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INTRODUCTION

 

I

WHEN Charles Williams died in 1945 there remained to us of his work, besides his published books and those which he had in preparation for the press, a number of essays which had appeared in periodicals and elsewhere, many of which contain important statements of his ideas. A selection of these is printed here, and the publishers who commissioned the book wished me to preface it by a brief account of his life and a critical account of his writings, which might supplement the valuable work already published.1 There are three parts to my introduction, and the first is mainly biographical. It is too early for his life to be seen in its true perspective, but certain facts should be set down while memories are still alive — bearing in mind that the history of a poet’s life is in his work: not that he writes his biography, but that the most important part of his biography is his writing. I shall then attempt to describe the chief of the ideas which are to be found in all Williams’s work, whether of verse or prose, and most of which have some place in this collection. Finally, I shall consider the different forms in which he expressed himself, and especially his poetry. This would not be the place in which to attempt to add anything to Professor Lewis’s indispensable commentary on the Taliessin poems, but it may be useful to examine their relation to the poet’s earlier discarded versions, and to describe the even earlier designs which Williams recorded in a notebook during the First World War.

There are indeed many possible ways of treating this many-sided writer, and predominance may be given to one or other of his chosen forms of expression, according to the taste of the critic, but every critic will come up against the same difficulty, that consideration of any one form must include a knowledge of the others.

One may consider Charles Williams as above all a great exponent of the Affirmative, the Sacramental, Way, in the canon of Christian writing; one of the few who have written of it with a full understanding of its relation to the Negative, or Mystical, Way. Or as a poet — the author of a quantity of poems of wholly original content expressed in traditional form, and of an unfinished cycle of poems which are original both in form and content. Or as a critic of a remarkably catholic taste, for whom literature was a passion. Or as a writer of unequalled supernatural thrillers; as a dramatist with the rare ability to give flesh and blood to symbolic figures — any one of these ways of approach would be valid, yet with each the critic would find that he needed to presuppose a knowledge of all the rest, and that even then something of value had escaped him. For the whole man (it is an opinion expressed by more than one of those who have written about him) was greater even than the sum of his works. Those who had heard Coleridge talk felt some such discrepancy between his written and his spoken criticism. One can suggest reasons, without entirely explaining it: that the energy of the man conveyed his vision more effectively than any of the words he could find to express it; that in Coleridge, the power of organization was deficient, and that in Williams, the intellectual gifts were greater than the aesthetic; also that the loving-kindness which was so strongly a part of his personality increased the powers of apprehension in his hearers. He made those who talked with him feel that the truth was a joint discovery — and indeed he believed it. His colleague Gerard Hopkins wrote of him that ‘he found out the gold in others, making it shine’, and many have said that in his company they felt themselves to be better people than they really were — and not only better, but more intelligent.

Yet what remains to us, of Williams as of Coleridge, is enough. The religious writings, the plays Seed of Adam and Cranmer, certain passages from the novels, some of the criticism of Shakespeare, Dante, Milton, and Wordsworth, and above all the series of Taliessin poems — these alone would make good a claim for him (I had written ‘his claim’, but he claimed nothing of the kind) as a writer of major importance. It is when we come to apply the adjective to any particular form, to speak of him as a major poet or a major critic, that the doubt arises. This is partly because the ideas he was expressing were always more important to Charles Williams than the medium of expression, and the choice of a medium (apart from poetry) was governed for him by the demands of the moment — that is, chiefly by the need to earn money, but also by his own generous readiness to respond to any request which he had it in his power to satisfy. He himself would maintain that the need to earn money is the natural mainspring of creative writing, and that the reason that our greatest writers have come from the lower middle classes is simply that poetry needs the stimulus of the abyss of poverty close at hand. So he wrote:

 

I saw Shakespeare

In a Tube station on the Central London:

… the notes for The Merchant 

Were in his pocket

Beginning (it was the first line he thought of)

‘Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubins.’

 

But his chief wish was to be earning more money.

 

At any rate, Williams’s one real grievance against his lot was that no one would pay him for writing poetry — and the unfinished cycle of Taliessin stands as a reproach against our economic system. He was firmly against the romantic view of the poet’s office, and mocked a little at Shelley and Yeats for ‘making a fuss of being a poet’, quoting with approval Graves’s lines:

 

Poetry is, I said, my father’s trade,

Familiar since my childhood….

 

Williams certainly did not lack the stimulus of the abyss, though prose and not poetry had to provide his defence against it. He was born at 3 Spencer Road,2 Holloway, on 20 September 1886, and was christened Charles Walter Stansby. He always spoke of his birthplace in a general way as having been Islington, and that district was also the place of his father’s birth and marriage. Charles Williams’s sister Edith tells me that their father, Walter, was ‘the delicate one of twins and was taken by a grandmother, his mother having died at the time of birth’. He worked as foreign correspondence clerk in French and German to a firm of importers (no one remembers its name), and the family lived in London until Charles was eight and Edith five years old — they were the only children. Then Walter Williams’s eyesight began to fail, and the specialist whom he consulted said that he could only hope to save it if he left London and went to live somewhere near to green fields and trees. It seems that Mr. Williams rated the country as low in comparison with London as his son came to do, and it must have been a serious blow to have to change his work and his home at the age of forty-six, even apart from the threat of blindness. However, the firm for which he had worked was closing down in any case, and he and his wife determined to move to St. Albans, which they had visited and liked on a holiday exploration. With the help of Mrs. Williams’s family they bought a shop, 153 Victoria Street, near the Art School and opposite to a disused burial ground which had been laid out as a garden — thus, writes Edith, filling the need for ‘somewhere green’. The shop had been a greengrocer’s, but they opened it as a depot for the sale of artists’ materials. Mrs. Charles Williams writes of it: ‘I loved that shop and residence and its garden. The shop had two chunky windows and Mrs. Williams dressed them simply and gave just the right treatment. Her house was attractive too — Victorian furniture polished and plain in design and no Victorian hotch-potch.’

At first Mrs. Walter Williams’s brother Charles Wall was a partner in the business, and as he was a trained engraver and ‘had studied art in Paris’ he was the buyer for the firm. But the partnership was not a success: he bought extravagantly, and the business was considerably in debt when he left it, soon after the beginning. The family struggled back to solvency. Mrs. Williams took a lodger to help with the expenses, and although the greater part of the business fell on her shoulders she found time to make the children’s clothes: an Eton jacket for Charles was her most ambitious attempt. Her daughter-in-law writes of her as a woman of strong vitality, who was excellent company and full of enjoyment of life, in spite of her hard struggle against poverty. She continued to run the shop after her husband’s death until she was seventy-six. She died in 1948, aged ninety-two, having outlived her son by nearly three years.

Walter Williams never became totally blind, although he could not see to read for some years before his death in 1929. At the time of the move he was able to help in dealing with customers, and to attend to his daughter’s lessons until she was old enough to go to school. He had read widely, and had contributed verse and short stories to various periodicals, Dickens’s Household Words among them. A school friend of Charles recalls his guidance of their youthful reading, and Charles himself always spoke of his father as one to whose teaching he owed much, and as a wise man, greatly saddened by blindness. The two went for long walks together (‘twenty miles was nothing in those days’, as Edith writes), just as Charles was later to do with his wife, and Charles’s city walks continued to the end of his life — he was always a peripatetic talker. He dedicated his third book of poems4 to ‘My father and my other teachers’, and in a long introductory poem, which must have been written under the shadow of his father’s failing health and blindness, recalls that he had ‘Rebuked the use of doth and did’ in his son’s early verse. Fortunate poet — he never lacked such critics all through his life, and always received their objections with humility, if without any too anxious attention.

Charles began his schooling at St. Albans Abbey School, in 1894, and in 1898 he gained a County Council scholarship to St. Albans Grammar School, as it then was. (Its title is now St. Albans School, and there is another Grammar School.) Here he made his chief early friend in another scholar of the same year, named George Robinson, who for many years shared his tastes, pursuits, and literary inventions. This boy spent much time at the Williams’s house, and even lodged with them for about a year, a good while later. This was the friend to whom the poem called ‘Reunion’ which appears in Divorce was addressed, on Robinson’s return from France in 1918, and their friendship, although in later years their ways diverged, was a close one.

‘By temperament’, writes Mr. Robinson, ‘we both fell into the category of “swots”, anathema to the conventional boy, and this fact I suppose caused us to find in each other some mutual support and solace.’ Charles had inherited his father’s weakness of sight, and games were no pleasure to him, but the two boys and Edith took great delight in acting plays to the family circle. Edith recalls a performance of As You Like It in which she played Rosalind (and presumably a good many other parts as well, if the cast was only three), and a play which Mr. Williams wrote for himself and his two children to act. But the most ambitious attempt by the three young people was Longfellow’s The Golden Legend, of which they had to give two performances, so that the boys could each play the part of Prince Henry and the Devil. The theme of this dramatic poem is based on a medieval tale of a prince who is a leper, and can be cured only if a virgin will give her life for his. Elsie, a farmer’s daughter, offers the sacrifice, and Lucifer persuades Prince Henry to accept it. But at the last moment he repents, is cured instead by the relics of Saint Matthew, and marries Elsie. I recall the plot here, because the play must certainly have sown seed for later fruition in Charles Williams’s mind, and fragments of the verse were among his familiar quotations in after years. The opening stage direction gives the tone:

The spire of Strasburg Cathedral. Night and storm, lucifer, with the Powers of the Air, trying to tear down the Cross.

The conflict between the powers of good and evil, romantically expressed, was always one of Williams’s most intense literary enjoyments, but even more deeply felt was the theme of substitution in love; and most significant of all, for his future work, are the closing lines about Lucifer:5

 

The son of mystery;

And since God suffers him to be,

 

He, too, is God’s minister,

And labours for some good 

By us not understood!

 

We shall return to this later.

Charles Williams sometimes spoke of a fantasy which he had made with a friend in boyhood, a world which they entered each day when they travelled to London together from St. Albans, and which remained in being for them during some years. ‘Hardly fantasy’, Mr. Robinson wrote when I asked him if he remembered it: ‘it was too objective for that. It concerned a Prince Rudolph (derived from Anthony Hope), a Lord de Bracey (origin unknown), and the Lady Rosalind. It brought Charles out in a new light as a comic creator. There was a sort of George Robey flavour about his Lord de Bracey which I can still taste but not describe.’ Of this Gondal country nothing seems to have been recorded in writing, but the habit of fantasy-making — I retain the word, with apologies to Mr. Robinson, since it expresses just the kind of reality which these inventions had for Charles Williams — this habit remained with him, and many of his letters contain richly worded myths and rituals in which he imagined his friends taking part, and to which they too contributed according to their power. He turned the habit to good purpose in the two masques which he wrote in the twenties to be acted by the staff at Amen House; later, when he had breathed more of life into his myth — in the Taliessin cycle — it was still linked to that of himself and his friends.

Charles Williams and George Robinson were both awarded Intermediate Scholarships to University College, London, which were available for three years, and they began to study in Gower Street in the autumn of 1901. Mr. Robinson writes: ‘The County Scholarship scheme was then in its early stages, and the education authority did not know what it was doing in pitching boys of fifteen into University College. Certainly the two boys concerned experienced some bewilderment, but things settled down, and we matriculated (January 1903) and entered on Arts Courses.’ The Latin Professor at that time was A. E. Housman, and Mr. Robinson possesses a certificate signed by him, but I do not remember that Charles Williams spoke of his teaching, and I have not been able to find a record of any such comment.

Unfortunately the family could not afford to keep Charles at college for the whole of the three years, and he left ‘on financial grounds’ before the end of the session 1903-4. He had taken the Civil Service examination for a Second Division Clerkship in October 1903, but was not successful. This must have been a blow to him and to his parents, and in later years he would describe the doubts which he had felt about his own powers, and the dark look of a future empty of prospects, by way of encouragement to diffident and unsettled young people such as I was.

His relations looked round for a job for the boy, and an aunt saw an advertisement which led to his being employed at the Methodist ‘New Connexion Publishing Office and Book Room’. According to Edith Williams, Aunt Alice Wall did not realize that she had suggested a post in a Methodist firm to her nephew, for the family was Anglican (although Walter Williams had been Nonconformist until his marriage), and Charles had been brought up in the tradition in which he remained to the end of his days. He remained — but in a different sense. It was a favourite paradox of his that in middle life you realized that everything you had learnt at your grandmother’s knee was true, and that you had travelled round the world to arrive at the same place. Trying to define the mode of his belief, he wrote (in a letter soon after the outbreak of war in 1939): ‘… it seems so odd somehow to feel as if I believed absolutely everything about death and resurrection and all that and yet somehow not here, and (also) yet somehow not anywhere else. Do I look to another life? no; I think I am obstinately determined to believe that everything is justified here and now, when it obviously6 isn’t….’

In those early days he and George Robinson belonged to a discussion group in St. Albans whose members called themselves the Theological Smokers, and ‘over pipes, cigarettes, coffee and cakes explored the universe, regretted nonconformity, had a sneaking regard for but kept a wary eye on His Holiness — all… enlivened by the fondness which Charles and I both had for changing our positions half way through the discussion so that we could see what was on the other side.’ He enjoyed such dialectical discussions all through his life, up to those fortunate Oxford meetings of his last years, which Professor Lewis has described. A colleague at the Methodist Book Room, Harold Eycrs, introduced him to another debating society, in London, where he met a student of literature named Frederick Page. This was an introduction of much importance for the young man’s future, and although he and Page came to disagree on many points, they were to be associated together and on friendly terms for the rest of their working lives. For Frederick Page was in the London office of the Oxford University Press, and had been asked to find someone to help him in the task of reading the proofs of the complete edition of Thackeray which was then — in 1908 — going through the press. On his recommendation Charles Williams entered the office of the Oxford Press in the City of London, ‘whence’, he wrote in the thirties, ‘I hope I shall never go’ — nor did he, until the Second World War brought Amen House to Oxford.

The premises of the Press were then at Amen Corner — since pulled down — and it was in 1924 that they moved to Amen House. The small room which Williams shared with Frederick Page in that building looked out over the Old Bailey, a view which never lost its poignancy for him. From other windows one has a fine view of St. Paul’s. The remarkable institution which rises between those two domes, and also in the City of Oxford, is as difficult as the British Constitution for the outsider to understand. But for Charles Williams, as Gerard Hopkins has written, ‘The City of God in which he never ceased to dwell, contained Amen House as its noblest human monument, and all who lived and worked in it were citizens to him…. It is no extravagance to say that by sheer force of love and enthusiasm he created about him an atmosphere that must be unique in the history of business houses.’ One must add here, that he was able to do so because of the special character of Humphrey Milford (the London publisher from 1913 onward), who allowed his staff an unusual degree of freedom, and knew Williams for the Phoenix he was, though he was sometimes puzzled how to reconcile him with commercial necessities. Humphrey Milford, who became Caesar to this poet, was a man of fine literary judgement and a quick and acute intelligence: his combination of authority and benevolence helped to give life to Williams’s conception of the ideal ruler. He was laconic in utterance (especially in writing — the brevity of his memoranda was proverbial, as was his eye for a misprint and his love of teasing his staff); he had an unexpected and deep humility; he had also a dislike of unpleasant scenes which caused Williams to give him the further title of Deus Absconditus.

The Press gave Charles Williams stability, friendship, dialectic, work that encouraged the ranging powers of his mind, ‘high experiences of goodness and beauty’. But the salary which he earned there was not, as time went on, sufficient for his needs: against this, one must set the fact that he did much private work in office hours.

The abyss, then, was still in mind: without it, many of the thirty-odd books, the innumerable reviews and lectures, would not have existed. His first book, however, brought no monetary profit, and owed its existence to the generosity of a patron. Frederick Page had come to know Alice Meynell through his devotion to the work of Coventry Patmore, and before long he introduced Charles Williams to her and her husband, taking him to spend Saturday afternoons at their London flat. Sir Francis Meynell remembers Charles as being intensely shy, but he must have impressed the older Meynells with his promise as a poet: Mr. Page remembers their helping him to compose titles for the sonnets in his sequence The Silver Stair, and Wilfrid Meynell paid for its publication in 1912.

The Silver Stair was addressed to Florence Conway, whom Charles had met in St. Albans in the same year that he entered the Press, when they were both helping at a parochial children’s Christmas party. Her own account of their meeting and of the presentation of the sonnets must be quoted:7

 

     For the first five minutes of our meeting I thought him the most silent, withdrawn young man I had ever met. [This, added to the testimony of Francis Meynell, is as interesting as it is surprising, for no one who met Williams in later life could imagine him as tongue-tied on any occasion.] For the next five minutes I thought him the nicest young man I had ever met. For the rest of the evening I thought him the most talkative young man I had ever met, and still the nicest….

     One January night, in the kind of weather usually associated with Good King Wenceslas, I had been to a lecture. On my homeward way… Charles overtook me. He put a parcel into my hands, saying he had written a Sonnet Sequence called The Silver Stair. Its theme was Renunciation. Would I read it and tell him my opinion? And he fled. I thought ‘Oh dear! Is he going to enter a monastery?’ and wondered about visiting days at such places.

     I read The Silver Stair by flickering candle-light in my cold attic room. There were eighty-two sonnets and I read them all. So lovely they seemed; I read them again and yet again. Comprehension dawned and I cried aloud ‘Why, I believe they are about me!’ I read them again to make quite sure.

     Next day I wrote my first letter to Charles. It seemed to please him, and though The Silver Stair had Renunciation for its theme our walks continued…

 

The renunciation of The Silver Stair was, in fact, ‘the rash oath of virginity That is first love’s first cry’. The abstract Lady of that sequence had portrait-sketches made of her in many poems that followed. ‘Dusky and brilliant’, he described her; ‘her dark eyes sparkle’, and

 

These tempers and incalculable hues,

This motion of pretended liberty,

This haste of waves that rush the shore in glee,

As children scramble for their promised dues, —

Whose is this hidden law? this impulse whose,

So bright, so dark, so mutable, so free?

Michal, no chance provokes you to the sea,

But kinship that creating gods infuse.

 

The sketch is a good one. Unpredictable in response, keenly interested in people, Florence Conway perhaps inherited from her half-Irish mother a flair for a witty summing-up of character, and an intuition which must have been the basis for many of Charles Williams’s statements about the minds of women. In those early days the touch of exaggeration which always remained in his gestures and manner of speech must sometimes have bordered on the grotesque, and his young fiancee was embarrassed by his habit of chanting verse aloud in public places, with the vowel sounds which proudly proclaimed him to have been born within the sound of Bow Bells, and which in no way detracted from the incantatory power of his recital. Because of her protests he called her Michal, after Saul’s daughter who mocked at David when he danced before the Lord; and the name replaced her own.

The First World War came, the Theological Smokers were disbanded, and some of Charles’s closest friends went to France — two of them, Harold Eyers and Ernest Nottingham, to die there. He himself was unfit for the army and continued in his job, with territorial exercises at week-ends. To everyone’s surprise there was a boom in publishing. And in 1917 Charles and Michal were married, and went to live in a flat in Hampstead, a neighbourhood which was always to be their home henceforward. Michal had been teaching in London and continued to teach at a school in Soho until their son was eight years old: in 1920 she compiled a book on Christian Symbolism to which Charles contributed some passages (notably a definition of the difference between emblem and symbol), and in later years she made two anthologies of modern verse for the young.

Their marriage was a tempestuous and a true one. No one who heard Charles Williams speak of the institution of marriage could doubt that he knew it to have been the ground of his own growth, though he never spoke of it as a grace that is easily won. He sometimes quoted from a horoscope which had been made for him, which said that he might do best to remain celibate: ‘Only’, he commented, ‘I should have done nothing.’ He was not one to take a falsely romantic view of marriage — ‘Romantic Love is a state of facts’.8 He smiled at the false romanticism of Hardy’s lover, so disillusioned at the sudden sight of his wife as being ‘but a sample Of earth’s poor average kind’. Everyone from Dante downwards has felt that, he would say, and what does it prove? Simply that we are fallen creatures and cannot maintain the strength of our vision, not that the vision was untrue. As to what comes in its place, it is ‘something that they call quiet affection: it isn’t affection and it is not at all quiet, but the description has to serve.’ Perhaps his temperament led him to predict a more universal difficulty in the married state than can be proved true, but this only serves to throw into relief his affirmation of its positive good — something that would be a good happening, whatever distress might accompany it. ‘It was, perhaps, the only certainly wise thing I have ever done; marrying you. The whole effect of You on me will only be known on the Day of Judgement.’ So he wrote to his wife in 1943. He would maintain that there was not the slightest irony in the reply of George II to Caroline when she lay dying and urged him to marry again: ‘Non, j’aurai des maitresses’. The marriage relationship, once held, was absolute.

More will be said of Williams’s doctrine of marriage when I come to discuss his themes. His view of parentage, an office which he held with extreme diffidence, must concern us next, for in 1922 their son and only child was born. The baby was — nobly and confusingly — christened Michael.

 

Actually, child, I am a god

Communing with you, a god:

 

He addressed the infant, and he continued to hold the view that children were distinguished strangers, with whom communication was difficult if not impossible — a view which did not prevent him from talking amply to his son. He never ‘talked down’, but this was not to say that he was unaware of his hearer’s response. As to his view of parental detachment — he would have appreciated the joke against himself if he had read of the parent in Elizabeth Bowen’s A House in Paris, whose conscious forbearance has in its turn become an oppression to her daughter. But there was as much of tenderness as of irony in the sonnet which he later wrote, called ‘Any Father to Any Son’:

 

lost in many a mind

lies many a quite intelligent idea

because a parent once delivered it,

and the wise princess, heavenly-born Sophia,

prophesies rarely by paternal wit.

Hear therefore, O my heart, hear and be warned —

it is a father’s office to be scorned.

 

In the autumn of the year that Michael was born, Williams began to supplement the family income by giving evening lectures for the London County Council. By the time I knew him, in the thirties, he was giving a two-hour session weekly, at the City Literary Institute and at the Balham Commercial Institute. After this he would go home and settle down to literary work, and his wife has written of her nocturnal awakenings to hear its progress. When Charles was writing his life of Sir Francis Bacon I was aroused at one a.m. to hear the details of that great man’s passing. I heard the last two chapters of The Greater Trumps at three a.m….9

Such a regime would have led to a breakdown in many men, and no one looking at Charles Williams would have thought him strong. He was slightly built, and his hands trembled so much that he always had to get a barber to shave him — this was due to neurasthenia, but he would say that it caused his aunts to suspect him of leading a debauched life. Yet in spite of his apparent frailty he was never absent from the office for any of the minor ailments that afflict tougher-looking men.

His hands were in fact wonderfully expressive — no wonder that he found the human hand in general so significant. Apart from these, his brow was his most noble physical feature: it always seemed appropriate that the name Taliessin should mean ‘Bright Forehead’. He used his hands much more freely than most Englishmen do, and especially, when he was lecturing, in a gesture which was his alone — raising them upward in the shape of a cup, the wrists and elbows pressed together to form the stem. This was always at some high pitch of passion aroused by the poetry of which he was speaking. And passion in the fullest sense it was. Nothing could be farther from the truth about his own lectures than the bitter words which he puts into the mouth of the don Roger Ingram in Shadows of Ecstasy:

 

     I embalm poetry there — with the most popular and best-smelling unguents and so on, but I embalm it all right. I then exhibit the embalmed body to visitors at so much a head. They like it much better than the live thing, and I live by it, so I suppose it’s all right. No doubt the embalmers of Pharaoh were pleasant enough creatures. They weren’t called to any nonsense of following a pillar of fire between the piled waters of the Nile.

 

I remember Dylan Thomas saying to him after a literary party: ‘Why, you come into the room and talk about Keats and Blake as if they were alive.’ To quote poetry certainly came to him as naturally as ‘the leaves to a tree’, and the store of it in his mind was inexhaustible. Lost in his incantation, he was entirely unconscious of self, so that his hearers, too, became oblivious of the person of the speaker, and felt as though they were transported to the actual fount of the words. ‘There is a chaunt in the recitation both of Coleridge and Wordsworth’, wrote Hazlitt, ‘which acts as a spell on the hearer and disarms the judgment.’

The movement of Charles Williams’s mind was unusually quick, and his physical movements were dartingly swift to match: in lecturing he was always in movement, but it was never fidgeting — the movements seemed to match the progress of his thought. And whatever the passion engendered, that progress was always lucidly in mind: he would announce six points to be made, or distinctions to be drawn, and without the need of reference to notes, six there surely were. He seemed so full of the energy of thought that even the most lack-lustre of his listeners felt themselves, for the time being, ‘mogul diamonds’.

An hour of lecture, an hour of discussion, was the rule of the L.C.C. Most readers will have experienced the stickiness of such after-the-lecture discussions, but with Charles Williams there was rarely any difficulty. He could take the most embryonic or stammeringly expressed thought as a starting-point: he would listen with serious attention, then springing to his feet would develop the argument toward some real conclusion. Argument with him was never a battle but a method of discovery, and to watch him at work on some difficult point was such a delight that his pupils felt, as Dante with Virgil, that ‘to doubt is not less grateful than to know’. Moreover, in matters of religion he always gave the arguments which were opposed to his own beliefs their full reality. As he said in 1939:10

 

     My chief objection to the champions of Christianity is that the objections to Christianity do not come from them. You may really sympathize with the other fellow, but you never sound as if you really felt the force of his argument…. Why should the objections to Christianity be left to outsiders? Let us see them, see where they are, feel them, almost create them: and then we may have the energy that belongs to Christianity…. It is a very doubtful thing whether in fact either the Divine City itself, or that pale and feeble image of it about which we dream, can function and thrive except by in some sense including its opposite.

 

Earlier in the lecture just quoted, he had something to say about the people — largely from the lower middle class — of whom his audiences were composed. After fearing that ‘the two words “Christian Culture” are in danger of becoming an extremely unpleasant corpse’, he goes on to say:

 

 

     I have felt myself for some years, in fact ever since I became connected with them, that these are the people who are capable of re-energizing your culture. I think myself… that they are, much more than your more academic students, a centre of power. There is about these people a capacity and freshness for culture, for dealing with culture, which I have on the whole, with many exceptions, yet to find elsewhere. And I think the difference is largely because their culture has not already been petrified behind them….

 

No doubt he was idealizing his students when he said this; no doubt also he would have allowed that a sense of perspective, of relative importance, is necessary and is hard for the self-educated man to acquire. But that is how he felt, and no teacher could have given himself more unsparingly to his pupils: the discussion of general or of personal problems would continue into the streets of Holborn or of Tooting, long after the statutory two hours were over.

What his pupils learned from him as a general habit of mind, apart from the profit they derived from his wisdom and his knowledge in particular instances, was a vigilance in the use of words, and about commonly accepted opinions, which made them sharply sensitive to cant in all its forms. No one, taught by him, could ever again use the word mystical as though it merely meant mysterious, or the word eternal as though it merely meant everlasting, or describe some sad event as tragic, or use the word love when they merely meant like, without at least an inward plea to the Truth for forgiveness. Dr. Johnson’s ‘Clear your mind of cant’ was a maxim he never let his pupils forget. ‘Your Cardinals may be trying to be safe’, he wrote to me in answer to some facile Protestant criticism of the Roman Church which I had made, ‘but, after all, what else in the End does one want? but to be in the security of high beauty and goodness and truth…’. And his comment on a Roman priest’s rhetorical question ‘You wouldn’t ask Christ for a soft job, would you?’ was: ‘Well, wouldn’t you?’11 ‘Serviette’, he would say: ‘I can’t see why one shouldn’t talk about a serviette’ — and the castle of snobbery would crumble. No one was ever more consistently free from the stock response. As Professor Lewis has said, he excelled in pointing out the virtues of some passage which was commonly ridiculed, and conversely in detecting a falsity in some admired lines. Where, in the case of Chesterton, one sometimes feels that his refusal to take anything for granted has become an affectation, with Williams it was absolutely unforced. When he wrote a poem ‘On arriving anywhere in time for anything’, beginning

 

How good the Universe can be! — What now? 

 

or protested against being prayed for:

 

But thou being once set firmly on thy knees 

Bringst God’s will on me in how many shapes!

 

he was expressing his natural reaction, not straining for effect.

No one among his students was too dull to be listened to, or too grasping to be helped. His friends, to tease him, would call him promiscuous, and perhaps would wish him to be more selective, but would then recall that the saints were not selective. And in fact, however freely he seemed to give of his energies and even of his personal confidences, he had always a certain inner detachment — in the last resort, and however perfect the give and take of his human relationships, you felt that he depended on no one: he was not born under Virgo for nothing. The work he did for his pupils brought its rewards, and perhaps provided some recompense for the lack of general recognition of his genius, by what Ezra Pound has called ‘the pleasing attitudes of discipleship’, but it took much time and energy — and the sacrifice was also his wife’s, of her share in his leisure.

 

The chronicle of his years becomes largely that of books published and friends made. One relationship which was of importance to his development dates from some time earlier than the twenties, however. He much admired the writings of A. E. Waite, and Mrs. Williams tells me that it was through a letter concerning one of Waite’s books that Charles made his acquaintance, and was introduced by him to the Order of the Golden Dawn. As Mrs. Williams is sure that this did not happen until after their marriage in 1917, there is a certain difficulty about the chronology, as will appear from the following account — as brief a one as the complexities of the subject will allow. ‘The occult is a shifty business’, as Waite himself remarks in his autobiography, and between magian secrecies and the distortions encouraged by magian vanity, it is extremely difficult to get at the truth. However, it seems certain that the hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was founded in 1887 by three English Rosicrucians, though their accounts of the source from which its rituals were derived do not agree. Of these three, S. L. MacGregor Mathers — who had been responsible for the working out of the rituals — became the leader, and remained so until 1900, by which time the Order had some 200 members and five ‘temples’. An easily accessible account of its early history is given in John Symonds’s life of Aleister Crowley, The Great Beast.12 He there describes the initiation ceremony, when the novice was threatened with death by a hostile current (cf. the death of Mornington in War in Heaven) if he broke his oath of secrecy. Charles Williams kept this oath, though he outgrew the sect, but he sometimes spoke of it in general terms to me, laughing to remember the quarrels for precedence among the children of the Second Birth.

As the result of the earlier and even more bitter quarrels in the society, there had been a rebellion against Mathers and his emissary Crowley, which ended in schism in 1900. W. B. Yeats, who had led the revolt, became head of the dissident London temple (‘Isis — Urania’), and continued so, in spite of bickering, until 1904, when there was a further split. Yeats then followed Dr. Felkin, who founded the Order of the Stella Matutina,13 and Waite took over the leadership of the Isis-Urania temple, altering the rituals to bring them closer to the tradition of Rosicrucian Christianity as he interpreted it. He also discouraged the working of ‘white’ magic, which had been an essential part of the original practices.14 It was at this period that Evelyn Underhill belonged to the Order;15 Arthur Machen, who refers to it contemptuously in his autobiography as the ‘Order of the Twilight Star’, had belonged to it in its original form. Then ‘In 1914’, to quote Waite’s own account in his rather pompously written autobiography,16

 

     I put an end to the Isis-Urania or Mother Temple, owing to internecine feuds on the authenticity of documents. A few persons attempted to carry on by themselves, but it proved a failure. Of a new Rite which arose, as if from the dead ashes, there… is no story to tell, either by myself or another. May that most sacred centre give up no outward form.

 

Waite’s wish has been granted, at least as far as this inquirer is concerned, but it would seem (according to the date given by Mrs. Williams) that it must have been to this later unnamed Order that Charles Williams belonged. Yet he always spoke of himself as having belonged to the Golden Dawn. Waite is nowhere explicit about his rituals: he speaks contemptuously of those of the Golden Dawn, except in that they contain ‘the notion of a candidate ascending the Tree of Life’. But it is evident from Waite’s own writings that the symbolism of both Orders derived from the same sources, and if the influence upon Williams’s work was not so deep as Miss Virginia Moore has shown it to have been upon that of Yeats,17 it was nevertheless considerable — witness the symbolism used in his novels (for instance the Tarot cards, the angelic hierarchies, the talisman, all of which were important in the Golden Dawn cosmology), and the magical operations of Merlin in the Summer Stars. The language of the imaginary rituals which he elaborated in letters also, as I now realize, derived in part from the Order.

As to the performance of the rituals, Williams told me that most of the members (or at any rate those who were less advanced in the grades)18 were content to read words from a script when it came to their turn, but that he himself took pleasure in memorizing what had to be said, so that he could celebrate with dignity. As he wrote in The English Poetic Mind: ‘One of the advantages of ceremony, rightly used, is that it gives a place to self-consciousness, and a means whereby self-consciousness may be lost in the consciousness of the office filled or the ritual carried out.’ No doubt it was this, as much as anything, which made the Order satisfying to him for a time.

Williams did not continue to see Waite in later years, and is not mentioned in his autobiography. However, the older man’s influence had been an important one for him. The Hidden Church of the Holy Graal (1909) had its place among the origins of his Arthurian studies, as entries in his Notebook show, but it was The Secret Doctrine in Israel (1913) which interested him most — and he continued to admire it, for he recommended me to read it, when I knew him in the thirties. It is a study of a Jewish mystical work, the Zohar, and includes much of the lore which is found in Golden Dawn teachings, though it would be outside my scope to determine how much of it Waite owed to them. The frontispiece shows a diagram of the Sephirotic Tree19 laid out upon the figure of a man, with the different properties related to different parts of the body — e.g. Chesed, Mercy, is at the right hand, Geburah, Severity, at the left. In this book, I believe, are the foundations of Williams’s thought about the symbolism of the body, and of his lifelong attempt to develop an adequate theology of marriage — and in this last, the influence of Waite can be distinguished from that of the Golden Dawn in its original form, for the subject of sex played no part in its teachings.20

The need to relate our physical nature to some great principle of order exists in all of us, in some form or other, for, as Sir Kenneth Clark says, ‘we still feel close to divinity in those flashes of self-identification when, through our own bodies, we seem to be aware of a universal order’.21 And it may be that it is chiefly those who, like Charles Williams, lack any deep satisfaction in the apprehension of a visual order in painting, who turn to such a diagrammatic order.22

Waite had been baptized into the Roman Church as a boy, and retained his love for its rituals; his Order professedly did not compete with established Churches, and it never drew Williams from his own. The Church was the soil in which he grew; the Golden Dawn only a temporary fertilizer. Of two other members of the Order who became his friends, one was a clergyman of the Church of England, and one, I think, belonged to no Church, though he certainly believed in the deity of Love. Williams did not meet them through the Order, however, but in his capacity as a publisher, and only discovered the other connexion later on. The Rev. A. H. Lee and D. H. S. Nicholson had compiled a collection of poetry which they brought in to Amen House, and which was accepted and published in 1917 as the Oxford Book of Mystical Verse. It is a hotch-potch from a literary point of view, but they were primarily interested in the poems as documents of mystical experience, and it was from this point of mutual interest (which is too weak a word for it) that the friendship with Williams grew. D. H. S. Nicholson became the most intimate friend of his middle years, and the friendship lasted until Nicholson’s death two or three years before the 1939 war. He was a man of lively intelligence and much fluency in argument, who could meet Williams in discussion on exactly the terms he preferred. Nicholson’s books were less distinguished than his talk, though he published novels and a study of the mysticism of St. Francis.

It became a habit for the three to spend one evening together every week, and on these occasions Henry Lee seems to have filled the role which was Commander Campbell’s in the early days of the Brains Trust — that of the Plain Man. He, a bachelor, would throw out remarks to the effect that it would be a sad world without the sound of the feet of little children, to be demolished by the two married men.

 

I have mentioned the two privately printed Masques as an extension of Charles Williams’s habit of making myths for his friends. They were written for performance before ‘Caesar’ in the library at Amen House in 1927 and 1929; they were introduced by Charles Williams himself, and under pastoral names the chief members of the staff played parts appropriate to their several functions at the Press. It was, as Professor Lewis has so well said of his attitude to ceremony in general, at once a game and something to be taken seriously: they were acting parts and yet they were being themselves.

These relationships at Amen House were of importance in his life: in one of them he saw that Second Image of romantic love, of which he writes in The Figure of Beatrice (stating a truth that is hard to live by): ‘we are not to pretend it is not there, or indeed to diminish its worth; we are only asked to free ourselves from concupiscence in regard to it…. It repeats the first, in an opposite direction. But both movements are alike intense towards most noble Love: that is, towards the work of the primal Love in the creation.’

I have already spoken of the relationship between Charles Williams and his pupils: there were some permanent pupils to whom he used to refer (again, with a style that managed to hold mimesis and reality in balance) as his Household, and who still hold themselves as of that company. One of them, Alice Mary Hadfield, worked at the Press, and became a devoted admirer of his writings. Among those whom he counted as patrons as well as friends was Olive Willis, creator of a famous girls’ school,23 and a person of princely and unselfregarding liberality. In the summer of 1918 Charles and Michal had spent a holiday in one of her cottages at the village of Aisholt in the Quantocks, and they with their son were staying there again in 1930, from which time I date my own friendship with them. I had just left school, and was staying with three friends in another of Olive Willis’s cottages; she and her partner were in a third. We all heard poetry, sitting by log fires or walking in the coombes, and both Charles and his wife extended to the four schoolgirls as much interest and sympathy as if we had reached the age of expression. The holiday is commemorated in ‘A Song of the Myths’, in Three Plays: certainly the time and the place took on all the splendour of a myth for me.

The poetry which we heard was that of Heroes and Kings, then in proof, and The Chaste Wanton, then in manuscript. By the next year both were published, and the years between 1930 and the end of 1939 show an astonishing output: in that time were published (though some of the work had been done earlier) five biographies, three books of drama, and one play printed in periodical form, six novels, two theological books, three books of literary criticism, the poetry of Heroes and Kings, and the first collection of the Taliessin poems. I have not included the minor publications of the time — the Prefaces, the anthologies, the reviews — and one must remember the lectures, and the many letters, besides his daily work at the Press. Williams reviewed detective stories for the old Daily News and later for the News Chronicle; he was an occasional contributor to a number of periodicals, and a regular contributor to Time and Tide from 1938 onward. Yet in the summer of 1933 he was in danger of death, and underwent an operation for intussusception at University College hospital. It only interrupted for a few short weeks the flow of his pen — he was at work on his biography of James I and on his novel Descent into Hell at the time, and noticed, in a letter written some six weeks after the illness began, a certain disinclination to get on with them. Victor Gollancz had been an appreciative publisher of the first four novels, and his refusal of Descent into Hell the following year was a considerable discouragement. However, after meeting with one or two more rebuffs it found its place with Faber and Faber, of which T. S. Eliot is a director.

Charles Williams came to know T. S. Eliot as a friend through Montgomery Belgion, though they had already met briefly at the house of Lady Ottoline Morrell. They felt warm affection for each other, a feeling which in Williams was not at all touched by the slight natural envy which he felt — and laughed at himself for feeling — for Eliot’s greater fame. Each poet approached the other’s verse with caution and respect: in his Poetry at Present essay, Williams had displayed an intelligent bewilderment, which changed as time went on to a deeper understanding. He observed in a review of ‘East Coker’ in 1940: ‘Mr. Eliot has been admired, times without number, for describing the disease. What his poetry has been always calling is the note of strange and beautiful health.’ Some judges considered that the Skeleton of Cranmer owed something to the Tempters of Murder in the Cathedral; Eliot may or may not have been led to associate Shelley’s doppelgänger lines with the destiny of a young woman (see The Cocktail Party) by his memory of Descent into Hell. But he saw Williams’s importance as being, above all, in his supernatural insight, for an age which has largely lost that power. I take this opinion from a memorial broadcast which Eliot gave in 1946, in which he said also: ‘Williams… seemed to me to approximate, more nearly than any man I have ever known familiarly, to the saint.’

Charles Williams had, if not fame, at least a share of recognition, in these years of the thirties, but it was never so wide as his gifts deserved. It was at about this time that his friendship with Dorothy Sayers began, through their admiration for each other’s work. To Auden’s generation he was practically unknown: perhaps even if they had come across him at that time his ideas would have made no appeal — certainly Stephen Spender, who did review his criticism, was hostile.24 The invitation to write a play for the Canterbury Festival, which resulted in Thomas Cranmer, and its local success, were encouragements; so also was the enthusiasm of the Chelmsford Diocesan producer, Phyllis Potter, who commissioned Seed of Adam (‘she says that if I don’t write her a nativity play she will have to produce Eagerheart again’), and was associated with Judgement at Chelmsford. He was invited to lecture at the Sorbonne, and did so in January 1938.25 But the most valuable recognition came from Oxford. In 1936 the Press published C. S. Lewis’s Allegory of Love, and Williams was about to write to its author expressing his great admiration for the book, when he received from that source a letter in praise of The Place of the Lion. The friendship which followed, and the introduction to other friends at Oxford, have been described by Professor Lewis in the works I have mentioned.

When in 1939 the Second World War began, and the staff of Amen House moved to Southfield House at Oxford, the meetings with these Oxford friends became frequent, and doubtless their companionship and admiration, with the hospitality which Charles Williams and Gerard Hopkins found at the house of the Spalding family in South Parks Road (where they lodged as paying guests for the whole of the war), were the things that chiefly softened the pain of exile from London. Moreover, Williams’s influence among the undergraduates was soon felt, as he began to deliver lectures and to take tutorials, and in 1943 he was given an Honorary M.A. Two more verse plays were written for Ruth Spalding’s branch of the Pilgrim Players, and were acted in the University Church of St. Mary the Virgin; a third, written for her, was not acted in his lifetime. Yet Oxford, however hospitable, was still exile to him — it was exile to move from Thames to Isis, and as he wrote soon after the beginning of the war: ‘Oxford is beautiful — so long as one lives in London.’

Michal Williams had remained in London for the most part, to look after their flat (‘incredible woman! I don’t think she is afraid’, as he wrote after the September raids), and whenever possible he joined her there at week-ends. When apart, they wrote to each other every day. Their son was working at Blackwell’s during part of this time, and also lodged with the Spaldings. In the spring of 1945 the German war ended, and on Whit Sunday Charles Williams was to have preached in St. Mary’s. But he was taken ill, as a result of adhesions from his earlier operation, and although he survived the surgery, it was only for a few hours.

In a review which appeared in Time and Tide a few days after his death, he had written: ‘Heaven is alien; we must be naturalized or die.’ The House of the Octopus is a research into the meaning of death, and in All Hallows’ Eve he had gone as far perhaps as any man could, in imagining the state of a soul after bodily death. It is impossible not to think that he had felt death near, though he often alluded in letters to old age and the future. But his friends were far from being prepared for his death, and the sense of bewilderment with which the Oxford circle received the news, as C. S. Lewis has described it, was common to all. C. S. Lewis has expressed, too, for all, the result that followed:

 

     No event has so corroborated my faith in the next world as Williams did simply by dying. When the idea of death and the idea of Williams thus met in my mind, it was the idea of death that was changed.

 

His grave is in the churchyard of St. Cross, which had been his parish church during his time in Oxford, with the inscription after his name of ‘Poet. Under the Mercy.’

 

During the war years there had appeared the study of Witchcraft, and, more important, the study of Dante, called The Figure of Beatrice. His last novel appeared a few months before his death, and his ‘missionary play’ a few months after it. But his most important work, the one by which he would have wished to be remembered, was left unfinished. I mean the cycle of Taliessin poems, of which a further instalment had appeared in 1944. Unfinished also was his study of the development of the Arthurian myth (later published with C. S. Lewis’s commentary as Arthurian Torso), which stops short soon after he has reached the all-important account of his own creative treatment of the myth.

I shall return later to Taliessin. We are now to consider the main themes of which he treated.

 

 

II

At the centre of Williams’s teaching lies this dogma, that the whole universe is to be known as good. But this was a truth to him as agonizing as it was inescapable: to be grasped perhaps in such moments of ecstasy as Yeats wrote of in ‘A Dialogue of Self and Soul’, when

 

We are blest by everything,

Everything we look upon is blest — 

 

but in general only to be ‘believed with sighs’. The slickness of Pope’s ‘whatever is, is right’ was repellent to him, and he had outgrown the melodramatic formulations of the Golden Dawn, where, for instance, Yeats was given the secret name of ‘Daemon Est Deus Inversus’. Williams said that he would not have hesitated to decline the gift of life if he had been offered it — though he kept a private fantasy that we might at some moment, sitting on a ledge somewhere out of Time, have been given the choice and said Yes. His capacity for enjoyment seemed so strong that this death-wish in him was hard to credit, but he was certainly not exaggerating in what he said. ‘This gusto that everyone seems to observe in me,’ he would complain, ‘I am not aware of it.’ (This used to remind me of a gesture of Harpo Marx, when after an impassioned performance on the harp, he turns aside with a gaping yawn at his own prolonged virtuosity.) As for immortality, Williams could not understand how Tennyson — was it? — could have lost a night’s rest because he doubted it. Who would not choose an everlasting sleep, given the chance? This was not merely a personal sensation: he never lost his sense of close implication in the distresses of the world.

 

O Earth’s body, what pain 

Tightens the whole fine nervous web?

 

he wrote in an early poem, using the same image that he was often to use later for a heavenly co-inherence — ‘the web of the glory’. In this poem, ironically called ‘Domesticity’,26 he recalls the history of pain which is implied in each ordinary household task:

 

Bathing or lighting a fire or going downstairs 

What old companions crowd us, see, in our first need!

Unseen, ineluctable, those whom Morgan’s blades 

Pricked from the ship’s side, Margaret Wilson, or they 

Of France and Couthon, the stripped and bound noyades,

Floating for ever wherever water flows.

 

And when we set match to the fire, the small flames scorch 

Something other than wood: what inaudible cry 

Rends my dumb spirit!’twas thus they put the torch 

To Joan’s fire or Du Moulay’s — thus? no, with this.

 

And in one of his last reviews, of a ‘Famous Trial’, he thought of the fear of the victim and wrote: ‘At the price of such things we live.’

He knew the relief that comes from a clear recognition of our plight — and this was one of the things that made him attractive to the young, who were driven almost to despair by being told that they were enjoying the happiest years of their lives. ‘Happiest years? Think what a hell it was!’ he and D. H. S. Nicholson would say of their youthful days. ‘I did not dream I lived in pain?’ says his young Duchess in The Chaste Wanton, and her Alchemist lover replies:

 

In pain?

The columns of your palace live in pain;

The stones beneath us are alive with pain….

 

Even Galahad aches ‘with the fibrous infelicity of time’, and Bors can only pray that his children assent to their birth, which he and God have made to be.

This acute sense of brotherhood in distress, then, gave force to Charles Williams’s statement of ultimate good; his energy and capacity for delight gave poignancy to his expression of the wish for death. But the tension between opposite forces was a characteristic of his genius in other aspects too. Such was the tension between scepticism and affirmation, of which I shall speak later; and between an impulse towards violence (there is, for instance, a certain sadism in a few of the Taliessin poems) and a loving-kindness so remarkable that it caused T. S. Eliot to inquire of him whether he was to be called the Blessed Charles in his lifetime. So the very difficulties of his nature he made a source of strength; they became a synthesis of power. For in the realm of morals, I suppose, as in that of technique, there is no weakness that cannot be turned to good account, and we should never think that any damage or disadvantage is irreparable. It was through the courage of his own self-knowledge that Charles Williams was so entirely unshockable: ‘Pride no one minds admitting,’ he would say, ‘but malice?…’ Those who came to him for help felt that no experience could be outside the range of his understanding, no sin or misery could defeat his reconciling power. As the priest in The House of the Octopus says:

 

Those who have seen their sin know sin 

And cannot be astonished.

 

Again, while Williams is perhaps the Christian writer of all others in our time who has restored the body to its proper place of honour, his sense of revolt against the flesh was at times very strong. He sometimes delighted to remember that the greatest poets were bound by the same physical needs as the rest of humanity, yet he was sometimes repelled by the thought of those same needs. He held that we were all of us natural Manichaeans: for as he always rejected the division of mankind into categories of varying sensitiveness, maintaining that a coal-heaver was as capable of suffering as himself, so he thought that there must be a community of distaste.

‘The more remote the ratio of the parts to one another or the whole, the greater the unity if felt at all’, Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote in his Notes on Rhythm. And it was certainly the sense of a deep division in his own nature which made Charles Williams’s expression of some final possibility of union so convincing. There is a profound and difficult poem in The Region of the Summer Stars which expresses all that I have been trying to say. Here the Pope is celebrating Mass, with the ‘heart-breaking manual acts’ which are, above all, ‘Acts of Identity’, and

 

The gnosis of separation in the Pope’s soul

had become a promulgation of sacred union,

and he his function27 only; at the junction of communion

he offered his soul’s health for the living corpses,

his guilt, his richness of repentance, wealth for woe.

 

I return for a moment to Longfellow’s Golden Legend, in which I saw a foreshadowing of Williams’s grand theme. First, the romantic clash between the forces of good and evil; then the more mature insight which recognizes the Devil as being the agent of the good. For just as the Fall in each of us happens when we see good as evil, so the highest activity of love must be to transform even what we call evil into good. The apparent co-existence of good and evil (in the world, in one person) is a contradiction, an antinomy, which is the prime cause of conflict in man’s soul. This is the change and subversion (Wordsworth’s phrase) which Williams analysed in Shakespeare’s tragedies, and this conflict is the mainspring of his own work. But its resolution must be not so much in the defeat of evil by good, as in a new understanding where the old terms are no longer true. In the novels, certainly, the damned are simply damned — we hardly reach the point where we could consider the fate of Giles Tumulty or of Simon the Clerk as somehow good; but in the plays and the poetry the matter is not so simple. For no judgement pronounced on sin by human righteousness will ever be wholly just, but must be judged itself by the irony of the Cross. In Windows of Night he had defined the antinomy.

 

What are those domes? you asked in Clerkenwell;

And I; One is the Old Bailey and one Saint Paul’s,

Sitting up there like the broken halves of the shell

Of the egg of life, whose overspilt yolk we are.

 

Justice is perched on one, with her sword and scales,

And over her shoulder the ancient commentary.

 

The cross, in huge silence that neither hopes nor rails,

Peeps, — all judgement’s ironical overthrow.

. . . . .

If judges some day having uttered their judgement arose 

And themselves in the doomed man’s stead were drawn to the bitter 

Torment of prison or death — would that cure the woes 

We suffer, and quench the unquenchable fiery pang?

 

Not for love’s sake — leave that to a god!

Not for love but only to bring the irrational in!

Madness might wander where sanity never trod 

And find the secret, and strike the irony dumb….

 

But in the late essay on the Cross, he saw beyond the irony: alone among the gods, He deigned to endure the justice He decreed. Therefore we can use the word justice without shame: ‘God therefore becomes tolerable as well as credible. Our justice condemned the innocent, but the innocent it condemned was one who was fundamentally responsible for the existence of all injustice.’

The image of the two domes as halves of the broken egg of life is not entirely effective — rather because it seems far-fetched than because it is a mixture of the abstract and the concrete, for it was by just such a mixture that he achieved success in the Taliessin poems. But his later preoccupation with geometrical symbols gave him some wholly abstract images which suited this particular purpose better. The relation between the curve and the straight line, the sides of a triangle, the two lines of the asymptote,28 is seen as the perfection of order which is so rarely apparent to us, and which, when the parts are seen without the relation, is known by us as pain and contradiction. He used these images first in some unpublished ‘Euclidean’ love poems, the material of which was later used for Palomides in the Taliessin series. Then, at the opening of The Descent of the Dove, his history of the operation of the Holy Spirit in the Church, he uses the asymptote to symbolize the Ascent of Christ and the Descent of the Dove, and the point of their meeting at infinity is the beginning of Christendom — that cause which is hidden to us and is therefore the cause of our distress. The asymptote also signified for him the seemingly divergent ways of asceticism and sacramentalism, as I shall later show.
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