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      This is a collection of my scattered articles about Charles Williams and, in particular, about the Taliessin poems. They were written over a period of many years in the intervals of a busy life largely spent doing quite different things, but they have been welcomed by those who share my fascination with Williams and who, I hope, will find it convenient to have them gathered together.

      Williams does not appear on many university or college reading lists, and most of those who come to take an interest in him do so from reading three other writers, all of whom were friends of his: T. S. Eliot, Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. My introduction was rather different. When I was a teenager, I went to stay a few days with the boy who had been my best friend at primary school. While there, his mother lent me a book by a writer she admired and whom she had known personally. The book was Many Dimensions, and the writer was Charles Williams, of whom I had not previously heard. My friend’s mother was Alice Mary Hadfield, Williams’s first biographer.

      This planted a seed which took some years to germinate. During my student years I saw and bought copies of Williams’s two cycles of Arthurian poems, Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars, together with what remains the best introduction to them: Arthurian Torso, consisting of Williams’s unfinished study of the Arthurian legend, The Figure of Arthur, and C. S. Lewis’s exposition of Williams’s poems. These fascinated me and continue to do so: I am one of those who consider that they are his best work, as indeed he wanted them to be considered. I also read the remaining novels, the plays and his critical and theological prose. I was drawn by the incantatory power of the best of his poetry, the mystery evoked so powerfully by it, the reformulation and representation of Christian ideas in a different terminology and the constant awareness of an unseen spiritual world.

      Later, I joined the Charles Williams Society, which flourished for about forty years, and was its treasurer for the last dozen of them. They commissioned my first review, of Thomas Howard’s book on the novels, which is much the oldest piece here. In the intervals between other projects, I wrote many of the remaining pieces, which the Society always welcomed warmly and readily, for which I remain most grateful.

      I have arranged these essays in a thematic, not a chronological order. I begin with the one on Williams and T. S. Eliot, as it offers an oversight of Williams’s career, compared with that of his contemporary, friend and, indeed, rival, Eliot. For my generation Eliot was the undisputed literary arbiter for poetry, a successor in role to Ben Jonson, Dryden, Dr Johnson, Coleridge and Arnold. I do not think that anyone since has yet assumed the mantle which Eliot had in his heyday. This essay is followed by ‘Alternative history and symbolic geography in the Taliessin poems.’ This was commissioned for an anthology of essays on ‘impossible geographies,’ which never appeared. I took the opportunity to set out the historical and geographical background to the Taliessin poems, as I thought Lewis had rather ducked this in Arthurian Torso. The essay on ‘Metaphysical and romantic’  takes up a suggestive comment by Lewis on Williams’s idiom and explores a characteristic poetic strategy of his. There follow several short pieces on aspects of these poems, a review of two books on the Holy Grail and two other topics. ‘People and Places’ is not an essay but a reference guide, compiled when I had thoughts of preparing an annotated critical edition of the Taliessin poems. To this section also belongs the note on the text. (I was pleased to see that a recent reprint of the poems adopted my textual suggestions.)

      The remaining articles move away from the poems. I have not written at length about the novels, but my review of Thomas Howard’s book on them is a proxy for this. I have in, general, eschewed writing about Williams’s personal life, which has been so thoroughly explored by Grevel Lindop in his biography; the piece on Williams as a father was written for a symposium on this biography. ‘Williams as a literary critic’ offers an overview of Williams’s work in this field. The review of the book on Williams and Lewis is a kind of complement to that on Williams and Eliot. That on Williams and Dante studies aims to situate his work among that of other readers and translators of Dante at the time. As both these last two pieces necessarily give a good deal of space to Dante, I thought I would finish with a short piece directly about Dante, which makes incidental reference to Williams.

      There are two other pieces which I cannot include, since I never got round to writing them up. One would have been on mathematical imagery in the Taliessin poems. The main point would have been that Williams saw theology as an exact science, for which mathematics was the closest analogy. So, the ‘trigonometrical milk of doctrine’ (which has baffled some readers of ‘The Vision of the Empire’) is milk, as it is in the New Testament, but trigonometrical in honour of the Trinity and of this mathematical analogy. The fact that mathematics can also treat of infinite series and lines meeting at infinity, as in ‘The Sister of Percivale,’ also makes it a suitable metaphor for divine qualities.

      The other unwritten piece would have explored whether Williams’s Way of Affirmation of images was a Platonic ascent. Plato in the Symposium expounds how the love of an individual person can lead through a process of discipline to the love of absolute beauty, divorced from any one individual. Williams follows Dante in thinking that the ascent can be made without relinquishing the love of an individual, a belief also championed by Renaissance writers such as Ficino.

      My title is taken from a statement by Williams I have always found arresting: ‘The word glory, to English ears, usually means no more than a kind of mazy bright blur. But the maze should be, though generally it is not, exact, and the brightness should be that of a geometrical pattern.’

      It remains to say that many of these pieces have benefited from the comments of my friends, who include Dr Brian Horne, Dr Sørina Higgins, Professor Emeritus Grevel Lindop, Dr Richard Sturch and others. I have made some revisions, mostly to regularise the references, which are given afresh in each essay; there is no separate bibliography. I have not been able to eliminate all repetitions. I have done some updating, chiefly in the first essay, where Eliot’s letters to Emily Hale were published after its first appearance.

      
        
        Stephen Barber

        February 2024
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      We tend to think of Williams’s principal literary friendships as being with the Inklings in general and with C. S. Lewis in particular. Lewis’s role in obtaining lecturing and tutoring work for Williams in wartime Oxford and in expounding his Arthurian poems in ‘Williams and the Arthuriad’⁠1 cannot be overestimated, but a longer and arguably even deeper literary friendship was that of Williams with T. S. Eliot.

      They first met in late 1933 or 1934⁠2 through the good offices of Lady Ottoline Morrell, who held a literary salon to which she invited writers of the day. It is worth taking stock of where they each were in their literary careers at that point. They were close in age, Williams having been born in 1886 and Eliot in 1888, and there were both remarkable similarities and remarkable differences between their respective positions.⁠3

      Each of them had a day job in publishing, Williams with the London branch of the Oxford University Press (OUP), Eliot with Faber and Faber. Each had a boss who was a literary man, who had been a fellow of All Souls College in Oxford, who wrote books of their own and who had edited standard editions of English poets: Williams’s boss, Sir Humphrey Milford, had edited Cowper and Leigh Hunt; Geoffrey Faber, Eliot’s boss, had edited John Gay. Neither Williams nor Eliot was an academic, but each had taught evening classes. Both had published a good deal of poetry, Williams more than Eliot. Both also wrote plays. They had each done a fair amount of related literary work, though Williams had carried out more editing of anthologies and Eliot more journalism. They were both committed Anglican Christians, attached to the Anglo-Catholic wing of the Church of England, though they were both also attracted by the theology of Karl Barth, who was from the Reformed tradition.⁠4 They shared a preoccupation with the relationship between spirit and matter. Their literary enthusiasms included, in addition to English writers, Virgil and, especially, Dante, on whom they would each write a book. Both admired Malory and explored the possible esoteric significance of the Grail legends, Williams through A. E. Waite,⁠5 Eliot through Jessie Weston.⁠6 They both admired Dickens and enjoyed detective stories. On the darker side, each had a troubled marriage and had an idealized other woman in their lives, Phyllis Jones for Williams, Emily Hale for Eliot. And each had an interest in the occult, though Williams went farther than Eliot. He had been a practising member of at least one and possibly two occult organizations and drew on this in much of his writing. Eliot had shown an interest in the Gurdjieff-Ouspensky movement;⁠7 he published Owen Barfield, later an occasional Inkling, who was a follower of Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophy. He also published An Adventure, about an apparent time-slip experience at the Petit Trianon, and the works of J. W. Dunne dealing with precognition.⁠8 And he enjoyed the occult themes in Williams’s novels, which we shall come to.

      However, in examining these similarities, remarkable differences open up. Each had jobs in London, but Williams had lived in London or nearby St Albans’s all his life; Eliot was an immigrant from the United States who had taken British citizenship a few years before. Williams had grown up in humble circumstances, had known poverty and had been unable to complete his university degree because of lack of funds. Eliot had had a privileged upbringing in St. Louis, with summer holidays in a second home in New England. He had been supported by his family through not only a first degree but a considerable period of post-graduate study in Paris, Munich and Oxford. He had written a doctoral thesis and could have had an academic career if he had wanted it. Both worked in publishing, but Eliot had been parachuted in as a director because of his financial as well as his literary acumen; Williams, on the other hand, had worked his way up and was never on the board at OUP. Williams’s poetry had won little recognition, but Eliot had achieved fame in 1922 with The Waste Land and was recognized as a leading modernist along with his mentor Ezra Pound and their friend James Joyce. Thanks not only to his poetry, but also through critical works beginning with The Sacred Wood (1920), articles, reviews and editing The Criterion, and also through the patronage he could offer younger poets, such as W. H. Auden, at Faber Eliot had also consolidated his position as a literary arbiter, which he was to retain for the rest of his life. Williams had no such standing, though he was arguably the more versatile, as he wrote novels and biographies, neither of which Eliot attempted.

      In their spiritual life, Williams was a cradle Anglican whereas Eliot was born a Unitarian, lapsed from this and had become an Anglican convert. Spiritually, Eliot was drawn to the negative way expounded by mystics, whereas Williams developed a Romantic Theology, later subsumed into his Way of Affirmation, on which more later. Their literary tastes also diverged in some cases: Williams greatly admired Milton, also Wordsworth and the Romantic poets; Eliot was equivocal about Milton—he was credited by Leavis with effecting Milton’s ‘dislodgement’⁠9—and once dismissed the Romantics as ‘poets of assured though modest merit.’⁠10 The two men’s marriages led in different directions: Eliot separated from Vivien, his wife, whereas Williams’s marriage to Florence survived. In relation to the occult, Williams was to draw on this extensively in his novels and, to a certain extent, in his poetry, whereas Eliot’s public attitude was usually that of amused dabbling.⁠11

      Before their meeting Eliot had already made an impression on Williams. His essay on Eliot in his 1930 critical study Poetry at Present shows him struggling with Eliot’s poetry; Williams himself admitted that the essay was unsatisfactory. However, I consider that reading The Waste Land, which draws on the Arthurian legends, led Williams gradually to rethink his own plans for a long poem or poems dealing with them. Eliot’s poem had made the older kind of narrative poem, as exemplified by Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, seem hopelessly old-fashioned. The key new feature was the suppression of connecting narrative, what Eliot called the ‘links in the chain,’⁠12 in favour of the imagist method, a succession of vivid scenes without linking narrative or explanation, whose dramatic character has often been remarked. This was to be Williams’s technique in Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury and Taliessin through Logres. (In The Region of the Summer Stars Williams returns to verse narrative, but rethought after the experience of dispensing with it.)

      Then Eliot had adopted from Joyce’s Ulysses what he called the ‘mythical method,’ of which he said:

      
        
        Mr Joyce’s parallel use of the Odyssey has a great importance. It has the importance of a scientific discovery . . . In using the myth, in manipulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr Joyce is pursuing a method which others must pursue after him . . . Instead of narrative method, we may now use the mythical method.⁠13

      

      

      It does not seem as if Williams ever read Ulysses for himself, but Eliot’s counterpointing of different historical periods against the present day in The Waste Land, in his own application of the mythical method, may have suggested to Williams the technique of his earlier novels. In these, a magical practice or object from the world of myth and his occult studies is brought into the contemporary world: magic in Shadows of Ecstasy, the Holy Grail—also a theme in The Waste Land—in War in Heaven, the philosopher’s stone in Many Dimensions, the Platonic archetypes in The Place of the Lion, and the Tarot pack in The Greater Trumps. He also used the ‘mythical method’ in the play Seed of Adam. It may also have encouraged the creative use of anachronism which he was to adopt in his Arthurian poems.⁠14

      To conclude on the influence of The Waste Land, Williams would have been struck by the role the blind Greek seer Tiresias plays in it. Eliot said in a note:

      
        
        Tiresias, though a mere spectator and not indeed a character, is yet the most important personage in the poem . . . What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem.⁠15

      

      

      Williams was to give Taliessin the same function in his own Arthurian poems, and this was to provide the unifying device he needed. The Skeleton in Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury and the Accuser in Judgement at Chelmsford perform similar functions.

      Before that first meeting they had some exchanges by letter, mainly on publishing issues, but Eliot expressed appreciation of Williams’s essay on him in Poetry at Present—the same one which Williams was disappointed by—and of his play A Myth of Shakespeare.⁠16 Then in 1930 Eliot published Ash Wednesday. Section II has a famously riddling opening:

      
        
        
        Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree

        In the cool of the day, having fed to satiety

        On my legs my heart my liver and that which had been contained

        In the hollow round of my skull.

      

      

      

      And Section IV contains the passage:

      
        
        
        Redeem

        The unread vision in the higher dream

        While jewelled unicorns draw by the gilded hearse.

      

      

      

      Williams read the poem with his colleagues at work and wrote to Eliot on 17 May, first thanking him for his Introduction to G. Wilson Knight’s The Wheel of Fire, which his colleague Gerard Hopkins had commissioned from him, and then praising Ash Wednesday:

      
        
        It will not perhaps displease you to know that Mr Milford and Hopkins and I all, separately and together, agreed that it seemed to suggest to us that our great-grandchildren would find it great poetry; but that by the way. Without asking for meaning or interpretation or anything, it did just occur to us to wonder whether there were any,—well, say, allusion—in the “three white leopards” or the “unicorns dragging a gilded hearse,” that one would perhaps be happier for recognizing. Dante or “the Forest Philosophers of India” (my God!) or anything? . . . (We have looked at Dante, but unachievingly.)⁠17

      

      

      The reference to ‘the Forest Philosophers of India’ is a piece of gentle flattery, as Eliot had used the phrase in his Introduction to Wilson Knight’s book.⁠18

      Eliot replied on 22 May:

      
        
        But if one can explain obscurus by obscurior, and the less by the greater, the Vita Nuova may help. If the three leopards or the unicorn contain any allusions literary, I don’t know what they are. Can’t I sometimes invent nonsense, instead of always being supposed to borrow it?⁠19

      

      

      As explication this was not very helpful—Eliot told other correspondents that the leopards represented the world, the flesh and the devil⁠20—but its relaxed tone confirms a friendly relationship, although at that stage only by correspondence.

      Following that first meeting Eliot read War in Heaven and The Place of the Lion at the instigation of Lady Ottoline Morrell.⁠21 Thereafter he read the novels as they came out or soon afterwards, or, in the case of the last two, Descent into Hell and All Hallows Eve, before they came out, as he published them. From then on Eliot and Williams continued to be in contact, meeting more frequently as time went on until the war.

      Also from that time we can start to see influences between them, going both ways. The first to show this was Williams’s novel The Greater Trumps, of 1932. This dealt with the Tarot cards, which became part of the equipment of those practising ritual magic in the nineteenth century.⁠22 Williams possessed his own pack, whereas Eliot, despite drawing on it in The Waste Land, had in fact only once seen a pack and admitted being unfamiliar with its constitution.⁠23 The Greater Trumps take their name from the twenty cards additional to the ordinary playing cards, the so-called Major Arcana, which in the novel Williams postulated derived from a set of gold figurines which were passed on in a secret tradition—the Tarot originals, an invention by him. These appeared to be in a continual dance, apart from the Fool at the centre, which appeared not to move. Only Sibyl, aptly named, sees the Fool moving and so completing the pattern.⁠24

      Williams sent Eliot a copy of the novel, and he wrote in reply:

      
        
        You know that I enjoy everything you do in this kind, and only clamour for more. It is a thing that nobody else, so far as I know, can do at all.

      

      

      However, he had reservations; in particular:

      
        
        I was not either very credulous or deeply impressed by the dancing figures, although the idea behind them is a good one.⁠25

      

      

      Nevertheless, in 1935 Eliot wrote Burnt Norton, and in Section II we read:

      
        
        
        At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless;

        Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,

        But neither arrest nor movement.

      

      

      

      The still point itself is from Barth,⁠26 but the dance, as Eliot acknowledged, is taken from The Greater Trumps.⁠27

      Also in 1935, Williams asked Eliot for help with The New Book of English Verse, an anthology of older English poets he was compiling as a freelance for Victor Gollancz. Eliot gave him some suggestions but refused to let Williams include his name, along with others, as Associate Editor. The issue was resolved amicably, and Eliot later commended the anthology.⁠28 As publishers they were also at the same time rivals, each engaged in producing an anthology of modern poetry. Williams’s superiors at the Oxford University Press wanted a prominent poet to edit theirs; they settled on W. B. Yeats, whose choices were eccentric and idiosyncratic.⁠29 The resulting Oxford Book of Modern Verse was a disaster; W. H. Auden suggested it was ‘the most deplorable volume ever issued under the imprint of that highly respected firm.’⁠30 Eliot, on the other hand, chose as his editor Michael Roberts, whose ability as an anthologist had already been demonstrated.⁠31 The Faber Book of Modern Verse formed the taste of a generation, was frequently reprinted and three times revised.

      They wrote plays for the Canterbury Festival in successive years: Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral in 1935, and Williams’s Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury in 1936. Both were commissioned by Bishop George Bell, were directed by E. Martin Browne and had Robert Speaight in the leading roles.⁠32 I have wondered whether Williams’s setting his Grail quest in a contemporary setting in War in Heaven, together with Kenneth Mornington’s exhortation ‘Better be modern than minor,’⁠33 might have encouraged Eliot to write the scene in Murder in the Cathedral where the four knights address the audience to justify the murder in modern terms.⁠34 On Cranmer, Eliot wrote to Williams: ‘you have chosen a more difficult subject than mine;’⁠35 he attended the first performance and wrote appreciatively to Williams about the play.⁠36 He gave his impression of Williams and his play at the time to Emily Hale:

      
        
        We went in to the Royal Fountain Hotel first, to greet the author, Charles Williams, whom I have known off and on for some years: a queer, likeable, rather pathetic fellow, a very humble person, very radiant and excited over it all, and the prospect of being presented to the Archbishop. The play is very good, I think: though the verse is only first-rate journeyman’s work, it is quite fresh and good; and though there is no plot beyond a sequence of events and very little action or really dramatic dialogue, the final impression of Cranmer going off to be burnt was very intense.⁠37

      

      

      Eliot was to change his mind about Williams’s social skills, as I shall show later. It was during this period that Williams wrote to Eliot, following one of their meetings: ‘I have not known so happy and easy a time since the dearest of my male friends died two years ago.’⁠38

      Another point of contact between them began at around this time. Williams had been friends with Anne Bradby, later Ridler, since 1930.⁠39 She was Humphrey Milford’s niece. In 1936 she started working for Faber and was Eliot’s secretary 1935-40.⁠40 Her autobiography contains many reminiscences of both men but none of their interaction.⁠41

      A charming incident not long after demonstrates how Williams handled Eliot’s greater fame and shows both men at their most attractive. It arose from a performance in March 1937, not of Cranmer, but of William’s earlier play The Rite of the Passion. Following this Williams wrote an occasional poem, which he later sent to Eliot, saying ‘The joyous fact is that it records an actual incident.’ A ‘elderlyish’ woman at his play had accosted him:

      
        
        
        Presently she said: “Do you know Mr. Eliot?”

        I said: “Yes.’

        More minutes went by; we still gazed⁠—

        I gravely now, partly out of respect to Mr Eliot,

        partly in my own patience, partly to play up to her.

        Presently she said: “do you know Murder in the Cathedral?”

        I said: “Yes.”

        Time slipped into a crack and slept and came back.

        She said: “I think that’s a very fine play.”

        (No emphasis, no hostility, nothing, a mere fact discovered in a voice.) I said; “yes.”

        She looked at me again for some time and then went away.

        That was all. As I say

        against bitterness I am always on guard but I do think it hard.⁠42

      

      

      

      Eliot responded, also in verse, deprecating his own work and beginning:

      
        
        
        Beware, my boy, the aged maid,

        beware the tongue which is so ven-

        -omous, but be thou not dismayed

        by the austere paroissienne!

      

        

      
        Her taste in poetry is obs-

        -olete, she gives her benison

        only to sentimental daubs

        of imitation Tennyson.⁠43

      

      

      

      Their relationship developed further when Eliot started publishing some of Williams’s books. His first five novels had been published by Victor Gollancz, but Gollancz had rejected Descent into Hell, in an earlier draft, and so had other publishers. In 1937 Williams submitted it to Faber. Eliot did not think the story achieved the momentum ‘that kept one turning the pages of War in Heaven,’ but nevertheless accepted it.⁠44 Of course, when he came to write the blurb for the jacket he was necessarily more enthusiastic:

      
        
        Those who have read Mr. Williams’s earlier novels—War in Heaven, Many Dimensions, and the others—will not want to be told anything about Descent into Hell except that it is one of his best. Those who do not know this author’s work will find that when they have read this novel, they will want to read all the others; and when they have read the others, they will wait impatiently for a new one. To them we explain that Mr. Williams is the best living writer of the thriller with a supernatural element. His novels can be read for pure excitement; beyond that, readers will find as much as they are capable of finding. There is also comedy of manners, and acute analysis of human relationships, and finally, exploration of abysses of beauty and horror beyond the borders of the material world. This novel, as the title may suggest, is not recommended reading for hyper-sensitive people alone at night in an empty house.

      

      

      Descent into Hell also has other debts to Eliot. Glen Cavaliero pointed out that the playwright Peter Stanhope in the book ‘is given the status of T. S. Eliot and the consciousness of Charles Williams.’⁠45 Indeed, Williams occasionally used the name of Stanhope for himself, imagining himself into the greater fame of his friend. Furthermore, in the novel, the historian Lawrence Wentworth has a recurrent dream of constantly descending a rope. I consider that this was partly suggested by the passage in Burnt Norton which begins:

      
        
        
        Descend lower, descend only

        Into the world of perpetual solitude.

      

      

      

      Eliot’s imagery is based on the layout of Gloucester Road station on the London Underground, where there is both a lift and a spiral staircase.⁠46 The layout is the same at Williams’s local underground station, Belsize Park, so they both had this experience of descent. However, the meaning of the two passages is completely opposed. Eliot has in mind a process of purgation, derived from St. John of the Cross on the dark night of the soul. However, Wentworth is on a progress towards damnation and when he reaches the bottom he is in hell, even though still alive, like the damned in Dante’s Ptolomaea.⁠47 At the opposite end of the scale is Pauline’s reaching out to her ancestor, a Protestant martyr at the time of Queen Mary, drawing on the idea of all time being eternally present, as in Burnt Norton and The Family Reunion.⁠48 Williams also used this idea in ‘Taliessin on the death of Virgil,’ in Taliessin through Logres, written at around this time. Pauline’s final willingness to face her double is recalled by Eliot in Harry’s willingness to face and follow the Eumenides in The Family Reunion, the play he was working on just after Descent into Hell was published.⁠49 Williams wrote Eliot an enthusiastic letter about The Family Reunion⁠50 and reviewed it positively.⁠51

      In the later thirties their personal relationship became close, going to plays together and both speaking after a performance of one of Williams’s plays.⁠52 Williams was touched when a mutual friend told him how fond of him Eliot was.⁠53 He asked Anne Ridler to tell Eliot ‘he is the only male love of my life since Nicholson died.’⁠54 Eliot asked for Williams’s Descent of the Dove to review; he wrote privately to Williams saying ‘You are, I may say, not only a difficult author, but a difficult author to review,’ and describing him in the review as ‘this extraordinary eccentric spiritual acrobat,’ but praising the book.⁠55 He echoed Williams’s title in the line ‘The dove descending’ in Little Gidding. However, he could make little of Williams’s mature Arthurian poetry; Taliessin through Logres came out in 1938, but Eliot confessed to others ‘I can’t understand his poetry’ and that it was ‘very obscure and I have never cared so much for it.’⁠56

      Having taken Williams on as a Faber author, Eliot continued to offer him commissions. Eliot asked for a book on the history of magic. This became Witchcraft, published in 1941, in which there is little about the serious magic Williams had been involved in—and which Eliot would probably have preferred him to write about—but rather popular magic, goetia rather than magia, to use Augustine’s distinction. Far more important was Williams’s study of Dante, The Figure of Beatrice, which came out in 1943. They both admired Dante, but Williams took the opposite point of view from Eliot to the doctrines underpinning the Commedia. Eliot had said:

      
        
        My point is that you cannot afford to ignore Dante’s philosophical and theological beliefs, or to skip the passages which express them most clearly; but that on the other hand you are not called upon to believe them yourself.⁠57

      

      

      On the other hand, the reaction of Williams on first reading Dante had been, as he later told Dorothy Sayers, to say ‘But this is true.’.⁠58 In particular he developed his argument that Dante’s work was the greatest European example of what he called the Way of Affirmation of Images, for which marriage was ‘the clearest possibility.’⁠59 He contrasted this with the more frequently extolled Way of Negation or Rejection of Images, as expounded for example by monastic writers such as St. John of the Cross, frequently quoted by Eliot.⁠60 He had already represented these two ways fictionally, in The Place of the Lion, in the lives of Anthony Durrant and Damaris Tighe on the one hand, and Mr Richardson on the other. Williams’s concept of the way of affirmation was to have a considerable influence on Eliot, as was his view that the two ways were complementary.

      Eliot also commissioned Williams to make a selection of the poems of Wilfrid Gibson, and they discussed two other books: one on the Arthurian legend which Williams died before completing, and one on Wordsworth to be called The Figure of Power.⁠61 The incomplete fragment of the first, The Figure of Arthur, appeared after Williams’s death;⁠62 he never started on the Wordsworth book. Eliot also encouraged him to work on the Taliessin poems, but when Williams pointed out that he did not pay him for them, Eliot simply agreed.

      In the early years of the war Eliot completed the cycle of Four Quartets, giving Williams a signed copy of each one. Barbara Newman has demonstrated that Eliot’s quotation of Julian of Norwich at the climax of Little Gidding was prompted by Williams’s discussion and quotation of her work in his The Forgiveness of Sins.⁠63 In turn, Williams made up for his earlier equivocal response to Eliot’s poetry through a review in the form of a dramatic dialogue, a form Eliot had also used.⁠64 One of his characters praised Eliot as ‘one who will have gone, it seems, all his distance,’ something he denied to Wordsworth, whom he otherwise greatly admired.⁠65 However, Williams became indignant when a colleague at OUP said of him, ‘Eliot is his great idol.’ Williams wrote to his wife that this put him in a ‘towering rage’ and said: ‘Eliot my great idol! I admire him very much; I like him immensely; but my idol!’⁠66 He also confided to her that he thought that his longer experience of married life might have made him a better poet than Eliot.⁠67

      Eliot, on the other hand, increasingly admired Williams, frequently praising his work and once beginning a letter to him:

      
        
        My dear Charles, (unless you are to be addressed as the Blessed Charles, but our Decretarial Etiquette Book contains no guidance for formal approach to the presently Beatified) . . .⁠68

      

      

      Williams started writing another novel, and this time he went straight to Eliot, who was interested, but advised him:

      
        
        what qua publisher and blurb-writer I am concerned with, is the slickness of the detective-story-thriller machinery which remains to be built up. That you can accomplish this feat I know; but don’t forget its importance in selling the book. And after all, one of your most important functions in life (which I have endeavoured to emulate in The Family Reunion) is to instil sound doctrine into people (tinged sometimes with heresy, of course, but the very best heresy) without their knowing it. ⁠69

      

      

      This eventually appeared as All Hallows Eve, written largely in 1943, which Faber published in 1945. Williams’s evocation in it of the London of the dead surely owes something to Eliot’s imagined encounter with a ghost after an air raid in Little Gidding, published in 1942. And Eliot’s passage may in its turn owe something to Descent into Hell.⁠70

      Towards the end of the war Williams had as high a reputation as he ever had, with his poetry being publicly compared to Eliot’s.⁠71 But the weakness of his position in comparison with that of Eliot is apparent from their different responses to a manuscript which was submitted to each of them as publishers. This was the book by Robert Graves which was eventually titled The White Goddess. Williams very much wanted to take the book but was unable to persuade his boss, Sir Humphrey Milford, to accept it. He wrote to Graves: ‘The Press is not free to do all that it would, nor I even within the Press.’⁠72 Graves’s agent then submitted it to Eliot at Faber, who said it should be published at all costs and was in a position to ensure that this was done. In this, Eliot was again displaying his financial as well as his literary judgement, as the book has never been out of print, and I well remember that in my university days every self-respecting student of literature had a copy of it on their shelves.

      Also around this time Williams arranged for Eliot to meet C. S. Lewis, being friends with both of them and wanting them to ‘hammer out’ their differences over Milton.⁠73 Lewis and Eliot had already been in touch by letter about Eliot’s argument that only poets could judge poetry, which Lewis had rebutted in A Preface to ‘Paradise Lost.’⁠74 At their meeting, Eliot said he thought this was Lewis’s best book. Lewis took this amiss, not realizing that Eliot would have taken his argument on its merits and not thought the less of Lewis for disagreeing with him. He made a point of not letting literary disagreements interfere with personal friendships; what he objected to was misrepresentation. Williams was apparently just amused.⁠75

      Williams died in May 1945; Eliot wrote his obituary for The Times.⁠76 He wrote to Humphrey Milford: ‘The death of Charles Williams comes indeed as a great shock to me personally. He was a loved friend as well as an author whose work I very much admired and which, I feel, has never yet received its due appreciation.’⁠77 C. S. Lewis organized a Festschrift in his memory. Eliot intended to contribute an essay on Williams’s plays but in the end did not do so.⁠78 He made amends in other ways:  he wrote an essay, ‘The Significance of Charles Williams,’ for The Listener magazine⁠79 and an introduction to the American edition of All Hallows Eve, which is more a memoir of his friendship with Williams than a discussion of that book.⁠80 He did not collect either of these articles in his own prose collections, nor was the introduction added to the Faber edition of All Hallows Eve. Consequently, they are less well known than they should be.

      These articles should really be read entire, but I shall take a few points from them. Eliot was impressed both by the man and by his work. Eliot is very complimentary about his personal qualities, saying, for example: ‘Williams seemed equally at ease among every sort and condition of men, naturally and unconsciously, without envy or contempt, without subservience or condescension. I have always believed that he would have been equally at ease in every kind of supernatural company; that he would never have been surprised or disconcerted by the intrusion of any visitor from another world, whether kindly or malevolent; and that he would have shown exactly the same natural ease and courtesy, with an exact awareness of how one should behave, to an angel, a demon, a human ghost or an elemental.’ He adds ‘For him there was no frontier between the material and the spiritual world . . . To him the supernatural was perfectly natural, and the natural was also supernatural.’ ‘He understood evil because he understood good; he understood evil, not in spite of, but through, his own innocence and purity.’ ‘With all his radiant benevolence, there were depths to his nature beyond my plumbing. In Descent into Hell, for instance, to my mind the most impressive of his novels (all of which fascinate me) there is an understanding of evil and or moral collapse which make me shudder.’⁠81 ‘He seemed to me to approximate, more nearly than any man I have ever known familiarly, to the saint.’ This should be set against Williams’s tormented love-life, as documented by Lindop in his biography. About his work, he allows that some of his books were ‘frankly potboilers; but he always boiled an honest pot.’ He allows that ‘very little of his work is quite perfect as literature’ but ‘he left behind him a considerable number of books which should endure, because there is nothing like them or that could take their place.’ ‘What he had to say was beyond his resources, and probably beyond the resources of language.’ ‘What Williams has to give is no mere moral teaching, no mere theory of doctrine. It is a work of imagination, based upon real experience of the supernatural world, of a supernatural world which is just as natural to the author as our everyday world. And he makes our everyday world more exciting, because of the supernatural which he finds always active in it.’

      To Emily Hale, Eliot said that Williams, along with a few others, was une âme pure.⁠82 I suspect he knew little or nothing of Williams’s relations with his women disciples.

      Williams continued to influence Eliot after his death. I have referred to their disagreement about Milton; Williams wrote to his wife ‘Even TSE is unsound on Milton.’⁠83 However, he induced Eliot to rethink his attitude; Williams reported ‘a charming letter from TSE . . . saying that I am the only living person to talk intelligently about Milton and the only one to observe what he [sc. Eliot] has said—exactly what.’⁠84 In his articles on Williams, Eliot said that Williams’s essay on Milton was ‘brilliant’ and ‘quite essential reading.’⁠85 Eliot repeated his praise in his own second essay on Milton, where he recanted his previous view that Milton had to be a bad influence on poets.⁠86

      Eliot’s next creative work after Four Quartets was his 1949 play The Cocktail Party. Here we can see Williams’s influence on Eliot at full stretch. Suzanne Bray suggested that it ‘in many ways resembles a Charles Williams play written by T. S. Eliot.’⁠87 Eliot uses the same passage from Prometheus Unbound that Williams had used in Descent into Hell. Eliot’s heroine Celia carries the same name that Williams had given to his own second love, Phyllis Jones, and her character may owe something to Chloe in Many Dimensions, herself based on Phyllis Jones. (Williams had also given the name Celia to one of the speakers in his review of Four Quartets.) As Williams had done with Phyllis Jones, Eliot here replaced his own lost love, Emily Hale, with an idealized image, as Lyndall Gordon points out.⁠88 She continues: ‘Never did Eliot conceive so lovable a woman, at once assured and sensitive. But then—he kills her in a sensationally cruel way.’ When Emily Hale read the script, she of course recognized herself and protested, but Eliot denied that he had used their story.⁠89 Eliot said that the psychiatrist Reilly was modelled on Heracles in the Alcestis of Euripides,⁠90 and his benedictions are Buddhist,⁠91 but he seems to me to owe more to the Skeleton in Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury, and indeed to Williams’s own personality as described by his friends.⁠92 The play presents both the spiritual quest of Celia, which ends in martyrdom, and the reconciliation and renewal in the marriage of Edward and Lavinia, which result in the conception of their child.⁠93 These two ways correspond to Williams’s Ways of Rejection and of Affirmation of Images; Eliot had previously stressed only the Way of Rejection. Eliot once wrote to Emily Hale: ‘I have only proceeded a certain distance along the ’purgative’ way, and am yet a stranger to the ‘illuminative way’: my friend Charles Williams, who died two weeks ago, knew much more about this.’⁠94 Here, for the first time, he puts into Reilly’s mouth the firm statement:

      
        
        Neither way is better.

        Both ways are necessary. It is also necessary

        To make a choice between them.

        (The Cocktail Party, II. 686-8)

      

      

      In contrast to both ways is Hell, imagined in very similar terms to the fate of Wentworth in Descent into Hell, who cherishes a fantasy woman when the real one proves unattainable:

      
        
        Hell is oneself,

        Hell is alone, the other figures in it,

        Merely projections.

        (The Cocktail Party I. 3. 417-9)

      

      

      And when Lavinia says to Peter:

      
        
        What you’ve been living on is an image of Celia

        Which you made for yourself, to meet your own needs.

        (The Cocktail Party, III. 376-7)

      

      

      —Eliot could have used these very words to Williams.⁠95 Williams could have said the same to Eliot in respect of Emily Hale.

      The Cocktail Party marks the high point of Williams’s influence on Eliot’s work, but similar themes occur in his last two plays, notably the reconciliation of the Mulhammers in The Confidential Clerk and the ‘certainty of love unchanging’ at the end of The Elder Statesman.

      After the war Eliot, as a publisher, was also able to do something for Williams every writer wants: to keep his books in print, taking them over from their previous publishers where necessary. Under his guidance, Faber & Faber reissued all seven novels in a Standard Edition,⁠96 with attractive dust jackets; good copies of these editions are now collectors’ items. Eliot wrote the jacket copy for them,⁠97 in which he called them ‘supernatural thrillers.’ They kept The Figure of Beatrice in print and reissued his theological works The Descent of the Dove, He Came Down from Heaven and The Forgiveness of Sins (the last two in one volume). They did not reprint Witchcraft, which Eliot probably regarded as a potboiler, of little permanent interest; it was later reprinted by other publishers. They did not reissue the Arthurian poetry or the plays or collect Williams’s numerous articles and essays, as Oxford University Press took care of most of them.

      It remains to consider again what they had in common, and what separated them. There is a revealing anecdote which helps to clarify this. In 1943, Eliot and Williams, together with Dorothy Sayers, were invited to help prepare some church services. During a meeting about this⁠—

      
        
        Williams moved that the phrase ‘from the desire of damnation, Good Lord deliver us,’ be inserted in the litany. The bishop who was presiding over the meeting pooh-poohed the idea, saying that he could not understand what the phrase could mean.

      

      

      According to Heath-Stubbs, Williams and Eliot stood up and ‘testified that they had both frequently been tempted to desire damnation.’ According to Anne Ridler, they merely ‘exchanged significant glances.’⁠98 The scene with the Fourth Tempter in Murder in the Cathedral and the spiritual decline of Wentworth in Descent into Hell exemplify their understanding of this.

      On the other hand they both experienced, or at least imagined, visionary moments: the hyacinth girl passage in The Waste Land and the rose garden in Burnt Norton and in The Family Reunion are examples from Eliot; the movement of the beloved’s arm in Shadows of Ecstasy, and again in ‘The Coming of Palomides’ in Taliessin through Logres, the vision of butterflies in The Place of the Lion and Pauline’s meeting with her double in Descent into Hell are ones from Williams.⁠99 In his jacket copy for the novels Eliot wrote of Williams: ‘He excels in descriptions of strange experiences such as many people have had once or twice in their lives and have been unable to put into words.’ This was also true of Eliot himself.

      However, neither was inward-looking at the expense of more public duties. They both strongly emphasized the importance of Christian life in community and were active both in church life and as Christian intellectuals in the wider literary culture. Eliot proposed a Community of Christians who would be a spiritual elite, and the guardians in The Cocktail Party exemplify this;⁠100 the parallel in Williams is the Order of the Coinherence among his friends and ‘The Founding of the Company’ in The Region of the Summer Stars.⁠101

      As their relationship developed we notice a gradual interchange of roles. I have argued that The Waste Land had a profound effect on Williams and led him to reconsider how to write his Arthurian poems, the work which he saw as his most important. So at this time, and as a literary guide, Eliot was dominant. During the thirties, as they got to know each other personally, and Eliot read, in particular, Williams’s novels, the influences went both ways. There are more connections between the novels and Four Quartets than I have developed here. The two men’s friendship became increasingly warm and affectionate. Then, in a way Williams would have appreciated, after his death his influence continued to work on Eliot. What this influence was can be summed up as convincing Eliot of the value of the Affirmative as well as the Negative Way. It may not be going too far to say that that influence from Williams helped Eliot to make his happy second marriage. Pace Williams, Eliot may have been the better poet, but Williams became in the end the dominant spiritual influence.
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