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Preface

 

Charles Walter Stansby Williams was a poet, novelist, playwright, theologian, biographer and historian whose position in British literary history is comparatively obscure. This volume intends to prove he does not deserve such obscurity.

Writers usually fall into one of two categories, major or minor. However, there are a few who fall into neither category. They are the writers whose imagination and vision soar beyond traditional parameters and patterns. Since their ability to shatter barriers of language and express ideas within new literary paradigms places them outside subjective or objective categorization, they are the exceptions to commonly encountered literary classifications. They dream the dreams and realize the realities that other writers can only aspire to. They are the true explorers of domains beyond conventional literature’s expansive horizon. This is Charles Williams’ intellectual and spiritual universe.

His novel, War in Heaven, and his Arthurian poems, Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars, exemplify his thinking, reposing far beyond the traditional literary horizon’s observable limit. Williams’ efforts represent a literary achievement measureable only in the qualitative terms of Transcendent Reality’s imagery. Moreover, collectively, his endeavors illustrate his creative ability to metaphorically explore the cosmic movement of humankind from the Creation through the Fall. This metaphorical journey continues from the Fall through the experience of Incarnation and humanity’s opportunity to, once again, dwell within God’s grace through the Crucifixion and Resurrection.

The literary catalyst for this achievement is the Holy Grail. For Williams, the Grail Quest is a metaphor symbolizing humanity’s effort to return to the Creator’s benevolence. He believes the Grail is a dynamic medium, which absorbed the energy of the Last Supper, the Incarnation, the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. Thus, the miraculous Grail at the Mass’ Eucharistic core is Transcendent Reality’s continuous actualization throughout the ages, reflecting the co-inherent glory of the Father’s truth, the Son’s beauty, and the Spirit’s wisdom.

Moreover, Williams gently guides us to a metaphysical understanding of the Holy Trinity, sharing a vision leading to an incomprehensible entity in whose presence we find peace and comfort. As a result, we become Christ-conscious rather than self-conscious, inspired to live that new consciousness in everyday life.

Thus, Charles Williams is a conduit for us to an existence we knew before our conception and will know again upon our physical death. However, in the meantime, he makes us conscious that existence in the Holy Trinity is within reach, even in this our present state, through co-inherence. Williams is without question a major writer to those for whom Transcendent Reality’s Divine Mercy is a core foundation of their faith.


 

 

 

They shall look and recognize themselves in Him, and Him in themselves, in their life, in their work, in the hidden knowledge of the Holy Grail, and in the service of the Holy Grail. And they shall worship Him, who will be inseparably with them.

Fr. Sergius Bulgakov

The Holy Grail and The Eucharist

 

 

They believe that the kingdom awaits them only in the afterlife, and so they miss the most important teaching: that we are to live on earth as it is in heaven, and create heaven where it does not exist on earth. The kingdom of God is for us, here and now, on earth and in our earthly bodies if we will only claim it. This is done through love and love alone… Pray in the manner I have shown you, at the center of the labyrinth and at the center of your life. Use the prayer as a rose and marvel at the beauty of its six petals for it contains all you need to find the kingdom of heaven on earth. The central circle is love perfected. The children of the world must open their eyes to see God all around them. Then they can live as love expressed. It is in doing this that they fulfill their destinies, and likewise their promises to and from eternity. They must awaken. And they must awaken now. Love Conquers All. For those with ears to hear, let them hear it.

Kathleen McGowan

The Book of Love






Chapter  1




Introduction

 

Charles Walter Stansby Williams (1886-1945) was a British author/poet who is almost unknown today in British literary history. In Great Britain, there is a small active Charles Williams Society dedicated to preserving his works. In the United States, his memory and work live on in the archives of the Marion E. Wade Center of Wheaton College, Wheaton, Illinois. Here a researcher can find an extensive collection of Williams’ works, including a set of his personal journals. It seems only a small coterie of followers continues to admire and study his creative efforts in his homeland and in the United States. This work proposes that he deserves greater recognition in literary history.

Those who know Charles Williams probably do so because of his association with the famous British literary group, the Inklings, most of whom were faculty members at Oxford University. It was an informal group that gathered to discuss one another’s works in progress. Here, for example, J.R.R. Tolkien first tested his ideas for The Lord of the Rings trilogy, and C. S. Lewis read aloud his Chronicles of Narnia. Listening intently might be Owen Barfield, lawyer and author; Warren Lewis, the brother of C. S. and a noted historian in his own right; Charles Williams, author and lecturer at Oxford University; and other Oxford locals such as Nevill Coghill and Adam Fox, the Dean of Divinity at Magdalen College.​1 As new members were invited to join the group, an observer might notice among the new arrivals Byzantine scholar and Catholic priest, Father Gervase Mathew. Alan Jacobs has asserted that

 

there were limits to the Inklings’ charity, both to one another and to outsiders, but consistently, they were indeed a fellowship of friends whose pleasure was simply in the company of one another and who had no mutual obligations, but in mutual love offered strength, encouragement and sympathy.​2

 

If Charles Williams is remembered at all, he is perhaps best remembered for the dark characters and mystical circumstances that appear in his seven novels, with characters and plots revolving around magical powers capable of controlling the evil dimensions of the universe. Because of these vivid portrayals, many believed that Williams was a dabbler in the “dark arts.” In fact, at a time when “spiritualism” was at its peak in post-World War I England, Charles Williams was associated with the Order of the Golden Dawn, a spiritualist group led by poet W. B. Yeats. He later disassociated himself from this group and became a member of the Fellowship of the Rosy Cross (FRC), which was headed by the spiritual mystic A. E. Waite and included members such as T. S. Eliot and Evelyn Underhill, author of the famous tome, Mysticism.

The FRC was attuned to humankind’s spiritual relationship to the Divine, emphasizing mysticism as the medium for forming this connection. However, even here Williams did not find the answers to his lifelong spiritual questions. He, T. S. Eliot and Evelyn Underhill eventually resigned from the FRC and began their individual pursuits toward the special Divine coalescence they sought.

Williams’ path emerged from his deeply held faith in the Church of England, enabling him to express his understanding and beliefs through his novels and plays. He also wrote extensively on history, biography and theology. His poetry, for which he wanted to be remembered most, was often seen as dense and obscure. Eliot once confided to C. S. Lewis that “he [Eliot] could never make heads or tails of it. Lewis, however, did understand the poetry of Williams fairly well, and developed a deep appreciation of it.”​3

Between 1912 and 1945, Charles Williams published at least seven volumes of poetry, concluding this aspect of his work with the classics Taliessin through Logres and The Region of the Summer Stars, two unique cycles within his planned larger Arthuriad. During the years 1929-1948, his seven full-length plays were produced, perhaps the most noteworthy of which is Thomas Cranmer of Canterbury. Williams’ most popular and commercially successful works, his novels, were published between 1930 and 1948. These consistently pitted the dark forces of evil against the Christian forces of good. The most famous is All Hallows Eve, published posthumously in 1948 and containing a poignant introduction by his friend T. S. Eliot.

In addition, from 1919 to 1943, Williams published seven major theological works, the most well known being The Descent of the Dove (1939), which, as W. H. Auden argued, represents the key to understanding Williams and his overall vision. The other work equally appreciated for its insight is The Figure of Beatrice (1943), one of the numerous critical works Williams produced between 1930-1945.

Cumulatively, Charles Williams’ publications, including his editorial works and prose that appeared in respected journals such as the Dublin Review, Time and Tide, the New English Weekly, and the London Mercury, total in the hundreds, even without his reviews of detective stories for the Sunday Times and other notable British newspapers.

A prolific writer, a significant writer, a relevant writer, Charles Williams was all of these and more. A remarkable literary artist, he still remains one brief memory from anonymity and obscurity. A demonstration of this possibility appears by his listing among the authors noted in The Lost Club Journal, the subtitle of which is A Journal of Literary Archaeology. Included among the lost Club are: Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Ronald Fraser, Arthur Ransomme, Althea Gyles, H. Rider Haggard and Charles Williams.​4 Despite this “lost” company that Charles Williams is associated with, at least in the minds of some, one must agree with Bernadette Bosky that Charles Williams deserves better. Ms. Bosky states:

 

Though Williams has never become as famous as Lewis and Tolkien, attention to his life and works has continued to grow in a kind of punctuated evolution. Williams has been written about by those who knew him — [including] Anne Ridler, correspondent Lang-Sims, coworker and biographer Alice Mary Hadfield, and more famous friends such as C. S. Lewis, T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden — and by those attracted to his fiction, poetry, plays, theology, literary studies, historical writing, life and personality.

    Charles Williams remains a most unusual author whose work leaves few readers neutral. Though some find his writing occasionally obscure, his novels appeal to many readers of fantasy and science fiction, offering a combination of myth with adventure, deep psychological insights with everyday life. [The] supernatural and mythic elements may attract such readers to Williams’ poetry and plays as well. Finally, the unity of Williams’ thought may [also] draw readers to the nonfiction, from reviews to theological studies and biographies, in which one can fully experience the integrity of Williams’ art and ideas.​5

 

I vividly remember my first encounter with the vision of Charles Williams as I read his novel War in Heaven. My initial impression was that it was a fairly good story, a little archaic in language because it had been published in 1930. However, as I became more involved, the story seemed to draw me into a vortex of descending concentric circles, much like Dante’s Inferno. each circle drew me closer and closer to the evil Joseph Conrad had explored in his novel, Heart of Darkness. At the core of the vortex, Williams confronted me with the evil that lay just beyond the horizon of the novel’s words and the reader’s mind, an intense evil lurking in the darkness. However, I could not see it until Williams was ready to expose it and, subsequently, lead me back to the light.

Then he drew me once again into his Dantean world, only now the concentric circles were ascending. Slowly, a healing process took place for the characters and for me. Implicitly, the co-inherent characters, those who did not live for themselves but rather for others, knew all along that they must and could survive their struggle against evil; their simple trust and faith would secure their emergence. I began to understand the journey of discovery Charles Williams had shared with me and sensed that his vision was unique, even though I did not then, nor do I now fully comprehend it. As a consequence, one goal of this study is to understand more, if not all he offers.

The heart of that understanding lies embedded in a scene described in chapter ten of War in Heaven. The three protectors of the Grail are: Kenneth Mornington, a publisher’s clerk, who seeks to save the classical Grail of Malory and Tennyson; the Duke of North Ridings, a poet and devout Roman Catholic, who sees only the consecrated Grail of his Church, representing Christ’s Last Supper; and the Archdeacon Julian Davenant, who sees in the Grail the sacred vessel of the Holy Eucharist. They also represent Williams’ contemporary version of the Arthurian protectors of the Holy Grail: Bors the everyman, Percivale the poet, and Galahad the purest knight. They realize that an evil telepathic attack has begun on the Grail. The Archdeacon commands: “Make yourselves paths for the Will of God… Pray, pray in the name of God. They are praying against Him tonight.”​6

At this point, Williams describes a clash of cosmic wills between the three “knights” and the forces of evil that are aligned against them in their efforts to protect the Holy Grail. It lies at the core of the matter with which the novel deals. The core’s nucleus will witness the assumption of the natural mind into the supernatural. This is the co-inhering experience Williams offers his readers.

Moreover, this scene articulates the metaphysical vision of the author in unparalleled language. For example, when Mornington begins to feel the psychological pressure of the attack, Williams verbalizes Mornington’s thought process as follows:

 

It crossed Kenneth’s mind, as he sank on his knees, that if God could not be insulted, neither could he be defied, nor in that case the progression and retrogression of the universe disturbed by the subject motion of its atoms. But he saw, running out like avenues, a thousand metaphysical questions, and they disappeared in the excitement of his spirit.​7

 

Furthermore, when the Duke cries out, in a moment of despair, demanding to know, “against what shall we pray?” the Archdeacon responds “against nothing… Pray that He that made the universe may sustain the universe that in all things there may be delight in the justice of His will.”​8 What begins to materialize from this response is a “common consciousness of effort.” It is the interior energy of the priest that will consume the three with the reality that, in the face of this onslaught, active opposition is futile. Rather, they must transport the natural human response elicited from this struggle to a place of repose and active passivity in the mind of the Supernatural. To truly be in union with the Divine, silence must prevail, thus allowing the One to enter the blocked channels of Orthodoxy’s intellect. Moreover, this commonality of participation by the three companions causes them to accomplish a co-inherence with each other, free of distraction and full of vivid apprehension.

In this moment of immovable calm, Williams describes the individual assaults on each. The Duke will be aware of the presence of evil through the sound of “soft footprints.” For Mornington, there will be taunts of remembrance of past “casual contempts,” the use of “idle words” and a “certain regretful attention to these.” Mornington will respond by forgiving himself these missteps. If one is to be truly freed by the intensity of the sacrifice of the Word Incarnate, this is the greatest act of forgiveness an individual soul may exert.

Williams continues: “Yet the attack went on: to one a footstep, a whisper, a slight faint touch; to another a gentle laugh, a mockery, a reminder; to the third a spiritual pressure which not he but that which was he resisted.”​9 Here, the author demonstrates a spiritual awareness, using his distinctive literary technique of obfuscating the universal unseen realities of time and space. The three are being overpowered by a malevolence that they, alone and individually, cannot resist. However, the incongruent image that Williams projects is of a Power much greater than the three, not only assisting them in this spiritual struggle between good and evil, but also becoming co-inherent with them. They and the Other have become one unity. The exchange is complete and, as a result, the evil cannot overwhelm the good in this titanic struggle. The Grail will be saved from destruction.

Williams goes on:

 

The Graal vibrated still to the pressure, more strongly when it was accentuated, less and less as the stillness within and amidst the three was perfected. Dimly he [the Archdeacon] knew at what end the attack aimed; some disintegrating force was being loosed at the vessel — not conquest, but destruction was the purpose, and chaos the eventual hope. Dimly, he knew that, though the spirit of [the evil] Gregory formed the apex of that attack, the attack itself came from regions beyond Gregory. He saw, uncertainly but sufficiently defined, the radiations that encompassed the Graal and the fine arrows of energy that were expended against it. Unimportant as the vessel itself might be, it was yet an accidental storehouse of power that could be used, and to dissipate this material centre was the purpose of the war. But through the three concentrated souls flowed reserves of the power which the vessel retained; and gradually to the priest it seemed, as in so many celebrations, as if the Graal itself was the centre — yet, no longer the Graal, but a greater than the Graal. Silence and knowledge were communicated to him as if from an invisible celebrant; he held the cup no longer as a priest, but as if he set his hands on that which was itself at once the Mystery and the Master of the Mystery. But this consciousness faded almost before it was realized; his supernatural mind returned into his natural, leaving only the uncertainty that for the time at least the attack was ended.

    “It is done,” he said. “Whatever it was has exhausted itself for the time. Let us go and rest.”​10

 

In War in Heaven, Charles Williams expresses a command of language that opens the dimensions of time and space in the universe to a degree I had never experienced before. Moreover, Williams’ words describe dimensions beyond these two, dimensions of spirituality I knew existed, but of which I had little comprehension until I read his work. Five years later, my understanding is still incomplete. Who among us will ever fully understand Charles Williams’ many dimensions?

My search, to answer why this is so, inspired a personal quest to visit the mind of Charles Williams. I had to try to find out how he had acquired a depth of understanding of the infinite and of spiritual ecstasy perhaps tasted only by the saints. I wondered, “How could a writer have the mind to understand, much less the ability to communicate an otherworldly vision in written form with such clarity, emotion and spirituality? How could a writer overcome the natural barriers of the written word so skillfully?” It was as though he had the capacity to see and explain in precise language what ordinary minds could never fully comprehend, and an equivalent distinct gift that empowered him to present a glimpse of the eternal.

Through his symbolic language, Charles Williams represented ideas and imaginative scenes in a way I had never previously encountered. He seemed to have a vivid personal knowledge of everything he was writing about: the good, the evil and the eternal. I realized that his was a mind worthy of close examination, and I sensed that no matter how vigorously I might try, I would never fully penetrate the depths of his covenant with the Infinite. However, I needed to try to understand what he was offering, because he touched me at a very personal level. Perhaps I was meant to meet him at this point in my life. I do not believe in coincidences.

I leave the reader to ponder these words of Charles Williams, which, I believe, express a significant portion of the spiritual paradigm he envisioned:

 

“Death you shall have at least,” [Prester John] said. “But God only gives, and He has only Himself to give, and He, even He, can give it only in those conditions which are Himself. Wait but a few years, and He shall give you the death you desire. But do not grudge too much if you find that death and heaven are one.”​11

 

Unless relevancy and significance are simply different dimensions of the same prism, it is perfectly fair and reasonable to ask about the relevancy of Charles Williams and his writing as distinct from its significance. Or is it simply a matter of splitting hairs to consider them unique in the focus they bring to a topic?

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines “relevant” as “appropriate or applicable in the (esp. current) context or circumstances: having social, political, etc., relevance.”​12 The subject in question must be applicable to some dimension of the current state of affairs. In contrast, the word “significance” implies a completely different focus. If a topic is significant, then it is meaningful and important in and of itself. Again, according to the OED, it is “full of meaning or import; a hypothetical quality, thought to be common to all great works of art, that evokes an aesthetic response and is considered to be more significant than the subject matter.”​13 Something may be significant, but not relevant, or relevant and not significant, or both relevant and significant.

If we use Charles Williams to demonstrate this point, he and his works are extremely significant. He developed a distinct and important personal vision, the best example of which is his Arthurian cycle of poetry, expressed with eloquence if not always clarity. However, that significance does not necessarily suggest his work is in any way germane to the current state of affairs, either in the world in general, or in the reader’s life in particular.

Also, he can be considered a relevant composer of both prose and poetry. His work had a very relevant impact upon my life. I read War in Heaven, and Williams’ words stretched across seventy-six years of time, space and the universe to touch me as I had never been touched before. Aside from my personal experience, however, does he have relevance for the world? I propose to show that he does. In my opinion, his works are full of meaning and import, and they have the hypothetical quality that evokes an aesthetic response more significant than the subject matter.

Furthermore, if Williams is a major writer, he must speak to the current age through his work. The remainder of this section argues that Charles Williams is as relevant today as he was during the first half of the twentieth century, because he satisfies three criteria. First, he establishes the framework for a “good community” based upon the three root concepts, co-inherence, exchange and substitution. Second, he foresees contemporary society’s central paradox, instant connectivity through a technology that simultaneously offers anonymity and encourages isolation. Finally, Williams establishes a plan of action for overcoming this central paradox by raising awareness of the energy, interconnectedness and inexhaustibility of creation’s divine source. As a result, his work is clearly relevant to the current political, social and economic state of affairs.

In 1983, Alice Mary Hadfield, colleague, confidante and friend of Charles Williams, published her book, Charles Williams: An Explanation of His Life and Work, which is still considered a definitive study, though somewhat outdated by today’s standards. There was a brief revival of interest in him in the 1990s in the aftermath of the centennial of his birth. Works published during that era by such authors as David Llewelyn Dodds, Roma A. King, Jr., and Joe McClatchey built upon and expanded Hadfield’s insights. Nevertheless, with the exception of one specific collection of Charles Williams’ essays, The Image of the City (2007), brilliantly introduced by Anne Ridler, no one author has captured the essence of Charles Williams, or the principles upon which his works were based, better than Hadfield.

Explaining the foundations of Williams’ works, Hadfield inadvertently clarified the implied concept of a “good community,” an interpretative category unknown to Williams in his day, but certainly applicable to his image of the “Co-inherent City.” In doing so, she again unintentionally explained how his principles, outlined over seventy years ago, could resolve today’s paradox of instant communication and simultaneous isolation. Just how did Williams envision the anachronous “good community”?

He developed the concept of co-inherence and its underlying principles of substitution and exchange, both being actualizations of the co-inherent life. Further, Williams, a devout Christian, saw his ideas as applicable to all humankind, regardless of religious belief or lack thereof, and “not only as operating between the living in time and space, but also between the living and the dead and the living and the unborn.”​14

One way of achieving co-inherence is through substitution, the taking up of another’s burden through love, a concept expressed in St. Paul’s epistle to the Galatians 6:2. With love, one can take up another’s fear, anxiety and worry. A person may take up the cross of another, because, as a member of Christ’s life, one can exercise the gift and power of substitution. Just as Christ substituted himself on the cross for the transgressions of all people, in view of the fact that He had the gift of unity or co-inherence with the Father and the Holy Spirit, humans can substitute for others by taking up the others’ burdens. This is a fundamental idea in all of Charles Williams’ writings.
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