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PREFACE

This collection seeks to bring together all of the verse that Williams published during his lifetime on the Arthurian legends, the abiding subject that dominated his work and life from the early 1900s to his death in 1945.

Besides the two major sequences, Taliessin Through Logres (1938) and The Region of the Summer Stars (1944), which form the bulk of this collection, we have included the untitled Minstrel’s Song from the ‘Pageant of Gwent’, his earliest Arthurian work, published here for the first time since its original appearance in 1913, which shows Williams concerned with the Arthurian legends even so early in his career. Together with two poems from Poems of Conformity (1917), thirteen from Heroes and Kings (1930) and Three Plays (1931), two more published in New English Poetry (1931), and one more which appeared in Time and Tide ten years later, this comprises all of his published work on the Arthurian theme. The early poems are necessarily less mature than the main body of work contained in the two collections, but they are included here both to show how Williams’s ideas developed, and how fixed certain themes were from the start.

In the texts we have silently corrected a small number of obvious punctuation errors in the first-published versions, and we have regularized certain spellings: Williams varies between P’o-lu and P’o-l’u, and between Blanchefleur and Blanchfleur. In each case we have preferred the first spelling, which is also the one Williams uses more frequently. In ‘The Coming of Palomides’ we have corrected ‘Portius Iccus’ to ‘Portus Iccius,’ the correct form which is surely what Williams intended. For further discussion of these details, readers may consult Stephen Barber’s article ‘Metaphysical and Romantic in the Taliessin Poems’ in Seven, XX (2003), 67-92.

Occasionally we have had to use our own judgement in deciding whether the foot of a page in the original publication also indicated a stanza break.

We are grateful to Stephen Barber and David Llewellyn Dodds for information and advice on many matters; and to Sarah E. Thomson for supplying scans of Heroes and Kings which greatly aided our work. Our gratitude also to John Mabry of the Apocryphile Press, whose commitment to the work of Charles Williams, and whose confidence in our editing of his work, has made this new edition possible.

Grevel Lindop (Manchester)

John Matthews (Oxford)
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INTRODUCTION

(I)

No modern poet has been more deeply preoccupied with the Arthurian world than Charles Williams (1886-1945). His concern with Arthur and the Grail was lifelong, though his was not a long life; and his two volumes of major poems, Taliessin Through Logres (1938) and The Region of the Summer Stars (1944), represent perhaps the finest modern poetic treatment of the Arthurian material. C.S. Lewis was not overestimating them when he wrote, ‘they seem to me, both for the soaring and gorgeous novelty of their technique and for their profound wisdom, to be among the two or three most valuable books of verse produced in the [twentieth] century.’1

Nonetheless, and despite the admiration of readers as distinguished as T.S. Eliot and W.H. Auden, Williams’s poetry has been largely neglected in recent years. We hope to change this. In this collection we present all the poems on Arthurian themes which Williams saw published: chiefly his two book-length sequences, but also (in the Appendices) those few other Arthurian poems which appeared here and there during his lifetime. (We have not included poems which Williams wrote but never published; these can be found in David Dodds’ 1991 edition of Charles Williams in the Boydell and Brewer Arthurian Poets series.)

We don’t know exactly when Williams first encountered Arthur and the Grail; but born in 1886 and growing up in a poor but literate London family, he certainly met Tennyson’s Idylls of the King at an early age, perhaps hearing the poems spoken by his father, in a family where acting, recitation and reading aloud were favourite pastimes. Tennyson’s Idylls were not the only Arthurian poems to be well known in late-Victorian England. During his teens (by which time the Williams family had left London for St Albans) Charles probably read Swinburne’s Tristram of Lyonesse and William Morris’s The Defence of Guenevere; and he may already have discovered the unfinished Quest of the Sangraal published in 1864 by the west-country clergyman Robert Stephen Hawker. He also read and reread Malory’s Morte D’Arthur, which he came to know intimately.

With all these and many lesser works available, the notion of writing yet more Arthurian poetry might have seemed superfluous. But Williams felt dissatisfied. Something important, he felt, was missing from the poems already written, and it concerned the Grail. As he recalled many years later, he had begun by feeling ‘a vague disappointment with the way in which Tennyson treated the Hallows of the Grail in [his poem] Balin and Balan’. And no other poet had done better. ‘It was clear that the great and awful myth of the Grail had not been treated adequately in English verse.’2

Williams began seriously writing poetry as a teenager, studying on a scholarship for the equivalent of modern ‘A’ levels at University College London, but there is no evidence that he wrote on Arthurian themes. Poverty forced him to leave UCL early in 1904 without taking a degree, and he entered the book trade, joining the London office of Oxford University Press, aged twenty, as an assistant proof reader. He was set to work helping to proof-read an edition of Thackeray’s novels; but it was leisurely work, and a co-worker recalled that ‘very much more than Thackeray it was C.W.’s plan of a poem on the Arthurian myths that we discussed’.3

Soon after 1908 he became engaged to Florence Conway, whom he always called ‘Michal’ because she had laughed at his habit of declaiming poetry, just as King David’s wife Michal in the Bible scorned him when he ‘danced before the Lord’. Already a poet of much dedication and some skill, in 1910 he completed a verse drama, The Chapel of the Thorn, set in dark age Britain; and in 1912 he published The Silver Stair, a sequence of love sonnets addressed to Michal. Neither of these contained any Arthurian elements; but around 1912 he began to keep a commonplace book, using a publisher’s dummy volume of blank pages to collect everything he could find that might be relevant to an Arthurian epic. The book has survived: it is in Oxford’s Bodleian Library as ‘MS Eng. e. 2012’, and it is an astonishing document. The first page is headed ‘His epic, his King Arthur, some twelve books’—a line from Tennyson’s poem ‘Morte D’Arthur’, but clearly serving as Charles Williams’s own declaration of intent. For the next three or four years he diligently filled the blank book with notes and cuttings.

It is clear that Williams wanted his Arthurian poem to be a universal epic: not just a tale of early-Medieval heroics, but a poem that would use its narrative to portray the human condition, and the world, with the kind of completeness found in Milton’s Paradise Lost or Dante’s Divine Comedy. He considered making the knights embody different kinds of love: Tristram might be ‘fated love’, Lancelot ‘sinful love’, Perceval ‘human love’ and Galahad ‘Divine love’. Or Perceval might represent ‘virginal love: he rarely sees his mistress, but their souls dwell holily together’. Certainly, Williams wanted ‘Love, as God, and as the Way, to dominate the poem’. Politics could also figure. The experience of a poverty-stricken childhood had made Williams a sharp critic of society (in due course he would sympathise with both the Russian Revolution and the General Strike). So he wondered if the Round Table could be made to represent both ‘the visible Church [and] the visible Republic’; the Holy Grail could ‘appear to a native-born churl, the slave of a Roman lord’. The knights should be ‘champions … and almost embodiments’ of guilds of craftsmen in Camelot, allowing the poem to ‘include the idea of the common people’. Science would be there too, with an ‘evolutionary vision of the world’ expressed by a Greek or Roman philosopher. Arthur’s kingdom, to be called Logres (a Welsh-derived name used in the early sources), might represent ‘the achievements of men (medicine, aeroplanes, logical thought, intensive agriculture, &c) in the midst of the darkness and evil chances which surround them’. The ‘three great men of Arthur’s household’ would be Dubric, ‘ecclesiastic & priest’; Taliessin, ‘artist, poet, singer’; and Merlin, wizard and ‘scientist’.

Unlike Tennyson, who had presented Arthur as a Christlike figure, Williams was determined to show Arthur as imperfect, loving his Queen Guinevere through ‘pride, rather than real love’, and essentially ‘in love with … himself’. And in a stroke of profound originality, which would remain essential to his conception of the Arthurian mythos, he wondered if he could ‘Bring Arthur & his surroundings ... forward & parallel to Charlemagne & his surroundings in France, A.D. 800: so as to obtain the full effect of Islam, in Africa, in Spain.’ He even considered involving an Indian knight, and made a note to research Buddhism. And he asked, ‘What stories are, speaking generally, common to all mythologies and folk-lore? These should be introduced or referred to, if decently possible.’ And the focal point of all this was to be the Grail:

The Grail? really, the one fixed point—the Reality. It is, in truth, other things which move & it which is still...The Wine, = the Blood, = the quintessence of the world. ...The knights who achieve see Galahad as a crimson-pulsing pillar of fire...& feel all things as the movement of the Grail-wine.

Pursuing these vastly ambitious plans for his poem, Williams read voraciously in many directions. Besides treatments of the Arthurian material, he read books on Celtic literature, Roman and Dark Age Britain (including some by his uncle, the antiquarian J. Charles Wall), and Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to Romance. And he read widely on mythologies and religions of many regions, taking in Frazer’s Golden Bough, Wallis Budge on ancient Egypt, and W.H. Prescott’s History of the Conquest of Mexico, as well as material on the Greek oracles and the Gnostics. He was also determined to make the treatment of magic in his poem authentic. His studies in this area ranged from fiction (E. Nesbitt’s Story of the Amulet and Arthur Machen’s The Great God Pan) by way of history (C.W. Upham’s Salem Witchcraft) to the truly esoteric (A.E. Waite’s Mysteries of Magic and The Hidden Church of the Holy Graal). And yet, despite all this preparation, he was unable to write his great Arthurian poem. In around 1916 he stopped collecting materials.

From these early Arthurian studies only three small poems emerged, all of which we give in the Appendices. One was the text of an untitled song for a minstrel, ‘When Arthur came to Camelot’ (see Appendix 1), which he seems to have written for the Pageant of Gwent, held at Abergavenny in August 1913. The pageant book lists it as ‘composed by Charles Williams’; but he cannot have written the music (Williams was tone deaf) and the poem’s style, as well as its somewhat forced reference to ‘David’s Queen’ Michal, make it clear that the poem is his. It is not great poetry, but it catches something of the bardic quality of the older writings about Arthur. It is printed here for the first time since its original appearance in The Book of the Pageant of Gwent (Abergavenny, 1913). It is, so far as we know, the first of Charles Williams’ Arthurian poems. But why it was written, and how it found its way into the Pageant, are a mystery. And there are other puzzles. Though the song makes clear reference to Charles Williams’s wife ‘Michal’, it is curiously dark, emphasising Guinevere’s unfaithfulness to Arthur; and in the pageant it is sung whilst treachery and massacre take place in the background.

The only other early poems with Arthurian references are ‘Inland Travel’ and ‘The Assumption’(see Appendix 3), published in Poems of Conformity, Williams’s second (1917) volume. ‘Inland Travel’ describes a quest for a spiritual land—‘The Dolorous Land of Logres’—and ‘the rock of Carbonek’, both of which are identified with ‘Christentie’, a medieval term which can mean both ‘Christendom’ and ‘Christianity’. The poem also shows Williams blending Arthurian material with quite recondite Christian lore: in the final stanza, the rock of Carbonek is equated with ‘Cephas’—the Aramaic for ‘rock’ and an alternative name for St Peter used occasionally in the New Testament.

‘The Assumption’ offers a deliberately working-class image of the Virgin, busy with ‘household toil’, caring for small children, cooking and mending, and doing the washing-up: rinsing ‘the cup and can’ for Joseph, ‘a labouring man’, and for God. But she is ‘tread[ing] the ways of Sarras town’; Sarras is the land of the Grail: the Blessed Virgin is thus placed within the Arthurian myth, and the ‘cup and can’ by implication become the Grail.

‘Inland Travel’’s reference to Christ as ‘First of Adepts’ may be related to the fact that in 1917 Charles Williams began serious occult studies. He joined A.E. Waite’s esoteric Christian group, the Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, and then or soon after began attending fortnightly meetings with a group of magicians who belonged to the Stella Matutina—an offshoot of the more famous Order of the Golden Dawn. He stayed in the Fellowship of the Rosy Cross until 1927, and continued to meet with his Stella Matutina friends until 1939. With both groups, Williams studied the Tarot, the Kabbala and other esoteric disciplines, all of which left their mark on his writing.

By the mid-1920s Williams had published four volumes of poetry, but had written nothing more on Arthurian matters. Although he and Michal now had a son, born in 1922 and confusingly called Michael, their marriage had cooled; and in 1926 he fell in love with Phyllis Jones, the librarian at Amen House, OUP’s London headquarters. By then he was also, through his evening lectures, acquiring a sizeable following of disciples, mostly female, who increasingly looked to him for spiritual as well as literary teaching.

But it was Phyllis who inadvertently rekindled his confidence in writing Arthurian poetry. In 1926 or 7, he mentioned the Arthurian mythos in a letter and she responded by eagerly begging him to tell her more:

I don’t want only to know whom [sic] Arthur & Tristram were, I want to feel in my mind about them exactly as you write. Please write more about the Graal; I can’t bear not to know who they all were & what they meant.4

Williams, already prolifically writing love-poems to Phyllis, realised that he could combine his two sources of inspiration: Phyllis—under ‘Cælia’ or other pseudonyms—could be introduced into the Arthurian world, and the poems could be lyrical episodes rather than a single long narrative.

The immediate results of this breakthrough were ‘Taliessin’s Song of a Princess of Byzantion’ (originally called ‘The Assumption of Cælia’) and ‘Tristram’s Song to Iseult’.5 The poems incorporated two essential ideas hatched years before in the commonplace book: that Taliessin (as in Tennyson’s Idylls) would be Arthur’s court bard; and that Arthur’s kingdom would be a self-governing part of the Byzantine Empire, the Eastern sector of the Roman Empire which had survived the fifth-century fall of Rome itself and endured through the middle ages. To these ideas, they added deeply personal concerns. ‘Taliessin’s Song of a Princess of Byzantion’ is essentially a mystical love poem to Phyllis; ‘Tristram’s Song to Iseult’, in which the knight inscribes a poem upon Iseult’s naked body, echoes Williams’s practice of tracing invisible words on the hands of Phyllis and other women, apparently for magical purposes. ‘Lamoracke’s Song to Morgause’ depicts Lamoracke singing to his mistress Morgause, after he has ‘bound and prisoned’ her in bed—a reflection of the gently sado-masochistic games of bondage he and Phyllis had played.

Now that Williams was allowing himself to invent new ‘Arthurian’ episodes and characters, the whole Arthurian world was creatively open to him. Further poems flowed out: by early 1930 he had written forty—and was hoping to write thirty more. In July 1929, when his friend Hubert Foss arranged to publish Heroes and Kings, a private-press volume of Williams’s poems illustrated with splendid wood engravings by Norman Janes, he was able to include seven Arthurian poems; and in 1930, presenting the finished volume to Humphrey Milford, head of OUP’s London branch, Williams asked him if OUP would be willing to publish a book-length collection. Milford refused—fortunately, as it turned out, for although Williams had found new inspiration and freed himself from the constraints of a long narrative poem, he had still not developed an adequate style for his material. The brisk, heavily-rhymed, ballad-like style of these poems, derived from the narrative poems of Chesterton and Kipling, hurried the reader along, discouraging the reflective, thoughtful reading which Williams’s complex vision really needed, and failing to generate a distinctive voice. Nonetheless he included four more of these early Arthurian poems in a volume of Three Plays in 1931 (see Appendix 2); two appeared in New English Poems: An Anthology of Contemporary Verse later the same year and one, surprisingly, was published ten years later in the magazine Time and Tide (Appendix 3). But otherwise this book-length collection remained unpublished. It was typed up during the Second World War by Williams’s friend Margaret Douglas and given the title The Advent of Galahad, but he made no further attempt to publish it, for by then he had moved on to a different style of poetry. (Most of the collection was eventually published, edited by David Llewellyn Dodds, in a volume of the Boydell Press Arthurian Poets series in 1991.)

For the change of style which produced Williams’s mature poetry, the catalyst was Gerard Manley Hopkins. In 1929 OUP assigned Williams to edit the first publicly-available edition of Hopkins’s poems. He felt an immediate kinship with Hopkins, whose language, he felt, revealed ‘a controlled universe, and yet … division, conflict, and crisis within that universe’—a universe, in fact, very like that of his own Logres. Looking at Hopkins’s extraordinary, experimental style—a style full of alliteration, internal rhyme, abrupt rhythms, broken sentences and close-packed meanings—he reflected, ‘the greatest kind of poetry might easily arise out of this.’6 But Williams did not immediately turn to new Taliessin poems. Rather, between 1929 and 1933, he completed three critical books on English poetry, past and present. This forced him to reflect deeply on the nature of poetry; at the same time, besides absorbing Hopkins’s revolutionary style, he was reading the work of modernists like T.S. Eliot and Dylan Thomas.

This was an exceptionally busy and creative period for Williams. He had already embarked on writing a series of metaphysical thrillers, of which the first published, War in Heaven (1930), would concern the discovery of the Holy Grail. There would eventually be seven such novels, all on esoteric themes, written alongside the poetry. He also formed a close friendship with the young poet Anne Ridler, and by July 1934 they were discussing the possibility that he might resume his Arthurian poetry in a different and more modern style. Williams gave his Arthurian commonplace book to Anne, as if he had no further need of it; and nervously, but with increasing confidence, he began to write, showing the new drafts to Anne as he worked. This contact with a young modern poet was just what he needed. ‘He used to bring new Taliessin poems which he’d just written to me, to discuss them’, Anne recalled.7 She helped him to modernise his style, to avoid falling back into old-fashioned poetic diction. The result was Williams’s first major sequence of poems, Taliessin Through Logres. It was published by OUP in 1938.

Reviews on the whole were good, and Williams at last began to find an enthusiastic audience for his poetry. C.S. Lewis, who had become a close friend, was among those who reviewed the book, praising ‘the fresh, harsh energy of its unstalled diction and the headlight sharpness of its vision’.8 Meanwhile, Williams planned to continue the sequence in a second volume. Moving to Oxford at the outbreak of World War II in September 1939, he continued work on the project, hoping to complete a second book of similar length to Taliessin Through Logres. Combining his work at OUP with lecturing for the English Faculty, he attracted a large student following which included a number of important young poets, among them John Heath-Stubbs, Drummond Allison, and Sidney Keyes. All three would write their own Arthurian poems under Williams’s influence, though tragically both Allison and Keyes and would be killed in the war. Williams also became a central member of the Inklings, reading his new poems to C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien and their friends. But work went slowly, and another full-length volume seemed far off, when he was approached by Tambimuttu, editor of the magazine Poetry London, who suggested that Williams publish a short interim collection, little more than a pamphlet, in his series Editions Poetry London. Williams agreed, and The Region of the Summer Stars, a collection of eight poems, appeared in late 1944. It was well-reviewed and sold out almost at once. Williams’s poetry was at last achieving the recognition it deserved.

He continued to work on two Arthurian projects: a prose history of the Arthurian legends, to be called The Figure of Arthur, and several new Taliessin poems for a volume which he considered calling Jupiter Over Carbonek. But his sudden death in May 1945, just as the war was ending, left all these unfinished.

(II)

Readers new to Charles Williams’s poems will be struck first of all by their obscurity. Even C.S. Lewis, who had no doubt of the poetry’s greatness, admitted, ‘the obscurities are to me impenetrable’.9 The first advice, therefore, is to read the poems—ideally, aloud—for their sound and imagery, simply allowing them to create music and mental vision. Understanding will come, with repeated reading, as things fall into place and connections are made. But pleasure will come quickly if the poems are permitted to weave their own spell, without an immediate search for intellectual understanding. If they are allowed to do this, then (as one of their earliest and most perceptive critics, Naomi Royde-Smith, wrote) the poems:

become at once lucid and alarming. They take on the concrete value of a popular ballad…the efficacy of a rune. The mind cannot escape from them. In sleep they return, not with the echoes and remembered imagery of their own themes, but evoking other shapes and other associations. It is as if, steeped in the lore of Taliessin, the poet had acquired a bardic gift and, whether he knew it or was involuntarily possessed by it, had exercised it in the physical inspirations and respirations proper to the full exercise of his manifestly occult prosody.10

The poems in Taliessin Through Logres offer a series of scenes from the Arthurian world as Williams conceives it. The kingdom of Logres—Arthurian Britain—is seen as an autonomous realm within the Byzantine empire. Arthur imposes order, defeating barbarian hordes at the Battle of Mount Badon, where Taliessin is not only court poet but ‘captain of horse in the wars’. Arthur is crowned; and a number of lyrics and episodes follow, all of them coloured by Williams’s esoteric vision. Fundamental to this is the idea of correspondences. The frontispiece to Taliessin Through Logres (drawn by Linton Lamb) shows a woman’s body superimposed on the map of Europe— indicating that the Empire of the poems is also the human body (and indeed the whole human being). Logres is the head; the hands are at Rome, Byzantium at the navel, Jerusalem at the genitals. The buttocks are Caucasia. All of these recur again and again in the poems, and have their particular functions, together indicating that the Empire corresponds to a harmoniously-functioning human being. The legs, however, are shown grasped by tentacles, and where these extend out of sight beyond the margin of the drawing, an arrow points to P’o-lu. This was Williams’s conception of a lower realm of dissolution, a kind of hell in which dwelt destructive forces which would always do their best to overthrow order, harmony and creativity.

Williams never fully worked out his ideas about P’o-lu; and it is one of his less convincing creations, though clearly his vision needed a way to encompass evil and destruction. He seems to have had something of a phobia regarding octopuses, and generally represents the forces of P’o-lu as tentacled—a detail which readers may find hard to take seriously. The name P’o-lu has personal sources: his beloved Phyllis Jones had married and gone to live in Java, where her husband worked in the oil business; P’o-lu was an early medieval Chinese name for the port of Barus in nearby Sumatra. Williams associated it with Phyllis’s distant exile, and wryly chose it for his vision of hell.
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