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Writers on the criticism of  Charles Williams

 

His literary criticism is valuable for its own sake, and helps us with his other work.

T. S. Eliot

 

He is best known by his criticism. I have learned much from it.

C. S. Lewis

 

It is precisely this power of evoking a very present and demanding life from that which might be supposed decently dead and sterilized, that characterizes all Charles Williams’s literary criticism… It is not a scholarly approach at all, and it is not the kind of thing that has any real place in a “history of literature”. It is a poet’s approach: creative, vital, existential, seminal, timeless—and therefore, in a sense, without perspective.

Dorothy L. Sayers

 

I had met many good people before who made me feel ashamed of my own shortcomings, but in the presence of this man—we never discussed anything but literary business—I did not feel ashamed. I felt transformed into a person who was incapable of doing or thinking anything base or unloving.

W. H. Auden

 

Williams was a good theologian and, at his best, a great critic both formally and informally of English poetry because he recognized that language is arbitrary, autonomous, at the same time that it is bound, helpless.

Geoffrey Hill

 

A deeply serious critic, a poet unafraid of major risks, and a theologian of rare creativity.

 

He’s someone who’s chaotic, sometimes pretentious, sometimes waffly, sometimes unbearably clotted, and yet in the middle of it, there are so many gems.

Rowan Williams
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Introduction

Charles Williams saw himself primarily as a poet but he earned his living as a versatile man of letters. As well as carrying out his day job as an editor for the Oxford University Press in their London office he also lectured at evening classes and wrote novels, biographies, plays, religious essays—and a good deal of literary criticism. There are several books and also a large number of essays, introductions and reviews. Anne Ridler collected some of them in The Image of the City and here is another gathering. All shed light not only on their subjects but also on Williams himself and together they give an overview of most of his literary enthusiasms.

 

The collection begins with two general essays. The first appeared as the introduction to an anthology of critical essays which is announced on the title page as ‘selected and with an introduction by Phyllis M. Jones’. Although she is credited with editing other anthologies as well, the selection of essays here and the introduction bear all the marks of Williams and are consistent with the rest of his work. It seems that he ghosted this for her and publicly gave her the credit. He had done this once before, in a book credited to his wife. Phyllis Jones was a younger colleague of his at the Oxford University Press and his second love. The story of their long, tormented and unconsummated relationship has recently been told in Grevel Lindop’s biography of Williams.1

 

There was a good deal of discussion at the time about the function of criticism and T. S. Eliot’s essay with that title was widely discussed. In it he suggested that the task of criticism was ‘the elucidation of works of art and the correction of taste’ and argued for what he called ‘classicism’ as opposed to ‘the inner voice’.2 Williams in contrast offers three tasks for the critic; the first two are not very different from Eliot’s but to them he adds: ‘most important of all, he brings about some kind of unity between the experiences which we connect with Life and those we associate with Literature’. Unlike some of Eliot’s academic followers, Williams was always willing to make connections from literature to philosophical or theological issues and indeed at times seems to regard poetry as a secondary revelation with almost scriptural authority. He develops this towards the end of the essay, arguing that literature ‘is a world which, to those who choose to know it, is more real and more substantial than the world of perceptible objects in which we move’ and goes on to ask rhetorically: ‘Who has not walked down a street and felt that the houses, the pavements themselves, were unreal?’ and continues with a magnificent statement of his credo: ‘there is nothing in this life which more arouses in our souls a knowledge of their origin and their nature than the contemplation of poetry.’ I have taken the title ‘The office of criticism’ from the closing phrase of this essay.

 

The title essay was written as the Introduction to The New Book of English Verse, an anthology commissioned by the publisher Victor Gollancz. In it Williams ranges across English poetry from Chaucer to the Victorians Matthew Arnold and Gerard Hopkins; more recent poets were presumably unavailable to him for copyright reasons. Of particular interest is the concept of the ‘Celian moment’ which he puts forward, and which I have used as the title of this essay and of the collection.

The Celian moment (so to call it) had a double vocation—as love and as poetry—and retains for us a passion in both. It is the moment which contains, almost equally, the actual and the potential; it is perfect within its own limitations of subject or method, and its perfection relates it to greater things.

This phrase, like Pound’s ‘image’, Joyce’s ‘epiphany’ or Eliot’s ‘objective correlative’ represents something dear to the modernist writers of the twentieth century, in which the matter presented to us—whether in the world or in writing is immaterial—through the intensity of its expression presents also something beyond itself.

 

Williams is not normally thought of as a modernist but we find him here beginning to articulate the poetics behind his Taliessin sequence of poems, which he was writing at the time. He is also harking back to a much older tradition of symbolism, one which goes back through the medievals to Plato. Williams had already shown his familiarity with this line of thought in the novel The Place of the Lion, 1931, in which the Platonic ideas of various animals break through into the supposedly ‘real’ world of our everyday life.

 

In the year after this essay, C. S. Lewis described the fundamental idea:

If our passions, being immaterial, can be copied by material inventions, then it is possible that our material world in its turn is the copy of an invisible world. As the god Amor and his figurative garden are to the actual passions of men, so perhaps we ourselves and our “real” world are to something else. The attempt to read that something else through its sensible imitations, to see the archetype in the copy, is what I mean by symbolism or sacramentalism.3

A few years later Williams was to articulate the idea more directly in his own words by paraphrasing Coleridge to define what he meant by a symbol: ‘a symbol must have three characteristics (i) it must exist in itself, (ii) it must derive from something greater than itself, (iii) it must represent in itself that greatness from which it derives’.4

 

Nevertheless we can note a certain nervousness in Williams in bringing out this idea. The apologetic phrase ‘so to call it’ suggests this, as also does the fact that he surrounds it with a dense thicket of references and allusions, like the sleeping beauty of the fairy tale. This is in fact the most allusive passage in any essay in this book. The reason for this defensiveness is that Celia was his pet name for Phyllis Jones. In taking up the phrase ‘the Celian moment’ to account for his own poetics he is both concealing and revealing his devotion to her.

 

The name Celia itself came from Marvell’s ‘The Match’, a poem which he included in the anthology. The conceit in this poem is that nature laid up a treasure of all her perfections and these were combined in Celia. One spark ignited this:

 

Thus all his fuel did unite

To make one fire high:

None ever burned so hot, so bright:

And Celia that am I.

 

The clue to the flurry of cryptic literary references is that they nearly all refer to poets who also made use of the name Celia, either to idealize a woman, or, as in the case of Swift and Pope, to satirise one. The most significant of these is that to Shelley, whose Epipsychidion addresses a young Italian woman in terms so idealized as practically to deify her:

 

Seraph of Heaven! too gentle to be human,

Veiling beneath that radiant form of Woman

All that is insupportable in thee

Of light, and love, and immortality!

Sweet Benediction in the eternal Curse!

Veiled glory of this lampless Universe!

Thou Moon beyond the clouds! Thou living Form

Among the Dead! Thou Star above the Storm!

Epipsychidion, 21–8

 

There is a great deal more in the same vein. Williams wrote to, and about, Phyllis Jones, a large body of private poems praising her in very similar terms. Shelley prefaces his poem with a number of Dantean references, and Williams’s full realization of his theory of love was to come to fruition in his conception of Beatrice of which there is a foretaste in Religion and Love in Dante included here.

 

In this context it is salutary to note C. S. Lewis’s criticism of Epipsychidion, and therefore of this whole kind of idealizing love:

I think the thought implied in [Epipsychidion] a dangerous delusion. In it Shelley is trying to stand on a particular rung of the Platonic ladder, and I happen to believe firmly that that particular rung does not exist, and that the man who thinks he is standing on it is not standing but falling… There is an element of spiritual, and also of carnal, passion in it, each expressed with great energy and sensibility, and the whole is marred, but not completely, by the false mode…in which the poet tries to blend them.5

This criticism of Shelley is also implicitly a criticism of Williams. And it comes with the more force from the man whose friendship with Williams began over Lewis’s study of precisely this kind of love, the courtly love which was the subject of his The Allegory of Love, and who later sympathetically expounded Williams’s use of what he called Beatricean vision in the Taliessin poems. Williams had written to Lewis: ‘I regard your book as practically the only one I have ever come across, since Dante, that shows the slightest understanding of what this very peculiar identity of love and religion means’. In his reply Lewis repudiated the idea that he might have accepted this himself, saying: ‘I think you will find that I nowhere commit myself to a definite approval of this blend of erotic and religious feeling’.6 I wonder whether this paragraph preserves a record of a discussion Lewis and Williams might have had about idealization in love. Indeed, Lewis continued to brood over this issue until, many years later and after the experience of marriage, he wrote at length about Eros, concluding that: ‘Eros, honoured without reservation and obeyed unconditionally, becomes a demon’.7

 

After these two general essays, all but one of the remainder deal with writers who were important to Williams. I have arranged them in chronological order of subject. on Virgil was the introduction to a retelling of the Aeneid. Williams valued Virgil in two ways: as the poet of the Aeneid he presented the trials of Aeneas in the work of founding what would eventually be Rome. Rome was, in Virgil’s vision—he knew very well that the reality was different—an example of what Williams called the City, an ideal community of mutual help and forbearance, almost equivalent to what Jesus meant by the Kingdom and certainly the place of what Williams later came to call Exchange. Furthermore, the historical Virgil was recreated as a fictional character by Dante as his guide to Hell and Purgatory. Williams does not discuss that here but the paradox of the poet who was considered to prophesy Christ in his fourth eclogue being excluded as a pagan from the Christian heaven was a real one to him, as indeed it was to Dante himself, and was only finally resolved for him in his poem ‘Taliessin on the death of Virgil’ in Taliessin through Logres. Williams also writes finely on Virgil’s romanticism as shown by his feeling for an anthropomorphised Nature, for example in his river gods and sea nymphs. I have deleted a few phrases referring to his occasional use of Dryden’s translation.

 

The immediate stimulus to writing Religion and Love in Dante, published as a pamphlet in 1940, seems to have been Denis de Rougemont’s Passion and Society.8 Williams reviewed this sympathetically but critically. He summed up de Rougemont’s view of passionate love as one that ‘looks forward to suffering, a death-desire, “the active passion of Night”’. Williams rejects this and says:

The great tradition of romantic love—renewed like the phoenix in every generation—is quite other than the desire of death. The passion-myth is a heresy of it: at moments a temptation; in moments of agony a very great temptation. The grand pattern of the real glory takes long to explore, and involves many opposite experiences, including boredom. It too, as in Dante, leads to politics and the City9.

The subtitle of Williams’s pamphlet is The Theology of Romantic Love and he takes the opportunity to give a sketch of how he sees the significance of Beatrice to Dante, and, by implication, of anyone beloved to their lover. In Beatrice Dante saw a revelation of divine glory: he saw her as if she were unfallen, even though in this life she, like him, was a fallen human being. This then imposes on him a discipline: ‘could he indeed become the Glory which he saw and by which for a moment he had been transfused? … Dante has to become the thing he has seen. He has to become, by his own will, the caritas which was, by God’s will, awakened in him at the smile of Beatrice; he has to be faithful to that great communication in the days when Beatrice does not smile.’ Readers will need to decide whether this version of idealized love is free from the criticisms which Lewis brought to bear on courtly love and Shelley. Williams later worked out his thinking about this in detail in The Figure of Beatrice, perhaps his finest prose work. However, this shorter account has a continuing value, particularly in the detailed references to passages in the Paradiso, which Williams rather skimped in the later book.

 

The essay on Henry V is a pendant to the longer discussion of Shakespeare in The English Poetic Mind. It is an isolated piece, although the use of the word ‘therefore’ in its first sentence suggests that it might have been taken from a larger undertaking. His main interest is in the strange calm which comes over Henry before the battle of Agincourt, at a time when the English army’s position looked hopeless:

 

’Tis good for men to love their present pains

Upon example; so the spirit is eas’d:

And when the mind is quicken’d, out of doubt,

The organs, though defunct and dead before,

Break up their drowsy grave, and newly move

With casted slough and fresh legerity.

 

Williams comments: ‘He has rather more than accepted darkness, danger, defeat and death, and loves them. It is this which gives him a new quickening of the mind, new motions of the organs; it destroys sloth and the drowsy grave of usual life.’ He once told his first biographer ‘At bottom a darkness has always haunted me,’10 and his admiration for Shakespeare’s Henry V came because he saw in him someone who had faced such a darkness and found a way through it. It is very characteristic of Williams to treat Shakespeare as a spiritual teacher,11 to focus on the state of a character’s soul, and in particular on a character who might seem unpromising material for such a reflection.

 

Hubert Foss, Williams’s colleague at the Oxford University Press and Head of the Music Department, also ran a private press, the Sylvan Press. He wanted to publish an edition of Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and asked Williams to write an introduction to it. It was to be illustrated by Michael Ayrton. Williams was pleased by the commission; he wrote to his wife: ‘I should like to do that really well; after poetry, criticism is my real work’.12His enthusiasm for the commission was somewhat dampened when Foss asked him to revise his essay as George Rylands, who was to contribute an essay on the production, had also written on the poetry.13 Though he makes some telling points about the imagery of dung, earth and corruption, in fact the essay as we have it is less about the poetry than about the motivation of the characters. Williams takes a phrase from Middleton: ‘You are the deed’s creature’ and uses it to examine the motivation of the duchess, her two murderous brothers, her husband Antonio and the repentant melancholic villain Bosola. He also defends the integrity of the play as a whole; many people have felt that it deteriorates after the death of the duchess—I have heard it described as descending from tragedy to melodrama. Williams particularly praises the echo scene in the fifth act where Antonio and Delio hear an echo from the duchess’s grave with a voice like hers. Williams comments:

This is perhaps the most purely moving scene which the Duchess has. Her earthly greatness has ended—royalty and courage alike. She is not even required to make another entry as a ghost. Webster would not so enliven death; it would have too much broken up his bloody and again corrupting earth.

The essay on Hopkins was the introduction to the second edition of his poems, published in 1930. The first edition had been edited by Hopkins’s friend, the poet and later poet-laureate Robert Bridges, in 1918. When the time came for a new edition Bridges declined to handle it, being then preoccupied with his magnum opus, The Testament of Beauty, so the duty of preparing the new edition came to Williams. Williams added further poems which had come to light but also added his new introduction, which was much more positive than that of Bridges. It was thanks to this edition that Hopkins became so influential on the thirties poets, W. H. Auden and his generation. It was repeatedly reprinted and only replaced, after Williams’s death, in 1948. It was aided on its way by the very tendentious inclusion of Hopkins as a modern poet by F. R. Leavis in his New Bearings in English Poetry of 1932, though his commendation did not extend to Williams’s introduction, because Williams compared Hopkins to Milton.

 

After a brief reference to Hopkins’s prosodic innovations Williams concentrates on his diction: his alliteration, compound nouns, interior rhymes and repetitions. But this diction comes from a ‘simultaneous consciousness of a controlled universe, and yet of division, conflict, and crises within that universe’. It is for this divided sensibility that Williams compares Hopkins to Milton, not, as Leavis implies, for his diction. This awareness of division is a central theme in Williams’s criticism: it appears again in the ‘interior crisis’ which he finds in Troilus and Cressida in The English Poetic Mind: ‘that in which every nerve of the body, every consciousness of the mind, shrieks that something cannot be. Only it is.’14 And at the end of his life it appears in his concept of the Impossibility: ‘something that could not be, and yet was’.15 Hopkins’s diction also influenced him in his writing of the Taliessin poems, which are markedly different in style from his earlier poems and use many of the devices he examines in this essay.16

 

Williams’s interest in Yeats was of long standing. His very first book, the sonnet sequence The Silver Stair, featured an epigraph from Yeats’s The Shadowy Waters, and he gave him detailed and sympathetic treatment in his first critical book, Poetry at Present. He was particularly interested in Yeats’s use of myth and magic and he would of course have known that Yeats had been an enthusiastic member of the magical society the Order of the Golden Dawn, and that he drew on magic as well as on mythology in his poetry. Williams himself had been a member of a successor order and he was also preoccupied with embodying myth in poetry, in his case Arthurian rather than Celtic. In the earlier book he praised the first edition of Yeats’s A Vision, which, considering that it was published only in a limited edition of 600 copies and must have been hard to get hold of, shows that his interest in him was deep. It is not surprising that he should take the opportunity to review Yeats’s later thorough revision of this book. He also seizes on the sentence which Yeats quotes from the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus: ‘dying each other’s life, living each other’s death’. He uses this to illustrate his own teaching about Exchange, one of the central concepts of his mature thought:

If indeed the world is founded on an interchange so profound that we have not begun to glimpse it, such sentences for a moment illuminate the abyss.

This review was not the place to demonstrate it, but Williams had also taken up this phrase in his own poetry.17 Williams’s debt to Yeats as a thinker as well as a poet deserves more detailed treatment. It is pleasant to know that Yeats was pleased with this review, writing: ‘[Williams] is the only reviewer who has seen what he calls “the greatness and terror” of the diagram’.18

 

Yeats was an admired master of the older generation; Eliot was a slightly younger and very much more successful rival. He was also a friend of Williams, a situation which Williams negotiated with as much tact as he could. There was nevertheless an unease, which may account for the slight archness of the essay on Four Quartets and Williams’s choice of putting it in the form of a dramatic dialogue. Of the names of the four dramatic characters I cannot explain Eugenio and Nicobar; Sophonisba comes from a play, while Celia was of course the name of Williams’s second love, smuggled in, I suspect, for his private delectation.19 She certainly seems to be speaking for Williams when she praises most the incantatory passages in Eliot, and Williams wrote similar incantatory passages in his Taliessin poems. However, the most important point in the review is the suggestion of Eugenio that, ‘Few poets have been able to go all their distance; in any who have won to an end, and not to a mere breaking-off, we may be aware that there is but one thing said … [Eliot] is one who will have gone, it seems, all his distance.’ This was an important concept for Williams, worked out in detail in The English Poetic Mind, where he says, for example, about Wordsworth, whom he greatly admired, that ‘he missed the final wrestling’.20 He later says that the ‘one thing’ for Eliot is that ‘that you can only be a thing by becoming it’. This is reminiscent of what he said about Dante: ‘Dante has to become the thing he has seen’ so that this is a preoccupation of Williams at least as much as it might be for Eliot. Eugenio’s later pronouncement, that ‘The grace of time is to turn time into grace’, with quotations from Burnt Norton and The Dry Salvages, is another point where they touch as poets, and I have quoted a passage from Taliessin through Logres which seems to me to provide a parallel from Williams’s own poetry.

 

‘Ourselves and the Revolution’ differs from all the other essays here in not being about literature but the political situation, specifically Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 1941, which turned Russia into an ally and forced a re-examination of British attitudes to the Russian revolution. Williams cuts through political argument to point out that ‘one thing it did seem to mean was the insistence on the desirability of a full stomach’. He goes on to say ‘no one who has not had that experience ought to be allowed, in social articles, to use the word “insecurity.” Insecurity means that you do not know how you are to pay for food and shelter, either for yourself or your family. It is, outside extreme physical pain, the worst experience of man; broken hearts are nothing to it.’ Williams did not publicly take up a political stance though various scattered references have led Grevel Lindop to conclude that ‘he was the only left-wing Inkling’.21 But here we have the clearest possible statement that he was not a detached intellectual interested only in literature and theology and out of touch with the concerns of ordinary people. He was, indeed, regularly hard up, and at one time even said that he wrote all his books simply to support his son.22 He also brought his sympathy for the revolution to his poetry: in ‘The Calling of Arthur’, King Cradlemas has ‘tears for the poor’ but no help and the people ‘draw up the hammer and sickle’, the flag of the post-revolutionary Soviet Union. Williams’s willingness to accept an anachronism to make his point speaks for itself.
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