdom is in Broceliande/Broseliand (see Fimi, “Celtic” 63).

1925–27

Roverandom. A children’s story. There is a character known as “The White Dragon in the Moon.” The narrator tells the reader that this is the same dragon who fought the Red Dragon in Merlin’s time. Also, as Charles Huttar notes in his chapter (131), “in a context suggestive of Avalon, he wrote ‘King Arthur’s death,’ but then altered ‘death’ to ‘disappearance’” (Roverandom 33, 97–98).

1930

“The Lay of Aotrou and Itroun.” A poem set in Broceliande, probably influenced by the Lais of Marie de France (see Shippey, Road 277; Fimi, “Celtic” 53). Written in 1930 and published in 1945.

1930s?

The Fall of Arthur. An unfinished poem in alliterative meter. Published posthumously in 2013.

1937–38

The Lost Road and Other Writings. The History of Middle-earth 5. Contains one indexed reference to King Arthur; one to Camelot; and an overt association between Avallon and Tol Eressëa, with eleven indexed references. Avalon was very important to Tolkien in this period of the development of his legendarium; see Huttar, chapter 4 below.

1938

“On Fairy-stories.” There are four Arthurian references: the first claims that the Arthurian legends are fairy-stories even though the main characters are not “diminutive elves or fairies” (41); the second states that Arthur is one of the ingredients in the great Pot of Story—and, interestingly, that Arthur was “once historical (but perhaps as such not of great importance)” (55); the third, in the same paragraph as the second, calls Hrothgar’s court at Heorot “Arthurian” (in quotation marks; 55); and the fourth mentions stories that he liked as a child, including tales of “Red Indians,” but “the land of Merlin and Arthur was better than these” (63). There were additional Arthurian references in the draft manuscript that did not make it to publication (see Flieger and Anderson, Tolkien on Fairy-stories, and Hanks 55).

1945

The Notion Club Papers, in The History of Middle-earth 9. Contains six indexed references to “Arthur, King,” one to “Camelot,” and fifty-two to “Avallon” and related terms. See chapter 4 by Charles Huttar in this volume.

1949

Foreword to Farmer Giles of Ham. One brief reference to a description “as historians of the reign of Arthur tell us” and a statement that the story takes place before Arthur (66).

1951

Letter to Milton Waldman. JRRT writes: “To Bilbo and Frodo the special grace is granted to go with the Elves they loved—an Arthurian ending, in which it is, of course, not made explicit whether this is an ‘allegory’ of death, or a mode of healing and restoration leading to a return.” This sentence is not in the excerpt(s) in Letters (No. 151) but is given by Christopher in SD 1.9.

1950s

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Tolkien’s translation, written in the early 1950s and broadcast by the BBC in 1953. Published posthumously.

1953

“Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.” The W.P. Ker Memorial Lecture at the University of Glasgow, 15 April 1953.

1955

“English and Welsh.” Essay. Mentions “the great company of Arthur in the hunting of the Twrch Trwyth.”

Charles Williams

1912

Chapel of the Thorn. Dramatic poem. While this play is not overtly Arthurian, it about a conflict over the possession of a sacred relic: one of the Hallows of Christ’s passion. Published posthumously in 2014.

c.1912–16? 23?

The Arthurian Commonplace Book. A scrapbook of notes and clippings relating to the Matter of Britain, especially the Grail. It remains unpublished and is in the Bodleian library.

1917

Poems of Conformity. Arthurian poems in this collection include “Inland Travel,” “Quincunque Vult,” “The Assumption,” “The Wars,” and “Invocation.” “Black-Letter Days” also refers to the “hallows.” In addition to clear references to Arthurian people and places, there are themes of Affirmative Theology, the City of God, and the spiritual quest that accord with CW’s mature Arthuriana.

1920

Divorce. Arthurian poems in this collection include the title poem, “Divorce,” as well as “Ballade of a Country Day,” “Celestial Cities,” “Ballad of Material Things,” “Invitation to Early Communion,” “Christmas,” many poems about “the City” that evoke a vision of Sarras without naming it, and several with a Grail-like sacramental view of love, church, and everyday life.

1924

Windows of Night. Arthurian poems in this collection include “Domesticity,” “To Michal: On Bringing her Breakfast in Bed,” “For a Child I: Walking Song,” “Honours,” and “To the Protector, or Angel, of Intellectual Doubt.”

c.1924

Outlines of Romantic Theology. Prose study, published posthumously. Contains a section on Malory.

1929

The Masque of Perusal. A play. Contains a “Grail procession” with objects from the publishing industry.

c.1929–31

The Advent of Galahad. Unpublished poems. Latter collected in Dodds, Arthurian Poets: Charles Williams (1991).

1920s–30s

“Notes on the Arthurian Myth.” Rpt. in Image, 169–75.

1930

Heroes and Kings. A collection of poetry. Arthurian poems in this volume: “Tristram’s Song to Iseult,” “Palomides’ Song to Iseult,” “Lamoracke’s Song to Morgause,” “Percivale’s Song to Blanchfleur,” “A Song of Palomides,” “Taliessin’s Song of a Princess of Byzantium,” “The Song of the Riding of Galahad.”

1930

War in Heaven. A Grail novel.

1931

Many Dimensions. It is possible that the Stone of Suleiman in this sequel to War in Heaven is an allusion to Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Grail Stone (see A.E. Waite’s The Hidden Church of the Holy Graal, 1909, and Secret Doctrine in Israel, 1913); also, later in TtL, the Grail goes to Sarras on the Ship of Solomon, which may suggest another thematic connection.

1931

“Percivale’s Song” and “Taliessin’s Song of Lancelot’s Mass.” Poems. Collected in an anthology entitled New English Poems: A Miscellany of Contemporary Verse Never Before Published, ed. Lascelles Abercrombie. 340–46. Rpt. in TtL.

1931

Three Plays. Arthurian poems interspersed between the plays in this volume: “Taliessin’s Song of Logres,” “Taliessin’s Song of Byzantium,” “Taliessin’s Song of the King’s Crowning,”“Taliessin’s Song of the Setting of Galahad in the King’s Bed,” and “Epilogue in Somerset: A Song of the Myths.”

1937

Henry VII discusses Prince Arthur, who died before there could ever be an historical King Arthur of England.

1938

“Prelude,” “Taliessin’s Return to Logres,” “The Vision of the Empire,” and “The Calling of Arthur.” Poems. Christendom 8 (March). 19–30. Rpt. in TtL.

1938

Taliessin through Logres. A volume of twenty-four Arthurian poems.

1939

The Descent of the Dove: A Short History of the Holy Spirit in the Church. Discussion of Arthuriana in chapter 5.

1939

“Divites Dimisit.” Poem. An early version of “The Prayers of the Pope” (RSS). Theology 39 (December). 421–24.

1940

“The Coming of Palomides.” Poem. Originally published in TtL. Reprinted in an anthology entitled Modern Verse ed. Phyllis Jones.

1940s

Notes about TtL for C.S. Lewis: lists and brief glosses on characters, images, etc. They are preserved in three typescripts at the Marion E. Wade Center (CW/MS-2, CW/MS-166, CW/MS-415; see Rateliff, “Lost Letter”). MS-2 contains additional extended descriptions not included in the others. In 1965, Glen Cavaliero published CW’s notes as “Charles Williams on Taliessin through Logres” in Gnomon 1, 37–45. Much of the information from these MSS was included, along with notes from other sources, in the 1991 booklet The Taliessin Poems of Charles Williams by “Various Hands,” edited by Anne Ridler and published in the quarterly newsletter of the Charles Williams Society between 1977 and 1986, then again by Apocryphile in 2010.

1941

“Taliessin in the Rose Garden.” Poem. Dublin Review 208 (January). 82–86. Rpt. in RSS.

1941

“Dinadan’s Song.” Poem. Time and Tide 22 (March 15). 210.

1941

“The Making of Taliessin.” Essay. Poetry Review, April 1941. Rpt. in Image, 179–83.

1941

“Charles Williams on Taliessin Through Logres.” Article. Poetry Review 32 (March/April), 77–81. Some of the content of this article is similar to the notes for C.S. Lewis, rewritten to explain the poems to a general audience.

1942

“The Chances and Changes of Myth.” Book review in Time and Tide of La Grant Ystuire de Monsignor Tristan Li Bret, ed. F. C. Johnson. Rpt. in Image, 183-85.

1942

“The Queen’s Servant.” Poem. Poetry 2. 38–41. Rpt. in RSS.

1942

“The Vision of the Empire.” Poem from TtL. Rpt. in An Anthology of Religious Verse Designed for the Times, ed. Norman Nicholson. 79–82.

1943

The Figure of Beatrice: A Study in Dante. Theology/literary criticism. Contains one reference to Galahad (101).

1944

“Malory and the Grail Legend.” Essay. Dublin Review 214 (April). 144–53. Rpt. in Image 186–94.

1944

The Region of the Summer Stars. A volume of eight Arthurian poems.

1940s

The Noises that Weren’t There. Unfinished fragment of a novel; the protagonist’s uncle is “Bishop of Caerleon,” and the male lead’s name is Challis. Published posthumously in Mythlore 6 (Autumn 1970), 7 (Winter 1971), and 8 (Winter 1972).

1948

“The Figure of Arthur.” Unfinished prose study of Arthurian legends. Printed with Lewis’ “Williams and the Arthuriad in Arthurian Torso.

1948

“The Calling of Arthur.” Poem from TtL. Rpt. in the Penguin Anthology of Contemporary Verse, ed. Kenneth Allot. 73–74.

1953

“Mount Badon” and “Taliessin’s Song of the Unicorn.” Poems from TtL. Rpt. in The Faber Book of Twentieth Century Verse, ed. John Heath-Stubbs and David Wright. 336–39.

1958

The Image of the City, and Other Essays. Short articles and essays, ed. Anne Ridler. This collection contains many important prose pieces about the Arthurian legends and their meaning to Williams, listed individually above. See esp. lviii–lx and section 4, “On the Arthurian Myth” (169–94).

1991

Arthurian Poets: Charles Williams. Arthurian Studies 24, ed. David Llewellyn Dodds. This two-part collection contains “Part 1: The published poems” and “Part 2: Uncollected and unpublished poems,” including some not published in RSS that might have been written after that volume was completed.

N.B.

Of course, there are additional references to Arthur, the Grail, and other elements of Arthuriana throughout Williams’ letters, unpublished fragments, lectures, etc.
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The Matter of Logres: Arthuriana and the Inklings

Sørina Higgins

Every scholar of Arthuriana has to ask and answer one fundamental question: What is an “Arthurian” work? I had to ask that question in order to decide what works to include on the Inventory of Inklings Arthuriana (15–22); all of the authors of the chapters in this volume asked this question either in preparation for writing or in the course of their arguments. Norris J. Lacy writes that the criterion for inclusion in his 1986 Arthurian Encyclopedia was simply “the question: ‘Is this a genuine Arthurian text?’” (viii). While this tautology is not very helpful, he goes on to add that it must be “an actual recasting of the legend” (viii) rather than, for instance, a mere passing use of imagery.

But to which “legend” does Lacy refer? There are myriad texts that contain legendary material related to Arthur, yet not one can claim originary status. There is an even larger body contained within “The Matter of Britain,” a term that appears around 1200 to distinguish “the subject matter of the romances concerned with the Arthurian legends … from those concerned with classical stories (the matter of Rome) or with Charlemagne and his circle (the matter of France)” (Drabble 654). But the matter (or “Matter”) is not so simple: the term “Matière de Bretagne (Matter of Britain) … is a convenient and accepted label if something of a misleading oversimplification…. The usual, but not exclusive, subject of much of the Matter of Britain is Arthur” (Lacy, Encyclopedia 378). This implies that an Arthurian work does not have to contain King Arthur himself as a character. Indeed, “much of Arthurian literature is only marginally, if at all, about Arthur” (“Arthur, Character of” 19). If it can be Arthurian without Arthur, then what distinguishes it?

If Arthur does not have to appear in a work, is it admissible if Merlin alone makes an appearance, as in C.S. Lewis’ That Hideous Strength? Does Gandalf count as an Arthurian character, since he may be based on Merlin (Hanks 54)? Should a work be included if its protagonist is one of the famous knights or ladies from the tradition, even if Arthur is absent? That is circular reasoning, as establishment of “the tradition” from which the list of permissible characters may be drawn is the very question under discussion. Are tales of Grail quests included, such as Night Operation by Owen Barfield, even when they are metaphorical or the objective is intangible? What if the quest is not to gain, but to lose, some object, such as the One Ring in The Lord of the Rings? Does the whole scope of chivalric literature fall into the “Arthurian” category? If so, how thoroughly medieval does the tale need to be, or does the thin layer of chivalric romance in The Chronicles of Narnia allow them to qualify? The questions proliferate. Should the vast wealth of modern adaptations count: books, music, movies, and works of visual art that use the story line from a traditional tale—such as a fatal love potion or a kitchen boy who becomes a hero—in a contemporary setting? And finally, what about works that merely depict some of the iconography, or the innumerable references and allusions to the trappings of Arthur’s tale, such as Camelot, Carbonek, Excalibur, the Round Table, or the Lady of the Lake?

In his 2009 article “The Arthur of the Twentieth and Twenty-first Centuries,” Lacy adds to his earlier, simplistic standards “four admittedly imprecise and oversimplified categories: retellings, updated narratives, the use of Arthurian themes as metaphor or structure, and ‘revisionist’ views that reinterpret the Arthurian story irreverently or even cynically” (122). This list is more helpful.

Retellings of earlier Arthurian source materials—reiterations of the same plot patterns with the same named characters or identifiable substitutions—are clearly Arthurian. Owen Barfield’s The Quest of the Sangreal, Tolkien’s The Fall of Arthur, and Charles Williams’ Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars are all examples of such derivations in spite of their vast differences of technique, style, and tone. Other easy candidates are “updated narratives,” which place the same plots and characters, perhaps with different names, in the author’s own historical, social, and technological context. Charles Williams’ War in Heaven is an updated narrative, as it transports the Grail quest to a country parish in twentieth-century England.

“The use of Arthurian themes as metaphor or structure” is more dubious: Lacy goes on to admit that “some of the most productive modern approaches to Arthurian composition involve the appropriation of an element—a motif or an episode—of the legend … to structure a text that may not be explicitly Arthurian at all” (Lacy, “Twentieth” 127). Indeed, the mere presence of a motif or pattern that could be mapped onto an earlier Arthurian text by an ingenious scholar means that almost any work can be included (see my discussion below of Barfield’s Eager Spring, p. 38 ). The two most common elements, Lacy adds, are “the quest (whether for the Grail or another goal) and the waste-land theme.” These two motifs are readily identifiable in many works by the Inklings and their contemporaries.

“Revisionist” approaches are far less common in the Inklings; in looking through the Inventory of Inklings Arthuriana on pages 15–22, I find that only the Mark vs. Tristram letters (Barfield and Lewis, 1947) and Farmer Giles of Ham (Tolkien, 1949) are irreverent, and then in fun rather than mockery. Three works have a cynical tone: “Victory,” a poem by Lewis in Spirits in Bondage (1919), Barfield’s “Ballade” (1931?), and Tolkien’s unfinished The Fall of Arthur (1930s).

Arthuriana is clearly a very broad category indeed; clever contortions might allow the whole body of work by all the Inklings into the present volume. In fact, the inquiry “What is an Arthurian work?” was precisely the first question each of the chapters in this volume had to address. Each author had to ask himor herself: In what ways were the Inklings interacting with materials that might be considered “Arthurian”? If some interaction with Arthuriana is discernable, what are the nature and significance of that interaction? Do these authors share the sensibilities of their times, or do they react against prevailing ideologies? How far are their “Arthurian” works similar to one another, and in what ways do they differ? This, then, means that the current volume examines most of the Inklings’ oeuvre, asking of each text whether it takes up questions of kingship, statehood, empire, quest, conquest, consciousness, chivalry, and hierarchy in ways that are in fruitful relationship with an Arthurian past, present, and future. The result is a rich conversation among the various Inklings, between the Inklings and their culture, and between the Inklings and ourselves.

Arthur’s Evolving Popularity

While “the Arthurian legend seems one of the most permanent fixtures of the imagination of the English-speaking peoples” (Merriman 3), its popularity has waxed and waned. Yet it does not disappear: Arthur “has remained a presence, sometimes more, sometimes less dominant in literary and cultural history” (Lupack, “The Old Order” 209). Holly Ordway, in chapter 2, provides an admirable survey of the most significant Arthurian texts from the early Latin chronicles until Malory’s Morte (1485). Here, I want to pick up on a claim made by Alan Lupack: “It is commonly accepted that the high points of the Arthurian legend are the late Middle Ages, the Victorian Age, and the twentieth century” (“Sixteenth to Eighteenth” 340). I would like to show, briefly, how this was the case.

The Middle Ages saw the first flourishing of Arthur’s popularity, as he appeared in historical texts, legends, and romances. In some of them, Arthur is a warlord. In others, magic and mystery are attached to his person or his court. Toward the end of the High Middle Ages, Camelot becomes the center of chivalry, courtly love, and romance.

Another fertile period of Arthurian literature in England is often overlooked: the time of the Tudors and Stuarts. Arthur suddenly reemerged as “numerous English kings sought to appropriate his legacy for political and propaganda purposes” (Rouse and Rushton 219) and Arthur became “central to Tudor royal propaganda” (White 34). Henry VII named his heir Arthur. Henry VIII engaged in colorful Arthurian imagery, “traced his lineage and his claim to the throne back to Arthur and reinterpreted the legend so that not Arthur himself but his descendant, in the person of Henry VII, was said to have returned at a time of need” (Lupack, “Sixteenth” 340–41). Elizabeth I’s coronation was rich with knightly, chivalric, and Arthurian pageantry (Lupack, Guide 43; White 34). Edmund Spenser’s epic The Faerie Queene (1590, 1596) deploys Arthur and his knights in an allegory dedicated to Queen Elizabeth.

While Shakespeare apparently never wrote an Arthurian drama, Phillip Henslowe records that the Lord Admiral’s Men performed “at least five that relate to King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table” throughout the 1590s; these plays “were part of the widespread popularity and political interest in what we might call ‘Arthurianism,’ which may have peaked in the last decade of the sixteenth century” (White 33). Playwright Thomas Hughes wrote The Misfortunes of Arthur (1587. Ben Jonson’s masque The Speeches at Prince Henries Barriers (1610) includes the Lady of the Lake and Merlin flattering James I’s son Henry. William Rowley wrote The Birth of Merlin (c. 1620), and Milton considered taking Arthur as the topic of his epic (see, for instance, Kennedy xxxii n78). John Dryden collaborated with Henry Purcell on a “dramatic opera” entitled King Arthur for Charles II in 1684 (Lupack, “Sixteenth” 346–47; Merriman 49). Clearly, the Early Modern period witnessed a high point in Arthur’s history.

The next monarch who drew on Arthur’s mythic appeal was Queen Victoria. In chapter 16 of this book, Kirstin Jeffrey Johnson paints a vivid picture of the Arthurian culture of the second half of the nineteenth century in England. During Victoria’s reign, visual artists and writers produced some of the most powerful and enduring Arthurian works. The Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood found Arthurian themes inspirational and depicted them in many works in the 1850s and onwards, including James Archer’s “The Death of King Arthur” (1860) and Arthur Hughes’s “The Lady of Shalott” (1863). There were other important instances of Arthuriana, such as William John Montaigne’s “Prince Arthur at the Battle of Caerbadon,” which was exhibited to much acclaim at the Royal Academy in 1848; William Morris’s “Defence of Guenevere” (1858) and “La Belle Iseult” (1858); and William Dyce’s “Hospitality: The Admission of Sir Tristram to the Fellowship of the Round Table” (1864), which was in Queen Victoria’s robing room. Finally, the jewel of the age appeared: Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King was published between 1859 and 1885, and it was “a kind of literary second coming of Arthur, a resurrection in Victorian England of the long sequence of Arthuriads extending back centuries before Malory and forward through Spenser, Dryden, Scott, and Tennyson” (Rosenberg 228–29).

Scholars disagree about whether there has been another Arthurian revival since Tennyson. Yet a great number of important Arthurian texts proliferated in English in the period of the two world wars—many of which were written by the Inklings. The Inklings are not often categorized as “war poets” or “war writers,” but that is what they were, to a great extent.​1 The wars deeply affected these men: Owen Barfield, C.S. Lewis, and J.R.R. Tolkien, as well as other Inklings Nevill Coghill, Hugo Dyson, Warren Lewis, and RB. McCallum all served actively in World War One; J.A.W. Bennett, Roy Campbell, Robert “Humphrey” Havard, Colin Hardie, Warren Lewis (a career military man), and Christopher Tolkien served in World War II. Lewis and Tolkien each served at the Somme. Lewis was wounded; Tolkien contracted trench fever. Many of their closest friends died. Charles Williams was not fit for active service; he stayed in England, where “he dug trenches in Hyde Park, London, and did civilian war work at St. Albans” (Hadfield 23); however, his two closest friends, Harold Eyers and Ernest Nottingham, were killed. At least partly in response to their loss, which he felt had been a sacrifice in place of his own death, Williams developed his idea of Exchange or Substitution, writing poetry in which he dealt with survivor guilt.

All of the Inklings, then, were deeply influenced by the horrors of the First World War. Tom Shippeywrites that “it is possible to see Tolkien as one of a group of ‘traumatized authors,’” including not only the Inklings but also George Orwell, William Golding, Kurt Vonnegut, T.H. White, Joseph Heller, and Ursula Le Guin, “all of them extremely influential … , all of them tending to write fantasy or fable” (Shippey, Author xxix–xx). They were all shot at, wounded, bombed, or had friends and family members who were. “They were bone-deep convinced that they had come into contact with something irrevocably evil” (Shippey, Author xxx). And yet, they used fantasy, medievalism, and Arthuriana to speak to the traumas of the present and to warn against a fearful future.

There were not many Arthurian works published in England during World War I—but there were many significant ones during the 1920s and 30s. Then, during World War II, knightly and chivalric sentiments were used in military propaganda and in poetry, some of it romantically patriotic, some skeptical of chivalric and military glory. Arthurian works of the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s include T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922); Thomas Hardy’s Tragedy of Isolde (1923),​2 John Masefield’s The Midnight Folk (1927), Midsummer Night and Other Tales in Verse (1928), The Box of Delights (1935), and many short poems;​3 John Cowper Powys’s A Glastonbury Romance (1932) and Porius (1951); David Jones’s In Parenthesis (1937) and The Anathemata (1952); James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939),​4 Ezra Pound’s Section: Rock-Drill: 85–95 de los cantares (1955),​5 and T.H. White’s Once and Future King (1938–58). Arguably, Arthurian works by the Inklings were among the most popular and influential of their period.

All of this historical contextualization, this discussion of when Arthur was popular in British literature, serves to show that the Inklings were not “dinosaurs” (as Lewis called himself in his inaugural lecture at Cambridge University, “De Descriptione Temporum” 13–14). They were not dusty artifacts left over from an earlier era, whose only use was to provide archeological facts about previous, extinct, obsolete civilizations. On the contrary: they were up-to-date, forward-thinking individuals, whose teaching, writing, and speaking engaged in dynamic ways with their own culture. They were part of an Arthurian revival—or continuation—that spoke directly to the concerns of their own times. What is more, as Malcolm Guite argues in his lucid conclusion to this volume, they possessed uncanny insights into the future development of culture in Europe and North America, with the result that their works—Arthurian and otherwise—continue to resonate today.

The Adaptability of Arthur

Applicability is a particularly conspicuous feature of Arthurian legends throughout time, largely because of their adaptable nature. Why is this so? Why do writers, artists, filmmakers, and video game designers draw from the deep well of “The Matter of Britain,” generation after generation? One reason is “Umberto Eco’s disarmingly simple 1986 dictum in Travels in Hyperreality that ‘people seem to like the Middle Ages’—or, at least, what they think of as the Middle Ages” (Harty 139). Another reason is the organic relationship between this complex of stories and the past of many of the people who have retold it: “it drew not only on the legends about historic persons but also on the mythic history of the Irish and British races” (Loomis, “The Oral Diffusion” 52). But the legend quickly traveled beyond the British Isles. As Holly Ordway writes in her important survey, chapter 2 in this volume, “it moved from being a strictly Welsh and then British tradition to becoming a favorite theme on the continent” (68), and many of the most prominent versions are French. In America in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, “Arthur’s story is probably more popular than it is in Britain” (Lupack, “The Old Order” 217). John Steinbeck wrote in 1976: “These stories are alive even in those of us who have not read them” (xiii). They are part of a collective consciousness.

A third reason for Arthur’s ongoing popularity is that the Matter of Britain is enormous, many-limbed, and lithe with variety. It is a gallimaufry of characters, events, images, and emblems: what Lupack calls “its large cast of characters and its complex of fascinating narratives” (“The Old Order” 209). In his significant 1959 study, R.S. Loomis wrote: “Consistency, harmony, fixity are not its outstanding qualities” (Arthurian Literature xvi) and that “the astonishing disharmony, the consistent inconsistency … is one of several reasons why the subject of the Grail so piques the curiosity of modern men of letters and so exercises the ingenuity of scholars” (Loomis, “The Origin” 274). This is true not only of the Grail thread, but of the entire Arthurian tapestry: Holly Ordway writes that “there is no single ‘story of King Arthur.’ Rather, the Arthurian legends include many stories, by various authors, over a long span of time: tales that were complex and often contradictory, fusing historical, traditional, and purely literary elements” (61). As there is no urtext, so there is no definitive narrative: “the Arthurian legend is many stories at the same time that it is one story…. The legend is comprised of a complex of stories” (Lupack, “The Old Order” 209). It is so various, so changeable, that each reader is able to find some fold of the fabric that fits.

But the final, most significant reason for its popularity, is its adaptability. The Arthurian complex has proven itself astonishingly flexible, able to take on the concerns of many cultures. “Stories remain vital by changing,” claims Alan Lupack, “and no story is more adaptable than that of Arthur” (“The Old Order” 209). In her seminal study of adaptation theory, Linda Hutcheon wrote that “like living beings, stories that adapt better than others (through mutation) to an environment survive” (167). Adaptations are also appropriations: each new storyteller uses the court at Camelot or the knightly quest as a vehicle for political, religious, or economic discourse: “In part, it is this ‘transposability’ of the legend that explains, or at least permits, its popularity” (Lacy, Encyclopedia vii). Arthurian adapters might use the material to condemn hypocrisy or to promote syncretism. They might alter it for or against a particular nationalism or patriotism; in Geoffrey of Monmouth and the Alliterative Morte, Arthur goes to attack Rome in an attempt to become emperor, while in Tolkien’s Fall of Arthur, he is “defending the Roman realm from ruin” (Rateliff, “Fatal” 19). They might shape it in support of the monarchy (Spenser’s Faerie Queene) or in praise of democracy (Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee). Each transformation “reflects the way in which a particular author and his or her audience thought to fashion their own conceptions of the past, so as to benefit their own positioning in the present” (Higham 3).

All of this is to say that the multipartite Arthurian story has evolved dramatically throughout the millennium-and-a-half of its existence. New characters appear and become essential to the legend; Lancelot, for instance, was not introduced until the twelfth century. Antagonists become protagonists, and vice versa; Morgan le Fay is notorious in this regard. Entire narrative elements become inextricable to the overall plot; the Quest for the Holy Grail is one such addition that developed in the high middle ages. The ending may be catastrophic or eucatastrophic: in some retellings, Arthur dies at the end, while in others, he is taken to Avalon to be healed. Several of them prophesy his eventual return. In short, the whole story is tailored to suit the times: “there have been many Arthurs: each age, each culture found in him an iconic figure embodying something significant for its society” (Barron 47) and “the Arthurian past is always open to further layers of both change and preservation according to the positions, temporal and ideological, from which it is seen by each new ‘conservator’” (Eckhardt 208).

To some readers, the idea of endless revision may imply infidelity to a source text. Compare this to the experience of many logocentric moviegoers, who experience sharp disappointment or anger when the film adaptation of a beloved book appears to them to be a travesty of the author’s work. If there is so much variation in the content of medieval and (especially) post-medieval Arthuriana, surely that must imply that many of them are mutilations of their original(s)?

Yet this is not the case. On the one hand, from a twenty-first-century vantage point that labors under significant suspicion of textual authority, readers can discern an endless slippage in the body of Arthurian material, such that originary meaning is constantly deferred from one text to another. For example, as Holly Ordway writes, Malory “draws on a range of earlier Arthurian romances” (75); any analysis of Malory’s story(ies), then, must defer to those earlier tales. But those tales rely upon earlier Breton and Welsh accounts, and Bede and Nennius draw from Gildas, for instance. Beyond these, oral traditions probably predate written works, and even further back again beyond these lurks the question of any “historical” Arthur, with all the doubts that raises about historical accuracy, the selectivity in supposedly historical narrative, and the building of legends upon actual events. There is, then, no urtext for Arthur. I suggest that this is yet another reason for Arthur’s perennial popularity: without an urtext, without a source text behind each adaptation, none of the adaptations can be condemned for lack of fidelity to a source text. They are all richly intertextual—all texts are intertextual, of course, but this body of legends is so in more obvious and entangled ways. This is a liberating concept that allows for fertile reproduction and permutation of the materials.

On the other hand, there is little consensus about methods of judging adaptation in relation to their source texts. It is no longer a truism that they should be judged by their supposed fidelity to prior material. A more common conviction is the belief that each adaptation, no matter what it alters, should be evaluated on its own aesthetic terms, because form changes content so significantly that each adaptation is a new work of art: “In many cases, because adaptations are to a different medium, they are re-mediations, that is, specifically translations in the form of intersemiotic transpositions from one sign system (for example, words) to another (for example, images)” (Hutcheon 16).

This, then, is exactly what was going on in Britain in the first half of the twentieth century, when the Inklings joined the respectable tradition of adapters of Arthuriana: the offices of war propaganda were using Arthur as an icon of military might and the preservation of particular visions of civilization, while T.H. White was discovering that on the contrary “the central theme of Morte d’Arthur is to find an antidote to war” (qtd. in Gallix 283). The Winchester manuscript of Malory was discovered in 1934 and published by Eugène Vinaver in 1947, which reinvigorated scholarly interest in Arthurian subjects. The Inklings were nearly all veterans and nearly all scholars, so both academic and military approaches to Arthuriana met in their persons and their work. And there was a third reason that they were drawn to adapt these materials: as Christians, they had concerns about the secularization and materialization of European culture, and the deep spirituality of many Grail narratives and the warning of waste land imagery lent themselves naturally to commenting on spiritual deadness and dearth. They were able to use these tales to question cultural assumptions. For these three reasons, then—military, academic, and religious—the Inklings drew together many of the Arthurian threads from their culture and wove them into new, colorful, lasting designs.

Arthurian Works by the Inklings

Why did the Inklings choose King Arthur as a frequent character among the many stories they told? In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon argues that “adapters’ deeply personal as well as culturally and historically conditioned reasons for selecting a certain work to adapt and the particular ways to do so should be considered seriously by adaptation theory” (95). What, then, were their cultural and historical reasons for doing so? How did they change these tales from what had gone before? To round out this chapter, I discuss some of the overarching themes of each of the four Inklings’ interactions with King Arthur. I hope that this summary serves as a foundation for what follows in the many chapters of The Inklings and King Arthur, as the writers in this collection confirm, deny, expand upon, nuance, and contradict my claims.

Barfield

Owen Barfield (1898–1997) composed the fewest Arthurian works of the authors under consideration, and none of them were published during his lifetime. Two of them remain unpublished as of the writing of this chapter. Arguably, of the five listed in the “Inventory,” only one—The Quest of the Sangreal—is a genuinely Arthurian piece of literature. What is interesting about his approach to Arthur and the Grail is that he uses these tales, as he uses many others both established and original, as subtle vehicles of spiritual meaning. In many of his writings, “Barfield, like his fellow Inklings, creates a medievalist world of romance wherein Christian spiritual ideals and truths are illustrated and presented as providing a superior alternative to the modern world of materialism” (Grewell 16). Even when the secondary world is not quasi-medieval, it still frequently illustrates or embodies such spiritual alternatives. Lewis summed up Barfield’s approach neatly in a letter to Daphne Harwood about “the points on which anthroposophy is certainly right—i.e. the claim that it is possible for man, here and now, in the phenomenal world, to have commerce with the world beyond” (CL 2:107). This may be the meaning Barfield attempted to convey in all of his writings: that it is possible for temporal humans to communicate with transtemporal reality.​6 But Barfield’s few Arthurian works are certainly not pieces of blatant anthroposophist or Christian propaganda. Indeed, their methods of communicating meaning are extremely understated. They are political, pragmatic, academic, comic, or fantastic rather than religious. Yet a closer examination reveals the shrewd ways they are constructed as vehicles of significance.

Barfield’s first Arthurian work is “Ballade,” a poem that was “probably written in 1931” (Owen Barfield Literary Estate, “Poetry, 1930s”). It is a short, sharp piece of political satire, with a refrain taken from a news article: “Goods must be modern, bright, and cheap.” In it, the narrator mocks a king for repeating this refrain while his subjects are starving. Then, suddenly, there is an unexpected Arthurian Envoi:

Prince, when the time comes to seek entry

Where Uther’s Son and Alfred sleep,

Fear nothing! Tell the startled sentry:

“Goods must be modern, bright, and cheap.”​7

The implications of these four short lines are many and various. There is, of course, the strong political and economic statement condemning materialism and the alienation caused by mechanized labor. But more surprisingly for our purposes, there is the suggestion that all kings and princes (at least of England) come to Avalon (rather than to the pearly gates of Heaven?) and ask for admittance. This creates the image of a mythic resting-place for all past rulers of England, or at least those who are worthy to join Arthur and Alfred in that sleep, presumably awaiting either a return to England in a time of need or the Last Judgment. This brief analysis shows that Barfield was directly engaged in current events and contemporary political concerns, and yet even so, commented on them through the lens of legend with an eye to their spiritual significance.

Barfield’s second Arthurian work, The Quest of the Sangreal, may also come from the 1930s or from the 1940s. This is his most extensive and unambiguous work of Arthuriana, arguably his only truly Arthurian work.​8 It is a sixteen-page typescript, housed in the Bodleian Library, Oxford.​9 This is the work that I called “pragmatic” above, and its practical purpose was for use in an anthroposophist education. It is a prose adaptation, in an archaic style, which Barfield claims is from Malory. However, several of the incidents are not from Malory, but from Chrétien, the Mabinogion, and other sources.​10

Barfield’s narrative retells the major incidents of the Quest for the Holy Grail. Its narrative structure interlaces stories of Galahad with those of Perceval. It recounts Launcelot’s love of Guinevere and his siring of Galahad. This is interwoven with Perceval’s life: the death of his father and his mother’s attempts to keep him from finding out about knighthood, then the time he spent learning from elves, from one of King Arthur’s knights, from his uncle, and from a castle full of witches. Meanwhile, many knights set out “upon the quest of the Sangreal” (8). Perceval is knighted by King Arthur, then goes to the Castle Carbonek, where he sees the Grail procession. It consists of “a spear of mighty size, with three streams of blood flowing from the point to the ground” and “a large salver … in the which was a man’s head surrounded with a profusion of blood” (8). Perceval fails to interrupt his host’s conversation to ask questions about these strange objects, and so is called “Perceval the Recreant” for his “craven silence,” which is responsible for keeping King Pelles’s kingdom in danger. Later, Perceval, Bors, and Galahad return to the castle, where they and a few other knights see “the hallows” and “the holy meat,” in language lifted almost exactly from Malory:

There they saw angels, and two bare candles of wax, and the third a towel, and the fourth a spear which bled marvellously that three drops fell into a box …. Right so the man took an obley [wafer] which was made in the likeness of bread. And at the lifting up there came a figure in the likeness of a child and the visage was as red and as bright as any fire, and smote himself into the bread, so that they all saw it that the bread was formed of a fleshly man; and then he put it into the holy vessel again, and then he did that longed to a priest to do to a mass. (16)

After that, “there entered into the hall the Holy Greal covered with red samite,” which passes through the hall and out again. Then Galahad heals the wounded king, and Joseph of Arimathea tells the three Grail knights to set sail for the city of Sarras.

In one sense, then, Barfield’s Quest of the Sangreal is standard Arthurian fare, a pastiche of some of the main Grail texts. In another way, however, it is unique in the history of Arthurian literature and a locus of some of Barfield’s most distinctive literary and educational practices. These distinctives are revealed not in the text itself, but in a letter that precedes The Quest of the Sangreal in its folder in the Bodleian library. This typed letter was written to Inkling Cecil Harwood and is dated 6 July 1968. Harwood was a fellow anthroposophist whose second wife, Marguerite Lundgren, was founder of the London School of Eurythmy. In the letter, Barfield writes that he is happy to think that this work will continue “to be performed as eurythmy.”

Eurythmy is a kind of interpretive movement that is often used in Steiner and Waldorf education. According to Rudolf Steiner, the founder of anthroposophy, “Eurythmy is a singing through movement; it is singing. It is not dancing; it is not mime” (“Eurythmy as Visible Singing,” Lecture 7). In this art form, a musical selection is played or a narrator reads a written text, and the performers listen for significant sounds. They move in prescribed ways, using expressive gestures, in response to those significant sounds.

In the letter to Harwood, Barfield insists that he wants

to assign the copyright to the London School of Eurythmy in consideration of an undertaking by the School to use its best endeavors, so long as the copyright lasts, to ensure that it is used solely for the purposes of Eurythmy, and particularly that it is not at any time published or duplicated and distributed so as to become available as reading matter.

Harwood signed it on behalf of the school, guaranteeing that it would not be published nor read alone, only performed, as long as the School held the copyright.

This text, therefore, is a performance piece, not a work of literature. Indeed, Barfield laments what he sees as its poor literary quality in that same letter, as he apparently looks back at it after some time, saying: “Considered exclusively as a literary composition however I feel it has certain notable defects.” Its performative nature may be a clue to the educational and philosophical ideas that underlie the text, just as the selections Barfield chose to include also give evidence about the purpose of this text.

There is another clue to the ideas that underlie The Quest of the Sangreal: there are four musical interludes scattered throughout Quest, four times that “(music)” is written in parentheses. The first occurs right after Perceval first meets the Fisher King and “Perceval rode to the palace and the door was open, and he entered the hall” (7). The second occurs the next morning, after he has failed to answer the questions and awakens to an empty castle, “Whereupon he turned his horse’s head, and, full of musing, rode deep into the forest” (9). The third follows a scene when a witch called Domna tempts Perceval to betray King Arthur, “But Perceval gainsaid her” (11). The fourth is almost at the very end of the piece, after the three knights have seen the Grail, and “Then prayed Galahad to every each of them, that if they come to King Arthur’s court that they should salute my lord Sir Launcelot, my father, and of them of the Round Table; and prayed them if that they came of that part they should not forget it” (16). The music seems to be associated with moments of magic or of high metaphysical significance; in eurythmic performance, the music would serve to heighten these moments.

The Quest of the Sangreal, then, is a simple story, but an adaptation with a life beyond the page. It carries a dramatic message about the power of language, speech, and movement, as all of these would be emotionally moving and potentially revelatory in a live performance. It also relies upon Steiner’s teaching, so central to all of Barfield’s work, about the evolution of human consciousness: the educational method in which eurythmy is used relies upon the child as his or her own best teacher based on the divine spirit inside each (hence a kind of free, uninhibited performance). A teacher in a Waldorf school

holds the conviction that what he meets in the child from week to week, from year to year, is the expression of a divine spiritual being that descends from purely spirit-soul existence and evolves here in physical-bodily existence between birth and death …. [The teacher] has tremendous reverence for the growing person who, from the first day of his existence in a physical body, shows how his inner soul nature is revealed in his features, in his first movements, utterances of sound, and first beginnings of language. (Steiner, Education as an Art 23)

Based on this philosophical foundation, eurythmy is a means by which that divine spiritual being can express itself through movement, sound, and language. The selection of moments of high mystical significance in The Quest of the Sangreal, then, punctuated by music and embodied in physical gesture, makes it a distinctively anthroposophist text. What appeared to be a simple adaptation from Malory and Chrétien turns out to be far subtler and more significant than that.

There is no certain information about when Barfield wrote The Quest of the Sangreal. However, its composition history is connected with that of his third Arthurian work: a series of marginal notes and annotations in his copy of the Everyman’s Library edition of Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur. These notes have been transcribed by Angela Grimaldi; she analyzes them in a 2010 article. Grimaldi writes that “the exact dates of Barfield’s notes and annotations are, unfortunately, unknown.” But some textual comparison suggests that both these notes and The Quest of the Sangreal were made between 1935 and 1947. His Everyman’s edition “was originally published in 1906 and reprinted in 1934 (volume two) and 1935 (volume one)” (Grimaldi). This provides a terminus post quem for the marginal notes, at least: he could not have started marking up this book before it was published in 1935. It is reasonable to suppose that he would have exchanged this edition for Vinaver’s in 1947, especially since he engaged in correspondence with Lewis over the appearance of Vinaver’s book. Furthermore, the passages Barfield marked in his Malory appear to me to be significant for the composition of The Quest of the Sangreal; perhaps he was marking the Morte as he planned and worked on Quest.

For these reasons, then, and others, I propose that both the annotations and Quest were composed between 1935 and 1947. The annotations look as if he marked his Everyman copy when he was working on The Quest of the Sangreal, as they appear to be interested in the same characters and episodes. He is already very familiar with the Morte when he writes the Mark vs. Tristram letters to Lewis in 1947 (discussed below). Quest is already quite old when he writes about it to Cecil Harwood in 1968.

This brings us to the fourth of Barfield’s Arthurian works: his comedic Mark vs. Tristram correspondence with C.S. Lewis. Lewis and Barfield exchanged a series of parodic letters between 11 and 20 June 1947.​11 Eugène Vinaver’s magisterial Works of Sir Thomas Malory was just being published, and Lewis had reviewed it in The Times Literary Supplement. In his review, Lewis discusses how foreign the morality of the Morte is to its twentieth-century audience and ends with this sentence: “But how different such nobility may be from the virtues of the law-abiding citizen will appear if we imagine the life of Sir Tristram as it would be presented to us by King Mark’s solicitors” (CL 2:780). Barfield, a lawyer, took up the challenge: “using the notepaper of his firm, Barfield and Barfield, and acting as if for King Mark of Cornwall, [he] led off with the first letter to Messrs Inkling and Inkling. Lewis replied as the solicitors Blaise and Merlin, representing Sir Tristram” (Hooper, CL 2:781).​12

These letters are a delightful and hilarious example of the kind of friendship that Barfield and Lewis enjoyed: in them, the friends banter back and forth, employing many registers of humor from simple insults to sophisticated literary witticisms. Barfield creates a particular type of absurdity (not entirely dissimilar from Mark Twain’s method in Connecticut Yankee) by restating elements of the medieval text in contemporary legal jargon. The last letter in the series, by Lewis, is in mock Middle English, and its tone of erudite jocularity contrasts pleasingly with the buffoonery of its content.

More importantly for the present purpose: this epistolary joke reveals quite a bit about Barfield’s interaction with Arthuriana. To begin with, they show that he was very familiar with the legends in general and with Malory in particular. Barfield is conversant with the names of people and places, and with terminology such as “garboils.”​13 But there is a deeper kind of understanding revealed in the following extended quotation: King Mark’s solicitor advises a potential jury

to take into consideration such facts as (a) the previous long and close personal association between our respective clients (b) the fact that your client was at the time employed in a fiduciary capacity in a matter of the utmost delicacy (c) that your client owed to ours at the time not merely the loyalty of an old friend but the allegiance of a tried and trusted subject and (d) the unwritten law of chivalry and the obligation imposed thereby on your client, as the only person of equestrian status on board a small vessel carrying a female passenger of noble rank. (CL 2:782)

This is seriously funny. But it also touches on some important elements of medieval romance literature, showing that Barfield had a deep understanding of the values that undergirded, if not a historical chivalry, at least the literature of chivalry.

When Barfield refers to “the unwritten law of chivalry,” he evokes a whole field of study, and one in which C.S. Lewis was intimately involved. Chivalry and courtly love were significant topics of conversation among members of the Inklings, as evidenced by many of their letters and published works. In 1936, Lewis had published The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition, in which he wrote extensively of “courtly love”: the “love religion of the god Amor” or “erotic religion [that] arises as a rival or parody of the real religion and emphasizes the antagonism of the two ideals” (AoL 18). That same year, Lewis had engaged in a debate on this topic with Charles Williams in the first three letters they ever exchanged (11, 12, and 23 March 1936; CL 1:183–86). Lewis does not approve of the “blend of erotic and religious feeling” that Williams describes: “Put briefly, there is a romanticism which finds its revelation in love, which is yours, and another which finds it in mythology (and nature mythically apprehended) which is mine” (CL 1:185-86). Lewis denigrated “the Religion of Love” as idolatrous; Williams praised it as a Way to God and went so far as to claim that “Infidelity to love consists in the deliberate preference of some other meaner motive and occupation to love, and the identification of love in marriage with Christ involves something very like the identification of infidelity with Antichrist” (ORT 52).​14 While there is nothing to suggest that Barfield read these letters between Lewis and Williams, it is extremely likely—based on the works they were writing, reading, reviewing, and teaching at the time—that chivalry, courtly love, and romantic theology were among the frequent topics of conversation at meetings of the Inklings in the 1940s. Lewis explored the nature of chivalry in The Allegory of Love, The Discarded Image, and in the Narniad; Williams wrote about his particular “Romantic Theology” in his early poems, most of his works of literary criticism, and the posthumously published Outlines of Romantic Theology. Tolkien engaged with the chivalric world in various parts of The Lord of the Rings and the fragmentary Fall of Arthur.​15 Barfield was clearly aware of these subjects of conversation and well-read on the topics of chivalry and courtly love.

As a side note, it is worth remaking that chivalry is also an important topic in another work of Barfield’s that is not Arthurian, yet reveals some of his ideas about literature, the environment, and relationships between the sexes. This is Eager Spring, Barfield’s last work of fiction. Owen A. Barfield (the author’s grandson) calls it an “eco-novella” (“Selected Works”). In it, a student of medieval allegory becomes involved in an environmental movement; the novel ends with an embedded tale, a conte, written by the main character as an allegory of her experiences (see Blaxland-de Lange 107–12). Themes of chivalry and courtly love run through her story, making the whole novella “a story about the trials and tribulations of romantic love” (Karlson; cf. Rateliff’s introduction vii). While Eager Spring is not Arthurian, it does contain some of Barfield’s thoughts on courtly/chivalric love—which he was thinking about forty years earlier in these letters to Lewis.

Another important point in the Mark vs. Tristram letters is the “fiduciary capacity” in which Sir Tristram relates to King Mark, acting on his behalf as if in financial matters, but here matters of the heart are in question. Tristram is a sworn knight; Mark is his king, his lord, his sovereign. There is an essential hierarchy implied here as well as ethics of permanent loyalty and selfless service. These are continued in “the allegiance of a tried and trusted subject.” Again, this shows Barfield’s familiarity with the stories of Tristram and the ethical codes that had developed in medieval literature about knightly culture. This discussion of the Mark vs. Tristram letters, then, shows that Barfield was thoughtfully engaged with Arthurian materials, even though his literary interactions with them were infrequent, and that he quickly got to the heart of the story and to deeper ethical matters beneath the admittedly chaotic surface of Malory’s tale(s).

Barfield’s final “Arthurian” work was written in 1975 (Hipolito ix). Night Operation, a work of dystopian speculative fiction, raises questions about what to include and what to exclude from the canon of Arthurian literature, discussed above. But this novella, in which the three main characters have a kind of mystical “Grail” encounter, explores ideas of human consciousness and communication with the transtemporal similar to those prompted by a performance of The Quest of the Sangreal. Christopher Gaertner discusses Night Operation in detail in chapter 5, pages 154–56. Gaertner writes that “the story provides a setting in which Barfield’s views on human consciousness are manifest. The story also shows how his views are a response to the intellectual issues of the Inklings’ day, and how his views speak to an interpretation of the collective Arthurian works of the Inklings” (154).

Indeed, Barfield’s fiction, like that of the other Inklings, is pertinent to our own times. In particular, like many dystopian works, Night Operation is uncannily prophetic in its warnings about the reduction of human life to biological function and the ways the human race avoids communication with the divine. It has many other areas of applicability, too. Cory Grewell writes in an article about Barfield’s Studies of Meaning:

Barfield’s apologetic defense is directed primarily at the scientific materialism, Modernist fragmentation, and logical positivism that by turns dominated much of academic thought in the West in the twentieth century. Its implications are just as important, however, for much of today’s academic culture in the West, dominated as it often is by materialist politics and Postmodern relativism (though much of Barfield’s thought, particularly his theories of language, are quite compatible with Postmodernism). (Grewell 29–30)

Grewell goes on to state quite practical ways Barfield’s thought applies to “the university, the arts, and the evangelical church”—and I would add that Lewis’, Tolkien’s, and Williams’ ideas can also be used for the regeneration of these institutions in the twenty-first century.

In the largest and most important ways, then, Barfield’s Arthuriana are like those of his friends. They all strive to communicate metaphysical truth; they are engaged in what Yannick Imbert calls “the quest for a common consciousness” (180). They all use speculative fiction and visions of the fantastical to speak into their own times. And they all observed and analyzed the movements of their lifetimes and projected warnings into our own.

And yet, of course, Barfield is distinctive. Lewis had a habit of picking up everything that interested him at the moment, including bits and pieces of Arthuriana, and incorporating them into whatever his current project was at the moment. Tolkien was much more methodical, gathering all the myriad threads of literature and history that he could hold, including Arthur, and weaving them into his own ever-growing legendarium. Charles Williams did just the reverse: he took everything else and wove it into his Arthurian myth. But Barfield only used the Grail a handful of times, as a vessel of anthroposophist ideas.

Lewis

Clive Staples Lewis (1898–1963) was a prolific Arthurian, and his output covers poetry, fiction, and academic work.​16 I do not need to give a survey here, as Brenton D.G. Dickieson provides an overview of “Lewis’ Arthuriana in four identifiable periods,” pages 81–86 below, in his chapter on intertextuality in the Ransom cycle. It is worth noting, however, how important this story was to Lewis’ thought. It was not the one story onto which he tried to map his life and all of his most important writing, as it was for Williams, but it was a story to which he returned again and again. He tried writing it in poetry and prose, as he did with the story of Psyche and Cupid, and (again, like that myth) finally turned to the novel as his preferred means of expression. Yet That Hideous Strength and Till We Have Faces could hardly be more different, and their contrasts reveal how the Arthurian story functioned in Lewis’ imagination differently than the tale of Psyche and Cupid did. This in turn is due to the nature and history of the two stories and to who was influencing Lewis at the time of composition and in what ways.

That Hideous Strength is a deeply intertextual novel. As Dickieson and Huttar discuss in their chapters in this volume, Lewis brought into it elements from the writings of his friends Tolkien and Williams, as well as from older sources. This novel has received a great deal of criticism. George Orwell, in reviewing it, wrote that “it would probably have been a better book if the magical element had been left out” and “one could recommend this book unreservedly if Mr. Lewis had succeeded in keeping it all on a single level” (Orwell, “The Scientists”). Sanford Schwartz calls it—albeit affectionately—“an outsized amalgam of medieval legend and modern mayhem” (91; cf. Ward 8–11). This critique, of course, is similar to the objection Tolkien lodged against the Narniad: that it was made up of disparate mythologies insufficiently unified. While these critiques are wildly overstated and That Hideous Strength follows its own logic of coherence, it is true that there is a larger variety of intertextual procedures followed in this novel than in Till We Have Faces.

I propose that the greater intertextuality is due in part to the varied nature of the Arthurian material, discussed above. Once an author chooses to open the door to the Knights of the Round Table, it is hard to shut it again. Material from across a fifteen-hundred-year period could come in, from Welsh, French, or German sources, bringing late Roman or high medieval or Victorian trappings with it—or Byzantine, if Charles Williams is one of the sources. Williams was a direct source for Lewis, as was Tolkien, which partially explains why conventions of Gothic horror jostle against the notion of an Elvish paradise in the West, and both with biblical materials and a modernist setting.​17

Till We Have Faces is quite different in tone and texture. It is a clean, streamlined myth, a retelling of one story, with as low a reading on the intertextuality meter as is reasonable for an adaptation. It lives entirely in its own secondary world; there are very few moments of metalepsis. This is not a value judgement either way, nor an attempt to claim that one novel is somehow “better” than another; merely an observation of the levels of intertextuality in each and a glance at their respective lineages. Lewis was trying to accomplish so many things in That Hideous Strength—wrap up the Ransom storyline that dates as far back as drafts of The Screwtape Letters,​18 satirize college politics, warn against technocracy and violations of bioethics, lay down standards for gender roles and marital hierarchy,​19 bring in Williams’ ideas about co-inherence and community, promote Tolkien’s (supposedly) forthcoming Silmarillion, resuscitate Merlin in the modern world, embody planetary influences, illustrate God’s action through people in this world—that the novel feels overstuffed and heterogeneous. But so does Malory. There, a narrative interlace structure weaves the plot lines together in a complex, counterintuitive manner. In That Hideous Strength, the narrative is fairly straightforward (although there are shifting character perspectives), but the theological implications are many and various.

And indeed, the theological implications are much the same as those in the Arthuriana of his fellow Inklings: Lewis believed that there was meaning beyond the material universe; there was a supernatural realm that gives meaning to the natural one. In That Hideous Strength, the Heavens carry this meaning down to earth.​20 Buckman and Ross argue that Merlin “became a metaphor for Lewis’ understanding of fantasy, the genre that has to overcome our understandable incredulity in the face of the extraordinary. Lewis’ ambitious novel attempts to bring Arthurian values directly into the modern world” (Buckman and Ross 5). These are values of human dignity, mutually reciprocal relationships, hierarchy, community, environmental stewardship, and—when necessary—violent resistance to tyranny. They are timeless values, and That Hideous Strength is as apposite now as when it was written.

Tolkien

John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (1892–1973) wrote only a very small number of works that can be considered even marginally Arthurian and only one (unfinished) actual retelling. He approached this legend as he did most elements of English literature: he looked for the gaps, the lacunae where explanations were missing, and he wrote into those empty spaces, filling them up and connecting them with material of his own making so that these stories all came into his legendarium, his history of everything.

This process began when he encountered the Anglo-Saxon poem Crist by Cynewulf, probably in the spring of 1914. The Crist contains these lines:

Hail Earendel, brightest of angels,

above the middle-earth sent unto men,

and true radiance of the sun,

bright above the stars…​21

There is very little else about Earendel (or Eärendil, as Tolkien came to spell the name) anywhere in extant English literature,​22 so this was a gap in English literature: an unexplained name. Who was Earendel? How could he be both an angel and a star? Tolkien resolved to create the back-story that would explain this mystery. By 24 September 1914, he had composed a forty-eight-line poem called “The Voyage of Éarendel the Evening Star” (Garth, Great War 45). Eventually, Eärendil evolved into Tolkien’s half-elf, half-human hero who sails into the West, seeking a lost paradise.

This method of writing into the gaps, of drawing existing literature into his own evolving Elvish mythology, catalyzed his great work of inventing Elvish languages, legends, and history, which eventually led to The Hobbit, The Lord of the Rings, The Silmarillion, and the histories of Middle-earth. Tolkien tried this approach again with Beowulf, drawing that story into his own via another Eärendil-like character. Beowulf opens with the history of Scyld (or “Shield”), “the eponymous ancestor of the Scyldingas, the Danish royal house to which Hrothgar King of the Danes in this poem belongs” (Tolkien, Beowulf 137). Here are the opening lines, in Tolkien’s own translation:

Lo! the glory of the kings of the people of the Spear-Danes in days of old we have heard tell, how those princes did deeds of valour. Oft Scyld Scefing robbed the hosts of the foemen, many peoples, of the seats where they drank their mead, laid fear upon men, he who first was found forlorn … a good king was he! (Tolkien, Beowulf ll. 1–5, 9)

This same King Scyld had come mysteriously to the Danes: one day, they found a boat on the shore with a baby inside. In the boat with the child was a mysterious, beautiful, golden grain. When the child grew up, they made him their king. So Scyld was to them a culture hero: the good king, the victorious warrior, the bringer of corn. When he died, his people put him in a boat and sent him off as he had come:

With lesser gifts no whit did they adorn him, with treasures of that people, than did those that in the beginning sent him forth alone over the waves, a little child. Moreover, high above his head they set a golden standard and gave him to Ocean, let the sea bear him. Sad was their heart and mourning in their soul. None can report with truth, nor lords in their halls, nor mighty men beneath the sky, who received that load. (33–40)

Tolkien believed that the Beowulf-poet was taking previous material about a warrior-ancestor and about a culture god “and adding to it a mysterious Arthurian departure, back into the unknown” (Tolkien, Beowulf 138-39, emphasis original), making a “suggestion … that Scyld went back to some mysterious land whence he had come” (LR 106). Notice that he specifically calls it an “Arthurian departure”; this makes all mysterious voyages across the sea into the West iterations of the motif of King Arthur going to Avalon.​23

Tolkien decided to follow this same method again, the method that the Beowulf-poet used of combining pre-existing story materials with his own new ideas, seeking out hidden significance, and weaving it all into a much larger whole. To that end, Tolkien used King Sheave in his own Lost Road and Notion Club Papers projects, retelling the story in both prose and verse (LR 96–106; SD 273–76). In Tolkien’s version, Sheave is not dead, but dying, when his men put him on a ship:

and they thrust him forth to sea, and the sea took him, and the ship bore him unsteered far away into the uttermost West out of the sight or thought of men. Nor do any know who received him in what haven at the end of his journey. Some have said that that ship found the Straight Road. (LR 95)​24

In Tolkien’s view, the Beowulf-poet took “rustic legends of no great splendor” and connected them “with a glory and mystery, more archaic and simple but hardly less magnificent than that which adorns the king of Camelot, Arthur son of Uther” (LR 105–06). This is essentially what Tolkien himself is doing throughout his work, and he probably learned this method from the Beowulf-poet: “as often, Tolkien took the hints, but felt he could improve on them” (Shippey, Author 37).

Tolkien took one other hint from the beginning of Beowulf and used it openly in his works, connecting it to Eärendil. There is a sense that some mysterious beings sent Scyld to the Danes when he was a baby. Through a complicated and ingenious bit of creative philology (which Shippey traces in Author 286), “Tolkien was prepared, rather daringly, to identify the osas/Æsir [the pagan gods of Norse myth] not with demons, but with the demi-gods or archangels or Valar of his own mythology” and also seems to identify the mysterious beings who sent Scyld forth with his own Valar, too (Shippey, Author 286; Shippey, “Welcome to Beowulf”). This means that Scyld is an Eärendil-figure; a mysterious, possibly superhuman, hero who comes from the West and goes off mysteriously into the West, sent by the Valar and received by them again.

Note, however, that all the Scyld/Shield/Sheave material I have been talking about was unpublished in Tolkien’s lifetime. Most of it is in notes for projects he never finished, such as The Lost Road and The Notion Club Papers. Some of it, the material about Beowulf, he did discuss in his Oxford lectures on the poem, but he is unlikely to have made the connection with his own Valar explicit in that context. Therefore, this connection is not part of his official published works—the works that he himself completed and made public during his life—nor is it present in The Silmarillion.

This is also the case with Tolkien’s Arthur-Eärendil connection: It is not part of the works he published during his lifetime—which brings me at last to The Fall of Arthur, Tolkien’s only unequivocally Arthurian work. Throughout The Inklings and King Arthur, the chapter-writers deal with many important aspects of this poem’s context, content, and implications; here, I will briefly comment on its Eärendil connection, which is found in notes Tolkien left about how he intended the fragmentary Fall of Arthur to continue. Christopher Tolkien includes the following details in his editorial matter about how the story could have shared narrative continuity with the larger legendarium.

Tolkien’s notes reveal that, had he finished The Fall of Arthur, he planned to have Mordred mortally wound Arthur, Arthur kill Mordred, and Arthur be carried away to the West for healing. Lancelot, arriving too late, would set sail into the West, searching for his king, never to return. Tolkien wrote:

Lancelot gets a boat and sails west and never returns. Eärendel passage…. Lancelot parts from Guinevere and sets sail for Benwick but turns west and follows after Arthur. And never returns from the sea. Whether he found him in Avalon and will return no one knows. (FoA 136, 37)

In other words, had the poem been finished, Lancelot would have functioned somewhat like Eärendil, the mariner who used the Silmaril to sail into the Uttermost West and reach the Undying Lands. Both Lancelot and Eärendil sail into the West, seeking a lost paradise. Tolkien tried to unite the westering legends about islands of the blest with Arthur and with his own elvish mythology in The Fall of Arthur.

At around this same time, Tolkien wrote a fragment of a poem about Eärendel’s Quest, including these lines:

Eärendel goeth on eager quest

to magic islands beyond the miles of the sea,

past the hills of Avalon and the halls of the moon,

the dragon’s portals and the dark mountains

of the Bay of Faery on the borders of the world. (FoA 137–38)

And then another fragment about Arthur’s grave:

 

No mound hath Arthur            in mortal land

under moon or sun                  who in ____ ____

beyond the miles of the sea     and the magic islands

beyond the halls of night         upon Heaven’s borders

the dragon’s portals                 and the dark mountains

of the Bay of Avalon               on the borders of the world.

up[on] Earth’s border              in Avalon sleeping biding. (FoA 138)

 

Here he makes the identification of Avalon with Faërie and with Valinor plain. While I will not dwell on this identification, as it is only in discarded drafts, I merely use it to point out the way in which Tolkien tried, at one time, to draw Arthur into his own Elvish legendarium, in what Dimitra Fimi describes as an ongoing “continuation of the blending of traditions of the British Isles in Tolkien’s work” (58). The motif of King Arthur going to Avalon, then, is seen again and again, subtly, throughout Tolkien’s work, in the longings and journeys of many a mariner into the West.

I see one other possibly Arthurian resonance in Tolkien’s legendarium. In The Lord of the Rings, Galadriel tells Frodo that, with Celeborn, “together through ages of the world we have fought the long defeat” (1:462; 2:7). The Silmarillion, the Histories of Middle-earth, and the other texts of the legendarium tell the tale of one long defeat: it is the cyclical story of “one brief shining moment”​25 always followed by disaster, war, horror, and fading. This happens for the Valar in Almaren, then in Valinor; for the Elves in Cuiviénen, then in Tol Eressëa; for Men in Númenor, then Arnor, then Gondor, and so forth. Each began as a place of beauty and a race of great wisdom and power, but each was destroyed or isolated by the withdrawing, failing, or fading of its bliss. This is comparable to the trajectory of many works of Arthuriana, especially in the twentieth century: Arthur (and, often, Merlin) establishes a righteous kingdom in Logres, but then it fades, fails, and is destroyed. “In our time,” writes D. Thomas Hanks in an article on Malory and Tolkien, “the upshot for Malory has been to convert his serious comedy of eucatastrophe to a reader’s perception of tragedy, lost love, and lost life” (60). I find a sense of inevitability in both story-complexes, but the fated nature of the defeat does not rob it of any of its poignancy. I read both the Arthurian legends and Tolkien’s legendarium as heart-breaking tales of the long defeat that mortals fight here in this realm, always destined to enjoy new heroes in every generation, always fated to fail. It is, arguably, the tragedy of the Christian story: The Fall has rendered all human endeavors futile. That is the message I read in these two tales—but I must note that both are also touched with the eucatastrophic hope of a blessed return, a future joy. As Hanks says, with intentional anachronism: “Malory has written a Tolkienian happy ending—but a happy ending which at the same time reminds one that along with eucatastrophe come tears and earthly loss” (61). The Tolkienian kind of happy ending—whether of Beowulf or a fairy tale or an Arthurian retelling—includes fading, diminishment, and loss. Ye, each of these tales is incorporated into his own totalizing, theological mythology, with its hope of a future eucatastrophe.

In short, Tolkien saw his elvish legendarium as the primary narrative, while Arthur was secondary. This is the opposite of Williams’ method, as Williams tried to draw everything else into his composite Byzantine Arthuriana. For Williams, at least by the end of his life, the Grail story was primary and all of his other ideas were secondary components of it. Yet both of them, like Lewis and Barfield, were interested in using this collection of stories—and all other stories that were to their taste—for the communication of spiritual truth.

Williams

Charles Walter Stansby Williams (1886–1945) was the most serious Arthurian author of the four. Indeed, he took the legends of King Arthur so seriously as to shape many areas of his personal and professional life after his vision of the Arthurian myth. Whereas Barfield took one or two oddments from the story of the Grail to serve his own anthroposophist didacticism, Tolkien tried to draw Arthur into his own mythology for England, and Lewis cut convenient elements out of their original context and pasted them into his modernist Mere Christian fairy tales, Williams viewed many aspects of his life and thought—love, religion, work, history, geography, anatomy, politics—sub specie Arthuriana. As Alyssa House-Thomas writes:

Williams’ Arthurian poetry collections Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars are also medievalist and syncretic in technique, yet to a much higher degree than Tolkien they demonstrate a source-independent approach, rather than concern for imitation. Their handling of mystical and occult themes owes as much to Williams himself as to the old authorities. (362)

For these reasons, as well as because he wrote the fullest, most complete Arthuriad, he is treated at greatest length in this volume.

Williams began exploring Arthuriana as the story of his life perhaps as early as 1908, when evidence suggests he was discussing his plans for Arthurian poetry with his office mate Fred Page (Lindop, Third Inkling 2). He certainly was working on it in 1912, when he began keeping a “Commonplace Book” of notes that he hoped to use in his later poetic cycle (Dodds, “Arthurian Commonplace Book”). He wrote and published Arthurian poetry throughout his working life, in anthologies and periodicals as well as his own collections, and even included Arthurian poems in odd places (such as distributed among the theatrical works in Three Plays, 1931). In the 1920s, he wrote dramas for his co-workers to perform, one of which involved a Grail procession.​26 In the late 1920s or early 1930s, he wrote a collection of poems originally entitled King Arthur and later The Advent of Galahad (Lindop, Third Inkling 161, 226); it remained unpublished until David Llewellyn Dodds brought these verses together with others in his 1991 Arthurian Poets edition. Williams wrote one novel that is a Grail quest in a modern setting, War in Heaven (1930).​27 Then in 1931, he published Heroes and Kings, which contains seven highly personal Arthurian poems. He explored his ideas in nonfiction format in essays on his own poetry, on Malory, on the French romances,​28 and on the history of Eucharistic practices.​29 And, finally, he poured his soul into his life’s work: two volumes of Arthurian poetry, Taliessin through Logres (1938) and The Region of the Summer Stars (1944). He was working on another volume, to be entitled either Jupiter Over Carbonek (Cavaliero 124) or The Household of Taliessin (Dodds, Arthurian 6),​30 at the time of his sudden death in 1945. There is evidence that he planned to revise all the previous poems (including some published only in periodicals) into one consistent, coherent, narrative whole, completing his totalizing myth (Dodds, Arthurian 5–6).

Williams differs from Lewis and Tolkien in several ways and is perhaps closer to Barfield in at least one aspect of his vision. Williams was a high-ranking initiate in A.E. Waite’s occult secret society, The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross. He remained in this Rosicrucian society for ten years, climbing rapidly up the grades and participating enthusiastically in the rituals, which he memorized. He served as Master of the Temple three times (Roukema 43) and rose to the highest order, “where he received a summons to generate symbolism with which the Secret Tradition could be communicated” (Roukema 47). Aren Roukema demonstrates how Williams fulfilled this charge in his novels, producing in both fiction and poetry “a bricolage of symbolism that exhibits the modern occult passion for blending the widest possible array of esoteric images and traditions” (48). This is also true in his poetry, which shows the direct influence of A.E. Waite’s 1909 book The Hidden Church of the Holy Graal and involves a complicated layering of systems of hermetic symbolism. Even after he left the F.R.C., occult matters remained important to Williams. There is evidence that suggests he may have been involved in an offshoot from the Order of the Golden Dawn (the Stella Matutina), or at least a group of initiates who discussed and perhaps practiced those rituals (Lindop, Third Inkling 63–66; cf. Roukema).​31 Another author, “One of the mystery writers of the Golden Dawn period, Arthur Machen, may have inspired Williams to the idea of a modern parousia symbolized by the grail. His story The Great Return (1915) is an account of the Grail and its effect on a modern Welsh parish church” (Göller 466). Williams also took ideas from the Zohar, the Bible, Dante, and a great deal of disparate English poetry. His Arthuriad is certainly the most complicated of all the Inklings’ and the most infused with hermetic imagery and ideas.

Williams’ vision of the Grail quest also resulted in the highest-quality poetry any of the Inklings ever produced. On the level of sheer mechanical skill, I believe that Williams was the best writer of the group, although he certainly lacked Tolkien’s storytelling and world-building skills and Lewis’ clarity. His efforts are marred by obscurity​32 and by a layering of systems of symbolism without a key, but Lewis was only exaggerating slightly when he assessed Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars “both for the soaring and gorgeous novelty of their technique and for their profound wisdom, to be among the two or three most valuable books of verse produced in the century” (Preface to Essays vi–vii; pace Rateliff, “Lost Letter” 13). Granted, Lewis was a personal friend of Williams’, one of many who fell under the enchantment of his charms—but even Norris Lacy writes that Williams is “among modern English poets, the foremost reshaper and recreator of Arthurian mythology” (Encyclopedia 630). Williams brought many fresh insights and startling innovations to his Arthuriad, both in narrative changes and, especially, a spiritual depth at once orthodox and occult. Many of his ideas are discussed throughout this volume,​33 but I will discuss some of his innovations here.

The characterological perspective in Williams’ Arthurian poetry is unique. While it is not new to approach the story through a character other than King Arthur himself, Williams’ use of Taliessin, the king’s poet and captain of horse, provides a particularly poetic insight. The place and power of poetry are very high indeed in Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars, and the creative impulse is connected to victory in war and to the formation of spiritual households. His use of Galahad, too, is startling and vivid: The High Prince is the product of a sinful union, yet is used as the means of salvation and as a type of Christ in the poetry. Percivale, also, takes an important poetic, musical, and spiritual role. These three, along with Bors as the example of happy domestic love and Lancelot as the faithful/unfaithful lover, are all practitioners of various aspects of Williams’ Affirmative Theology.

Perhaps his greatest Arthurian innovation is the degree to which he made the Grail essential to the story and unified it with the tales of Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table: The Grail “must take the central place. Logres then must be meant for the Grail” (“Figure” 267), he asserted. In Chapter 19 of this volume, Andrew Stout writes: “While earlier versions of the myths focused on Arthur’s kingship or the romance of Lancelot and Guinevere, Williams brought the quest for the Grail and its spiritual power to the forefront” (481). There had been other authors who had focused on the Grail to some degree, but comments throughout Williams’ Arthurian Commonplace Book and his prose study “The Figure of Arthur” reveal that he did not think any previous author had seen the essential spiritual unity—perhaps an occult unity—between those two halves of the narrative complex. There are moments in the legends when Arthur comes very close to “the mystery” of the Grail, but does not quite achieve it. In discussing The High History of the Holy Grail, Williams complains that this romance “does not entirely unite the Arthur theme and the Grail theme, and this is the more disappointing because it starts off as if it were going to do precisely that” (258–59), and he is disgusted with Tennyson’s “treatment of the Sacred Lance as a jumping-pole” (“The Making of Taliessin,” Image 180). In an essay entitled “The Morte darthur,” Lewis praises Williams’ Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars for their vitality, the centrality they give the Grail, and the inevitability of their concluding tragedy (Lewis, “Morte” 08). Williams has given the Arthurian world “a dynamic orientation toward a new spiritual centre” (Göller 471): the unification of all the elements of the vast, sprawling Matter of Britain in the object of the Grail. In these poems, the Holy Grail is a synecdoche for all objects and actions of Christ’s passion: “Almost any article connected with the Act served for its symbol,” Williams wrote in “The Figure of Arthur” (206), meaning that any object associated with the Crucifixion could be used in commemorating it. Whether Williams himself finally achieved this poetic unity himself is a matter for debate.

The Holy Grail is traditionally associated with Christ’s passion, as it was either the cup from which Jesus and the apostles drank at the Last Supper, and which Joseph of Arimathea subsequently used to catch blood from Jesus’ side, or it was the platter or plate on which Jesus ate bread for the last time before His crucifixion. Clearly, then, the Grail is at least symbolically connected with the ritual Lord’s Supper that Christians practice regularly in remembrance of Him. In “Figure,” Williams traces the history of the doctrinal developments in the Christian Church related to the Eucharist. He reveals his wide knowledge of ecclesiastical, literary, and historical sources and casually refutes “cauldron of plenty” theories. These hypotheses, put forward by such writers as Sir James Frazer and Jessie Weston, claim that the Grail is merely a common archetype and that our idea of it evolved from earlier Celtic stories about a great magical pot that could provide endless food or raise the bodies of the dead that were flung into it.​34 Williams gracefully disposes of these theories of primitivism: at the beginning of his chapter entitled “The Grail,” he writes about “that Cup which in its progress through the imagination of Europe was to absorb into itself so many cauldrons of plenty and vessels of magic” (197). At the end of the study, he gives a summary of the Frazer-and-Weston school of thought, then asserts again that if the Grail

swallowed up its lesser rivals, it did so exactly because it was greater. The poetic inventiveness of Europe found itself presented with the image of a vessel much more satisfying to it—merely as an image—than any other … the Grail contained the very Act which was related to all that existence. Of course, it absorbed or excluded all else; sui generis, it shone alone. (207)

Later on, in his chapter on Chrétien and the French romances, entitled “The Coming of the Grail,” he claims that in the evolution of Arthurian literature, the Grail “became particular and the grand material object of Christian myth” (244). He traces the Grail’s path through poetry, as it becomes more and more closely related to high and holy mysteries.

Williams’ purpose in his own Arthurian poetry was to unite the episodic, knightly tales of King Arthur and his court with the spiritual quest for the Holy Grail in a relationship closer than had ever been done in literature. In Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars, he makes the Grail the sacred object that serves to reveal the spiritual condition of each character and serves also as the apex of the narrative arc. He does this in his poetry by a structure of narrative interlace and by using the Grail as a catalyst of spiritual disclosure. Characters’ responses to it are revelatory of their eternal salvific or damnatory condition. It functions much the way the crime does in many murder mysteries: as the detective investigates, the reader learns many dark secrets in the pasts of all of the characters, bringing them all under suspicion. The crime reveals their true natures. Similarly, the Grail itself functions this way in Williams’ Arthuriad: knights and ladies are able to approach the Grail when their souls are in right relationship with God, while those who have turned away from righteousness are unable to achieve it. The Grail itself is a symbol, or even a sacrament, of the same kind as the elements of the Lord’s Supper and of the same kind as Galahad in Williams’ poetry: all are visible signs of Christ’s presence; in “Taliessin in the Rose-Garden,” “the altars of Christ everywhere offer the grails” (l. 159). Men’s approach to romantic and domestic love is also a Grail quest, for in

women’s flesh lives the quest of the Grail

in the change from Camelot to Carbonek and from Carbonek to Sarras,

puberty to Carbonek, and the stanching, and Carbonek to death.

Blessed is she who gives herself to the journey. (165–68)

Blanchefleur/Dindrane, then, gives her body to a journey of celibacy, taking “vows … for the sake of Christ” and in spite of “the sword of schism that pierced her lord” Taliessin’s heart, because he loves her (“The Departure of Dindrane” 51–52, 53). Elayne, Bors’ wife, does the same by being “the mistress of a household” (“The Departure of Dindrane” l. 42). Each of these affirms “the Grail” by submitting herself in service to God.

In his prose study, Williams gives a literary history of King Arthur, then discusses his own contributions to the myth. He states “that the centre of the myth must be determined” (267)—meaning that he had to determine what the center would be in his adaptation—and then immediately determines it: “The problem is simple—is the king to be there for the sake of the Grail or not?” That is the center of Williams’ poetry: will characters serve themselves, or will they serve God and the kingdom, revealing this service by their submission to the Grail? As David Dodds wrote about The Chapel of the Thorn: “to use violence to secure a Hallow is to misuse your powers and to be improperly disposed toward It,” and this is the case throughout Williams’ writings (Dodds, “Chapel” 173). The Grail itself, and the characters’ attitudes and actions toward it, comprise “the central matter of the Matter of Britain,” Williams boldly claims (267). It is certainly the central theme of his life’s literary work.

This theme reveals itself over and over again through the cycle, as characters face moments of decision. In each case, they must decide whether to satisfy their own self-turned desires or to serve something larger than themselves. On the day of his crowning, Arthur “stood to look on his city: / the king made for the kingdom, or the kingdom made for the king?” (“The Crowning of Arthur,” TtL, ll. 62–63). This is the question he asks himself on the first day of his rule: Will I serve the kingdom, or will I use the kingdom to serve me? He answers the question wrongly, and this act of rebellion, of setting up himself against God (much like Satan’s in Paradise Lost), is the first of many such decisions that cause the destruction of the Empire.

Many of Williams’ character make this fatal mistake. Members of the Court gather to partake of the Lord’s Supper. Arthur and Lancelot are there among the others, but “the king in the elevation beheld and loved himself crowned; / Lancelot’s gaze at the Host found only a ghost of the Queen” (“The Star of Percivale” 33–36). Arthur and Lancelot look at the elements of the Lord’s Supper, the bread and wine, but they do not discern the Body of Christ. Instead, each sees his own object of idolatry. Arthur sees himself; Lancelot sees Guinevere. They suffer greatly for their sin, but something immeasurably worse than personal grief also occurs: the very Kingdom of Logres is lost, and then follows the most dreadful catastrophe that could possibly befall the human race: “Against the rule of the Emperor the indivisible / Empire was divided; therefore the Parousia suspended / its coming, and abode still in the land of the Trinity” (“The Prayers of the Pope” 145–47). The sins of Arthur and his kingdom have postponed the second coming of Christ!​35

The postponement of the Parousia by means of human actions is one of Williams’ more important Arthurian innovations. Another is the nature of Logres in his poetry. “Logres” is a name for Arthur’s kingdom, “sometimes applied to Britain in Arthurian romance” (Lupack, Encyclopedia 457). It can be traced back to Geoffrey of Monmouth. In many versions of the tales, it is a kind of ephemeral, Edenic dream-kingdom: the ideal of what Arthur’s kingdom could be if all were ordered aright. But Williams took the concept of “Logres” further than did his sources. He developed the idea of two kingdoms coexisting simultaneously: Britain (earthly, worldly, natural, political) and Logres (heavenly, theocratic, arch-natural, spiritual). These are analogous to—or more than analogous to: perhaps even sacramentally related to—the Christian doctrine of the Old Man (the sinner) and the New Man (the saint). In each kingdom, as in each person, the sanctifying spirit strives against the sin-enslaved self. In chapter 3 of this volume, “Mixed Metaphors and Hyperlinked Worlds,” Brenton D.G. Dickieson expands upon this definition of Williams’ Logres and shows how Lewis took up this idea and deployed it in That Hideous Strength.

Williams, then, posited a spiritual reality coexisting behind the geopolitical one—and pushed that principle to a logically extreme application. In his Encyclopedia, Lacy wrote that the two volumes of Williams’ poetry take varying perspectives on their subject matter:

Taliessin through Logres portrays the establishment, growth, and fall of the realm of Arthur. In a sense it shows the progress through the earthly kingdom. The poems of Region of the Summer Stars (the “third heaven” of poets and lovers) take up the same themes, but from a perspective sub specie aeternitatis. (631)

While this is partly correct, it would be more nearly accurate to say that both books investigate the relationship of the natural and the arch-natural in Arthur’s kingdom(s). Heinz Göller praises this innovation: “Williams gives the story of King Arthur an entirely new slant …. Charles Williams provides us with a completely different concept of the Arthurian myth. The major innovation consists in the exclusion of an antithetical opposition of Logres and Rome …. The result of dropping the rivalry between Logres and Rome is a denationalisation of the Arthurian myth” (Göller 466–67). Both are provinces of God’s kingdom on earth, represented in Williams’ poetry as the Byzantine Empire.

If individuals’ decisions in the geopolitical realm are also actual occurrences in the spiritual, it follows that failure in the one is disaster in the other. So when Arthur uses the kingdom as a mere tool for his own pleasure, when Lancelot replaces worship of Christ with idolatrous adoration of Guinevere, when “Balin and Balan fell by mistaken impious hate. / Arthur tossed loves with a woman and split his fate” (“Lamorak and the Queen Morgause of Orkney,” TtL, 49–50)—Balin killed his brother and struck the Dolorous Blow against Pelles, when Arthur slept with his sister Morgause and fathered Mordred—when all of these people chose self above service, the kingdom of Britain fell.

But with it fell the spiritual kingdom of Logres. In Williams’ myth, Arthur was made king (from the point of view of Providence) in order to prepare a place for the coming of the Grail. Then, once the Grail was established in Logres, Jesus’ Second Coming would occur. When the chief actors in the Arthurian drama sinned, they rejected the Grail, so it left the shores of England and was hidden away in Sarras, the land of the Trinity, a mysterious island in the west across the sea. And then the Parousia itself was postponed.

This is a terrifying, startling innovation. To suggest that human decisions could wreck the plans of God is an extreme application of the doctrine of Free Will, but one that is perfectly in harmony with Williams’ usual practice of pushing a teaching to its limits and discovering new perspectives on the truth there. Whether those farthest shores were always within the bounds of orthodoxy is an open question.​36

All of his ideas are interrelated in an unusually consistent, if idiosyncratic, system of thought. Not only is Arthur’s Britain shadowed by the heavenly (or Platonic) Logres; it is also a province of a Byzantine Empire of his own invention. This creative geopolitical entity is the product of layered historical conflation​37 and hermetic imagery. In his Arthuriad, Williams conflates events from as early as c. 500 ad with those as late as 1453 (and, arguably, some references that are contemporary to his own time as well).​38 I will not go into this topic in detail here, as I have done so elsewhere,​39 and as aspects of this vision of empire are covered with insight and panache by Benjamin Utter and Andrew Rasmussen in their chapters in this volume. Suffice it to say that he lays the figure of a woman’s body over a map of Europe, then layers astrology, the Sephirotic tree, the Roman empire, the Byzantine empire, church history, and political history into a complicated, self-consistent system of symbolism worthy of William Blake. It is a difficult symbolic system to decode, but its riches of imagery and meaning fully reward the diligent cryptographer.

Really, though, Williams was his own only decoder. He was the only one who held all the documents, all the keys, in his mind, hidden yet deployed in his poetry and his personal life. Perhaps the most startling aspect of his Arthuriana is the extent to which he required his friends, co-workers, and associates to participate in the system he had set up. He drew together autobiography and myth in a way that is perhaps unprecedented. This alone makes his life a worthy topic of literary study, as, if anyone committed the biographical fallacy, it was Williams himself. Just as he drew no distinctions between the natural and the supernatural, so he drew none between work and life, between the literary and the living. Brenton D.G. Dickieson calls him a “praxis theologian” (103); he endeavored to shape his life and the lives of those around him after the pattern of his own mythology, which frequently took an Arthurian form. One young disciple of his wrote that after first reading some of the poems that would later appear in The Region of the Summer Stars, “I was, not surprisingly, confused and bemused by the way in which the ‘Company’ [in ‘The Founding of the Company’] appeared to be at the same time the ‘household’ of the King’s poet in Charles’ own highly original version of the Arthurian myth, and the circle of his own personal friends” (Lang-Sims 38). Throughout his life, “increasingly, he would become Taliessin; and many of those he knew would be drawn into the myth” (Lindop, Third Inkling 232).

Williams may be unique in the degree to which he united his theology, literary criticism, and Arthurian adaptations with his personal life. He carried on a life-long master-slave affair of extreme emotional intensity with a coworker named Phyllis Jones. (This relationship was perhaps not fully consummated but was certainly sexual in nature.) In many of his Arthurian poems, “Williams meditated upon Phyllis’ body, making it in turn a written text, a source of power through erotic constraint, and a microcosm of the Arthurian world” (Lindop, Third Inkling 157). His fusion of Christian doctrine and occult practice is unusual, and his use of magical ritual to transmute sexual energy into poetic creativity sets him apart from the other Inklings, to be sure. Indeed, the contrast between the two halves of his life is so sharp that it prompted John Rateliff to write recently: “I would say that a man may either lay claim to being the great Christian theological poet of his time …. Or he can write, and publish, illustrated bondage poetry. But not both” (“Lost Letter” 9–10). Of course, he can—and did—do both, but the impact of either is muted by coexistence with the other. Now, Williams’ private life might not be relevant to his poetry except for the fact that he translated his own experiences into the verses themselves, often enacting private practices on the pages of his books. Thus, his biography is often one of the wards on the multipartite key that is needed to unlock his symbolic code.

Some of Williams’ attempt at synthesis are described and analyzed by Bradley Wells in chapter 17 of this volume, which deals with the early plays. Several of these dramas were enacted in his workplace, the London Offices of Oxford University Press at Amen House, where Williams gave mythological names to his co-workers, wrote plays for them to perform, and behaved toward them on a daily basis as if they were all participants in a high and holy ceremony. In his personal relationships, he gave his “disciples” nicknames taken from a variety of literary sources, then treated them according to the roles he had given them, such as slave, disciple, master, servant, etc. These were not all Arthurian, but as one such servant-disciple wrote: “In his mythical world [his workplace] was sometimes Byzantium, sometimes Camelot (the one being an extension of the other in the Taliessin poems)” (Lang-Sims 27). In one play, The Masque of Perusal, his coworkers processed through the library of Amen House in a publishing company’s Grail procession, carrying an inkpot, a pen, pieces of type, paper, and periodicals: he brought the Grail into his workplace.​40

All of this is to say that the Arthurian legend, according to the way in which he remade it, was essential to Williams’ life. Tolkien and Lewis brought the Arthurian legend into their works, but Williams brought everything else into his Arthurian legend. To him, it was truth: biblical, spiritual, historical, mythological, occult, personal, and apocalyptic. It told the tale of the meaning of things from the Fall of humanity through Christ’s earthly passion and to the end of times: The Second Coming, the final achievement of the Grail and all it stood for. It was his one story. It was his metanarrative.

Conclusion

This chapter has in many ways imitated the moves that matter in the Matter of Britain: intertextuality, source-dependence, palimpsestuosity, and indeterminacy. In it, I have relied as much on the works of my fellow chapter-writers in this volume as on anything that came before, making it a kind of contemporary conversation. I have layered their thoughts and my own on top of the works of other scholars, who in turn participate in a complex stratigraphy (not a simple linearity) with the works of literature on which they comment. In yet another kind of relationship, those works of literature respond to both each other and to scholarly analyses of one another. This is how Arthurian writers have almost always worked and how the Inklings lived, taught, and wrote. I hope, therefore, to have both demonstrated and enacted the lively, dialogic nature of Arthuriana.

I also hope that this chapter and all those that follow raise as many questions as they answer. For instance (and it is a sizeable instance), this volume does not directly address the question: “Were the Inklings’ Arthurian works more largely similar to one other, or more disparate and contrasting?” While similarities tend to be emphasized slightly, especially their common concern with addressing what they saw as the bankrupt nature of scientistic materialism and with offering a metaphysically-rich alternative, their differences of genre, tone, and style should be apparent, as well as the vastly varying ideas, themes, genres, technical mechanisms, and emphases of their works.

Yet I will close with one final similarity, springing from the question: Is the story-complex of Arthur ultimately tragic or comedic? John Rosenberg, in surveying Arthurian works up to and including Tennyson, comments on “The Passing of Arthur” from Idylls of the King. He writes that he sometimes believes “the great world of Arthurian myth came into being solely to memorialize this primal scene of loss” (221). The knights are at war with one another, the kingdom is torn, lovers are separated, and virtue is lost. The king is gone. The Round Table is dissolved. There was once hope of a kind of new Eden on earth, but that hope has faded. The last faithful knight, Bedivere, “watches Arthur dwindle to a mere speck on an empty horizon, his death-pale, death-cold king departing for a paradise that can never be, in the faint hope of returning to a kingdom that never was” (Rosenberg 225). This may well be. Perhaps the entire appeal of Arthuriana, the one quality that has kept it alive for a millennium and a half, is ultimately its hopelessness. If all of those wildly different works have a theme in common, perhaps it is loss: the passing of the one bright and shining moment when Camelot approached Logres.

If that is true, then there is one characteristic that unites the Inklings and sets them apart from all those others: Hope. They agree with Rosenberg that such an Edenic kingdom “never was,” but they stoutly refuse to accept that it is “a paradise that can never be.” Certainly, on this earth Arthur falls. His body sails away across the sea where few can follow and from whence none return. Elwin Ransom, the Pendragon, the Fisher King, sails away into the heavens, never to return. In the midst of apparent victory, even when thinking of “children,” his people must still think “of pain and death” (382) and go on fighting “the long defeat” (LotR 2:462). “Logres was withdrawn to Carbonek; it became Britain” (Williams, “The Last Voyage” 125). The Grail withdraws to Sarras, and the Second Coming of Christ is postponed.

But that is in this world. The Inklings believed that though the Grail was taken away, “ye shall see it in the city of Sarras in the spiritual place” (Barfield, Quest 16). Although the Parousia may be postponed, it has not been cancelled. The real Once and Future King will return; “let the Company pray for it still” (TtL “Taliessin at Lancelot’s Mass” 60).
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