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The triumph of criticism is seen at last 
In our alchemic search for what we call 
The criterion and the value. Man as a spirit 
Having been laid to rest by Sociology, 
Psychoanalysis and Economics seeks 
That to which substance can hold fast and yet 
Be free of substance. In our neutrality 
Of spirit we cannot countenance the soul 
Or treat with it except as ectoplasm 
That is with humor and sophistication. 
Yet curiously we note a chronic spasm 
Of guilt in rime suggesting that morality 
As the conflict of inborn good and evil 
In human nature is still a force. We play 
Semantically upon these attributes 
Which once were the omnipotent and perfect 
Prongs of the magnet of all life and death. 
And holding to this neutral course we claim 
The discovery of a science^in behavior, 
Our talk of which dilates on right and wrong. 
Values in point-of-view, criteria 
In taste, and criticism in everything. 

The poet himself 
Observes the overall imperative 
Of criticism; poetry must wait on fact. 

. . . Rime at the ragged edge 
Of civilization weeps omong the facts. 

--"Essay on Rime" by Karl Shapiro 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In his book on the English poetic mind Charles Williams 

cites Wordsworth's definition from the Prelude of the neces

sities in writing poetry: "(1) 'the vital soul,' (2) 'gen

eral truths,' (3) 'external things--forms, images.'" He 

concludes that discussion of the poetry of Shakespeare, 

Wordsworth, and Milton with the statement that in Shakespeare 

"the poetic genius perfectly, or at least to the greatest 
2 

perfection that we can imagine, fulfilled itself." That 

fulfilling was the attainment of a "final simplicity"--the 

thought being "so impersonated that there is no division be-

tween image and vital soul."-̂  

It is with certain images in Charles Williams' Arthurian 

poetry that we are concerned in this study; for, although 

critics are divided^ on their appraisals of Williams' poet

ry as a whole, close study reveals that he has achieved a 

remarkable fusion between image and 'vital soul.'^ We find 

that specific images in the thirty-two poems which comprise 

his Arthurian cycle, Taliessin Through Logres and The Region 

of the Summer Stars, serve the two-fold conviction which is 

the burden of much of Williams' writing: the central impor

tance of romance in the experience of human life and the 

necessity for the conversion or reconciliation of the roman

tic experience to the Reality that is God toward which it 
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points. 

Williams accepts the term "romance" in its traditional 

sense of eros, the love of nature, individualism, mysticism, 

the magic arts, and interest in the past--especially the 

medieval. His poetry testifies to the great potential in 

the romantic experience for either good or evil, order or 

chaos, and he insists that only by "intellectualizing" the 

romantic can one become aware of Reality which for him is 

truth as revealed in orthodox Christian theology. That 

truth is "Authentic Love," the Love that is God. But a warn

ing from Charles Williams himself is appropriate here: 

The famous saying 'God is love,' it is generally 
assumed, means that God is like our immediate 
emotional indulgence, and not that our meaning of 
love ought to have.something of the 'otherness' 
and terror of God.° 

C. S, Lewis gives further insight in this description of 

Williams: 

He was . . . a 'romantic theologian' in the techni
cal sense which he himself invented for those words. 
A romantic theologian does not mean one who is roman
tic about theology but one who is theological about 
romance, one who considers the theological implica
tions of those experiences which are called roman
tic. The belief that the most serious and ecstatic 
experiences either of human love or of imaginative 
literature have such theological implications, and 
that they can be healthy and fruitful only if the 
implications are diligently thought out and severely 
lived, is the root principle of all his work.' 

It was in Dante that Williams found this original pat

tern for his concept of- theological romance. Williams' debt 

to and admiration of Dante is seen clearly in his Religion 
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and Love in Dante (1941) and The Figure of Beatrice (1943), 

but it appears in many of his other writings and especially 

in his poetry. In his Descent of the Dove he comments, "Pat-

more was almost right when he said of religious poets that 

there has been 'from David unto Dante none, and none since 

him.'" Dante's work translates the "facts of existence" 

into the "actualities of poetry" for Williams.° It is our 

thesis that this quality which he most admired in Dante is 

achieved to some degree in his Arthurian poems. 

Dante's intense personal experience was the basis for 

his discovery of the significance of image patterns. The 

sight of the Florentine girl, Beatrice, inspired both awe 

and curiosity. She became an image of the love of God about 

which Dante was to "intellectualize" for the rest of his 

life and by which he was inspired to write the Divine Comedy. 

Williams could identify with the Dantean experience. He 

dedicated one of his literary works to his wife " . . . Michal, 

by whom I began to study the doctrine of glory."-*- Theodore 

Maynard, author of Our Best Poets, quotes Williams as "star

tled to find it fromantic loveT an ^xact correlation and par

allel of Christianity." It was Dante's affirmation of the 

image of Beatrice and Williams' affirmation of the image of 

Michal as revelatory of the love of God which introduced 

both men to the pattern of the "diagram of the glory." 

Williams states that "in certain states of romantic love the 
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Holy Spirit has deigned to reveal, as it were, the Christ-

hood of two individuals each to the other. He himself is 

the conciliator, and it is there that the 'conciliation'— 

and the Reconciliation—begins. "-̂ ^ In his essay "The Image 

of the City" Williams says the "Holy Ghost moves us to be, 

by every means to which we are called, the Image of Christ, 

the types of that Original, in or out of the flesh. It is 

the intercourse of those free Images which is the union of 

the city."^^ 

The created world abounds in images which suggested the 

nature of God to Charles Williams. He accepted Coleridge's 

requirements that an image "(1) must exist in its own right, 

(2) must point to something greater than itself, (3) must 

represent in itself that greatness to which it refers. "-'-̂  

This definition led Williams to his discovery of the two 

ways of using or appropriating images. These he called the 

Way of Affirmation of Images and the Way of Rejection of 

Images. Each image must suggest its source but must not be 

mistaken for the source itself. Thus those creations of God 

which exist in the natural world can be regarded with proper 

awe and wonder as they reveal characteristics of God (Way of 

Affirmation), but they must never be worshipped or idolized 

as if they were gods (Way of Rejection). Williams was es

pecially fond of this maxim: "This also is Thou; neither is 

this Thou. "-'-5 Many images suggest God, but none can be 
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accepted as God. This paradox sums up the desired attitude 

toward all which is other than God himself and therefore 

constitutes a motion toward God. 

In his study of church history, The Descent of the Dove, 

Williams discusses two documents which reflect opposing atti

tudes and demonstrate early theologians' understanding of 

the two ways of using images. One is the "Creed of Saint 

Athanasius" which defines salvation by means bf the Incarna

tion. "I4atter is capable of salvation because the anthropos 

is united with the theos, and because the natural and super

natural are one in Christ."^^ The creed gives this maxim of 

the Affirm.ative Way: "Not by the conversion of the Godhead 

into flesh but by taking of the manhood into God."-'-'̂  -(This 

will be discussed in Chapter V on the imagery of the body.) 

Williams states: 

All images are, in their degree, to be carried on; 
mind is never to put off matter; all experience is 
to be gathered in. Images can be as disciplinary 
as their lack.-̂ ° 

To those followers of the Way of Affirmation the "heavens 

declare the glory of God and the firmament showeth his handi

work." The diversities in nature are all categories of one 

Identity. 

The other document which Williams discusses in The Des

cent of the Dove is the Mystical Theology of Dionysius, the 

Areopagite, which describes the ascetic way or the Way of 

Rejection of Images. This views all creation as competing 



with God for the interest of man and holds that all images 

if adored for their own sake and isolated from their source 

can become idols which lead to damnation. '̂  

These two ways of using images can be seen to be held 

simultaneously in Christian experience. In fact both ways 

are seen in Christ himself. Williams asserts that Christ's 

miracles of healing, feeding, and resurrection were affirma

tions of the goodness of substantial things. But his advice 

about plucking out eyes and cutting off hands was rejection 

of the dangers inherent in those substantial things. Williams 

allows that "the tangle of affirmation and rejection which is 

in each of us has to be drawn into some kind of pattern, and 

has so been drawn by all men who have ever lived." 

Charles Williams was in one sense a counter-romantic be

cause he believed that "untheologized" romanticism was sterile 

But he differed from the moderns who reject romance as being 

senile in that he felt it to be just beginning to grow up and 

mature. He states: 

The word should not be too narrowly confined to a 
literary manner. It defines an attitude, a manner 
of receiving experience . . . . That there is a 
false romanticism I willingly concede . . . . But .. 
the false does not abolish the true or the value of . 
the true, any more than the cheap use of the word 
'romantic' spoils the intellectual honor which pro
perly accompanies it.21 

This attitude toward the intellectualization of romance is 

borne out in Taliessin, the poet-hero of Williams' Arthurian 

poems, whom some have seen as a symbol of the author himself. 



7 

Taliessin is druid-born directly out of Welsh legend and 

murky myth; yet this romantic figure will have to visit the 

ordering City of Love, Byzantium, to become a poet who is 

useful to the building of Arthur's kingdom, Logres. 

For all the codes his young tongue bore. 
Taliessin could not think in Merlin's style, 
nor his verse grow mature with pure fact. 
Many a mile of distance in the Empire was to go 
to the learning, many a turn of exchange.^^ 

Williams' poetry "starts from the very depth of the romantic 

tradition and, without ceasing to be romantic, advances to 

the acceptance of all that is at first sight furthest from 

romanticism." -̂  

In him the poetic tradition which had begun in Pan
theism, antinomianism, and revolt, ends in Nicene 
theology, moral severity, and the celebration of 
order. His ideal poetry is that which can 'grow 
mature with pure fact.'^4 

Thus we suggest in this study that the Arthurian poetry 

of Charles Williams may be an answer to Karl Shapiro's com

plaint in "Essay on Rime" quoted at the beginning of the 

chapter. Williams has created a melange of poetry and "fact," 

in a style perhaps unexplored by Shapiro. Instead of "rime 

at the ragged edge of civilization" weeping "among the facts," 

Williams' cycle might be described as rime at the center of 

civilization celebrating the facts. In his poetic union of 

romance and "fact" Williams offers Shapiro " . . . that 

to which substance can hold fast and yet / Be free as sub

stance." We will see that for Williams "willed" necessity 



is freedom. 

Williams' chief tools for the portrayal of the conversion 

of romance to Reality are images used metaphysically. These 

we will arrange in clusters and label (1) legendary images, 

(2) geographical images, (3) geometric images, (4) images of 

the body, (5) the images of triumphant union. They all serve 

to point up Williams' insistence on the baptism of the imag

ination and the intellectual progression from wilfullness 

tocobedience, from chaos to order. We will measure Williams' 

poetry by his own definition of poetic genius as he found it 

in Shakespeare: to discover that "final simplicity" which 

is the result of the fusion of image and vital soul. We will 

explore his images as the impersonations of his thought. 



CHAPTER II 

ARTHURIAN LEGENDS AS IMAGES 

The fact that three chapters in Williams' prose study of 

Arthurian legend. The Figure of Arthur, are called "The Com

ing of the King," "The Coming of Love," and "The Coming of 

the Grail" is significant for students of his poetry. It was 

the addition of the themes of courtly love and the Holy Grail 

to the medieval chronicle of Arthur's kingdom which supplies 

him with the narrative interest and intellectual significance 

he wanted for this poetic cycle. Religion and love in con

flict and the "great invention" of Galahad are subjects appro

priate to Williams' favorite themes. The legend became a 

medium which could express in poetry metaphysical ideas known 

through Williams' personal experience.-'- Hadfield states: 

Now we can say that for readers of English the Ar
thurian story is coloured and will be coloured for
ever by what Charles Williams made of it. I am not 
going to pretend that I or anyone else saw all the 
now clear implication and potentialities or the pat
tern , . . before Charles Williams showed them to 
us . . . . But the potentialities were there . . . .̂  

For Williams the center of the Arthurian legends was the 

Grail story and Galahad (See Chapter VI on images of triumph

ant union), who as High Prince in his poetry, became its true 

hero. The Christian versions of the story as recounted by 

Robert de Borron, Chretien de Troyes and Sir Thomas Malory 

were for Williams the sources which offered the most con

structive thought and bearing on human life.^ In their 
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accounts the purpose of King Arthur and his knights of the 

Round Table was to construct an order in this world which 

would reflect the order of the eternal world. The function 

of the Grail was to demonstrate the Spirit to the flesh and 

to open communication between them. And in the myths Britain 

is the scene of the operation. The following is a brief sum

mary of the facts of the Matter of Britain according to leg

ends which are counted significant and used by Williams. It 

is a condensation of an account given by A.M. Hadfield^ as 

Williams had explained it to her and is given here because 

Williams assumes his readers' thorough knowledge of Arthur-

iana. His interpretation of these facts show their importance 

for his themes Britain (the body of man) was once Eden-like. 

Its people knew daily spiritual bliss and the companionship 

of heavenly creatures. Christ following his resurrection and 

ascension may have visited Britain with Joseph of Arimathea 

according to one legend. Because Christ's ascension glory 

would be too bright for human beings to bear, he showed him

self to them by means of the Hallows, three sacred objects 

which proved his love for them. These were the Cup used by 

JesMS at the Last Supper, the Lance which was thrust into his 

side, and the Crown of Thorns. When these were viewed each 

person knew heavenly joy and the spirit of Co-inherence-^ pre

vailed. 

Crisis came into this paradisal state when Balin the 
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Savage struck the Dolorous Blow using the Lance and wounded 

King Pelles. In Williams' view this corresponded to the Fall. 

Now the gracious exchange between God and man was afflicted 

by separation and opposition. Men saw good as evil. The Hal

lows no longer spoke of love, peace and joy. Only a few re

cognized their significance. Life in Britain became disorder

ed, civil war erupted, and crops failed. King Pelles, the 

Grail King, continuously bled from Balin's blow. 

King Arthur (the mind of man) formed, after long struggle, 

a government based on the teachings of Christ. The Church 

was reestablished and the sacraments were made available. 

Order was restored and a new union with the spiritual was ex

perienced, but not for long. Lancelot put his vision of the 

queen above the king's vision of order; disunity appeared. 

King Arthur committed incest with Morgause, and Modred was 

born. By a "heavenly substitution" Lancelot lay with the 

pure Helayne, daughter of Pelles, believing her to be Guin

evere. Galahad, who represents "the capacity for Christ in 

every man" according to Williams, was born and lived a bles

sed life. When he reached manhood and came to the court, the 

Grail reappeared; but it was veiled. The knights broke their 

fellowship to seek the Grail individually. Only three achiev

ed the vision: Bors, Percival, and Galahad. Their experience 

proved that the way of union with heaven was possible for all 

men. Galahad touched and healed King Pelles, and life and 
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love were again made possible to the land. The three knights 

visited the holy land of Sarras where they celebrated the 

Eucharist served by the Grail, and Galahad's soul ascended to 

heaven with both the Grail and the Lance. Although the way 

of union with heaven was now possible, the Round Table was 

broken. Modred provoked civil war, and almost all the knights 

were killed in the last battle. Arthur disappeared to Avalon, 

Guinevere retreated to a convent, and Lancelot entered a mon

astic order. All "high example and blessed imagination" with

drew. Chaos came again, but with a difference. Now in the 

midst of the strife men could remember Arthur, the Grail, and 

Galahad. Wbat had once occurred left a hope in men's hearts. 

This account summarizes the story as Williams saw it cul

minating in Malory, but he has said: "Malory, . . . as we at 

present have him, never quite fulfilled the hints of profound 

meaning which are scattered through him."^ In his cycle of 

Arthurian poems we find that Williams enlarges these 'hints' 

to clarify their 'profound meaning' which is for him the sec

ret of life: man must live according to the laws of cosmic 

Co-inherence whose divine principles are Exchange, Substitu

tion, Derivation, and Largesse.' Earthly order will fall un

less it submits readily to divine ordering. Romance must 

undergo conversion or change for the happy union of body and 

spirit to be realized. 

The thirty-two poem cycle is not a continuous narrative; 

it was left incomplete at Williams' death. What we are given 
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is a series of episodes which are not always sequential and 

which often concern main characters in the legends only ob

liquely. Hadfield explains that: 

Each poem is a small window onto a large world. 
Like all good poetry it moves on many levels. 
There is human experience when people and places 
are people and places in a story; and there is the 
metaphysical experience when they are aspects or 
qualities; and the metaphysical idea when they are 
relationships and experiences . . . .° 

The connection between episodes is not spelled out for us 

and because their "knotted" language is difficult, they do 

not always allow careful explanation. 

C. S. Lems has said, "If its extreme difficulty does 

not kill it, this work ought to count for much in the coming 
Q 

years." Williams' poetry does make heavy demands on the 

reader. To enjoy it one should be acquainted with Dante, 

Gibbon, Milton, Malory, the Bible, Wordsworth, the Mabinogen, 

and Church history. It would also be helpful if the reader 

had some knowledge of Shelley, Blake, Yeats, St. Augustine, 

and Lady Julian of Norwich. 

Williams assumes that the reader knows the legendary 

characters of Arthur, Merlin, Lancelot, Guinevere, Galahad, 

and their relationships to the kingdom, love, and the Grail. 

He raises several characters, minor in the Matter, to posi

tions of prominence: Taliessin, Bors, Dinadan, and Palomi-

des. All these characters are, as A.M. Hadfield states, 

people in a story, but they are also qualities, relationships 

and experiences. Williams thus brings them to the level of 
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images which carry his theme. We will examine the principal 

characters as images which support the thesis of Williams' 

insistence on the conversion of romance. 

I^ The Figure of Arthur Williams states that it was Geof

frey of Monmouth who made Arthur a king and gave him magnifi

cence and a court,-'--'- but adds that later Arthur became the 

"passive centre" of the kingdom in which ". . .he does not 

12 

seem to act." Nor does Williams allow him to take a lead

ing role in the poems. Only a few brief lines cover Arthur's 

rise and reign since Williams makes Arthur's primary function 

the image of a flaw. In "The Calling of Arthur" wa are told 

simply that 

Arthur was young; Merlin met him on the road. 
Bold stood Arthur; the snow beat; Merlin spoke: 
Now am I Camelot; now am 1 to be builded. 

Arthur ran; the people marched; . . . . 

. . . Merlin came; Camelot grew.-̂ -̂  

Next, in "The Crowning of Arthur" we find our first clue to 

Arthur's flaw when, during his moment of glory. 

The king stood crowned . . . 
Logres heraldically flaunted the king's state.-'-4 

Yet, 

. . . into the king's mind, who stood to look on his 
city: 

the king made for the kingdom, or the kingdom made for 
the king?!^ 

Later ("The Star of Percival") the question is answered and 

Arthur's flaw is made clear. The scene is the altar of the 
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castle when the Eucharist is served: 

. . . the king in the elevation beheld and loved 
himself crowned . . . , ^ 

Williams introduces Taliessin Through Logres with an epigraph 

chosen from Dante's De Monarchia which relates this flaw of 

self-love to a major theme of the whole work: "Hence it is 

that the proper operation does not exist for the sake of the 

essence, but the essence has its being for the sake of the 

operation." Arthur's failure to recognize this spiritual law 

is at the root of his failure. Love of self and self-indul

gence lead to disorder and finally to chaos. In the poem, 

"Lamarack and Queen Morgause of Orkney," Arthur has seduced 

the queen, Morgause, not knowing that she is his sister or 

that he has begotten Modred: 

King Arthur between two queens sat in a grim hall, 
Guinevere on his right, Morgause on his left. 

Arthur tossed loves with a woman and split his fate. 

The child lies unborn in the queen's womb; 
unformed in his brain is the web of all our doom, 
as unformed in the minds of all the great lords 
-lies the image of the split Table and of surrepti

tious swords. ' 

Charles Moorman states that Williams is the first writer to 

give Arthur the trait of personal vanity, and he discusses its 

significance to Williams' theme: 

. . . it is clear that Arthur is . . . guilty of one 
of Williams' major sins, spiritual incest . . . in 
which a man withdraws entirely into Mmself, neglect
ing both his civil and his religious duties, posses
sed by cupidity, the love of self, as opposed to char
ity, the love of others, Arthur, in sleeping with his 
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own image, has committed spiritual incest . . . . 
The product of the union is Modred, the destroyer.1^ 

While the temptation of Arthur was to appropriate Logres 

for himself, the temptation of Lancelot was to appropriate 

the king's wife by which he becomes an image of fraud. In 

Malory he, in contrast to Arthur, is the"active centre" of 

the kingdom as he displays friendship, courtesy, justice, 

and nobility. And in Williams' "The Crowning of Arthur" Lan

celot is shown to be Arthur's own man. 

Wars were at end; The king's friend stood 
at the king's side; Lancelot's lion fheraldic symboy 
had roared in the pattern the king's mind cherished, 
in charges completing the strategy of Arthur; 
the king's brain working in Lancelot's blood.-̂ ^ 

However, as the king's household is served the Holy Commun

ion, Lancelot's treachery to Arthur and to God appears: Lan

celot's "gaze at the Host found only a ghost of the Queen. "2*̂  

Williams has commented on this unholy love: 

Between Guinevere and Lancelot there has risen this 
fatal love—fatal but not fated . . . . It began 
certainly with Romance. But Malory . . . has made 
it different. It is the affirmation of one kind of 
image and not of another . . . . The soul, affirm
ing the validity of those images which appear to it, 
finds itself, physically or mentally caught in its 
own desires to appropriate them . . . . It is no 
less a temptation of the soul that it appears as a 
temptation of the body.^^ 

Im Malory's version when Lancelot is deceived by Brisen's 

magic and lies with Helayne believing her to be Guinevere, 

he goes mad, torn apart by his infidelity to Guinevere. In 

Williams^ poetry Lancelot's madness has a deeper significance; 
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he experiences Lycanthropy which turns him into a ravening 

wolf. Lancelot, the flower of chivalry, has within him un

tamed animal appetites: 

All winter the wolf haunted the environs of Carbonek; 
now what was left of man' contrarious mind 
was twinned and twined with the beast's bent to feed; 
now it crept to swallow the seed 

of love's ambiguity, love's taunt and truth.22 

Lancelot's proper heraldic symbol is the lion; but now the 

spirit of the wolf, associated in Dante's Comedy with fraud 

(Lancelot has defrauded Arthur), possesses his spirit to the 

extent that his body changes into a wolf. The man-beast hun

gers for the child he has sired. The child is "love's ambi-

buity," ''love's taunt and truth." Although he has sinned, 

Lancelot becomes the means by which Galahad the Pure is born. 

By the achievement of the Holy Grail, Galahad will be proof 

in Logres that flesh and spirit can be harmonious. He is a 

type of the "Golden Ambiguity" which is Christ. And for Wil

liams he is the High Prince and hero, the product of Lance

lot's "substituted love"; out of evil the good appears. With

out the Fall, the Incarnation and Christ's substitution of 

himself for man need not have occurred. Galahad, Williams' 

image of the capacity for Christ in every man, is a major 

character who will be discussed in detail later in this study 

(Chapters IV and VT). 

Concerning Guinevere, Williams notes in his prose study 

of the Arthuriad that "she had little to do but to be abducted 
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and to be rescued, until her poets filled her empty life with 

23 
Galahad." The figure of the queen is undefined except that 

. . . from the beginning of the Matter of Britain, 
the queen seems to have been . . . doomed to infi
delity. Her husband was not to love, in that kind, 
at all, and she was to love too much.^ 

She seems almost ready-made for Williams' use as an image of 

misguided passion. She is never, in the legends, shown to be 

in moral distress over her illicit love. "She might have 

been sinful, but she should have been troubled; not being, 

she seems faintly more egotistic than high literature al-

25 
lows" In fact Lancelot was to be her salvation because he 

inspired her great passion for which she finally came to some 

repentance.^" 

The queen in Williams' poem "Taliessin in the Rose Gar

den" is viewed by the king's poet who prays: 

Let the queen's majesty, the feminine headship of 
Logres, deign to exhibit the glory to the women ofp„ 
Logres; each to one vision, but the queen for all. ' 

But Guinevere will never be the model of womanhood befitting 

a queen. As Taliessin watched her "she talked and laughed; / 

under her brow, she looked for the king's friend Lancelot."^° 

Later when Galahad appears, Taliessin observed the jealous 

queen's hand lying on her heart as she scanned the newcomer. 

The bone of the fingers showed through the flesh; 
they were claws 

Wherewith the queen's grace gripped , , , , ^ 

In the rose garden the queen wears a ruby ring in which Tal

iessin sees, as though in a crystal ball, shadows of the 
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future. The red of the ruby reflects the red of the roses, 

the blood of the fall of Arthur's Logres to pirate invaders, 

and the blood from the wound of King Pelles, Keeper of the 

Grail. "The Wounded Rose runs with blood at Carbonek."-^ 

The blood becomes that of Christ on Calvary, and Taliessin 

relates Guinevere by menstrual blood to Eve and the Fall. 

He digresses from the subject of Guinevere long enough to say: 

Well are women warned from serving the altar 
who, by the nature of their creature from Caucasia 

to Carbonek ^-, 
share with the sacrifice the victimization of blood.^ 

As "victims" they are excluded from the priesthood. C. S. 

Lewis explains the following passage by stating that only 

converted women know that they share naturally in the great 

• ̂ - 32 sacrifice.-^^ 

Flesh knows what spirit knows, 
but spirit knows it knows . . . 
women's flesh lives the quest of the Grail . . .^, 
Blessed is she who gives herself to the journey,^^ 

As he studies her the image of Guinevere becomes for Tal

iessin a poem which pleads for all women to know that "Wo

men's travel / holds in the natural the image of the super

natural . . . ."^4 

. . . and her flesh bright in Carbonek with Christ, 
in the turn of her body, in the turn of her flesh, 

in the turn 
of the Heart that heals itself for the healing of 

others, oc 

the only Heart that healed itself without others . . . r^ 

Palomides, the pagan knight and image of self-sufficiency, 

is the subject of three poems. His prominence in the cycle 
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may have resulted from Williams' interest in Islam as 

"strong, noble, venerable, and yet radically mistaken." 

Since Islam denies the Incarnation and the redemption of mat

ter, Williams saw it as "eternally opposite" to Christianity: 

This (Islam) is not the defeat of truth by simple 
error or of good by simple evil: it is the loss of 
living, paradoxical, vibrant, mysterious truths in 
obvious, petrifying truths. It is the defeat of fine 
and tender and even frolic delicacies of goodness by 
iron legalism.^" 

In the Prelude to Taliessin Through Logres Williams' attitude 

is clear. 

Caucasia J^he natural flesh) fell to the Moslem; 
the mamelukes [islamic fighting slaves) seized the 

ancient cornland of Empire. 
Union is breached; the imams [Mohammedan priests) 

stand in Sophia (Christian cathedral in Con
stantinople]] . 

Good is God, the muezzin 
calls, but lost is the light on the hills of Caucasia, 
glory of the Emperor^JpodJ, glory of substantial be

ing flncarnation];^ ̂  

Palomides has heard rumors of Christianity, and in "The 

Coming of Palomides" he arrives in Britain already knowing 

that the "Prophet's blade cuts the Obedience from the Obeyed." 

This poem tells the story of a Beatrician moment (Chapter I). 

When Palomides sees Queen Iseult, the moment becomes pervert

ed (See Chapter IV) and Palomides begins a hopeless and 

sterile quest-driven by the Blatant Beast, carnal jealousy. 

After long hardship and failure after failure, he comes to 

the depths of despair in "Palomides Before His Christening." 

Then in a cave he remembers Dinadan's kindness and joy at his 
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victory in the tourney and the invitation: 

'Sir, if ever in a blank between this and that, 
the sky turns on you, and the path slides 
to the edge not the front of the eyes, come and be 

christened. 
I will stand your godfather at the pool in Caerleon.'^^ 

When Palomides comes out of the cave, the "sky had turned"; 

and "dull, undimensioned," he rides on "to Dinadan." A.M. 

Hadfield describes Palomides' fault as "clinging to himself." 

He feared impairment by placing trust in others; yet new life 

and good will was to be found only in mutuality and exchange. 

Only by accepting facts, other people, love, and relinquish

ing his image of himself, did freedom finally come.^9 In '!The 

Death of Palomides" he realizes that he has endured a long 

agony of self-sufficiency before knowing fully "The Lord 

created all things by means of his Blessing." He murmors, 

"I utter the formula; the formula is all that lives . . . ."40 

Taliessin (Radiant Brow) was a poet and magician in the 

Mabinagen. In this cycle as Arthur's poet he is elevated to 

a prominent role--the spectator through whose eyes we see much 

of the action and the wise commentator who interprets it. 

Taliessin will be discussed in detail in Chapters IV and VI 

as an image of triumphant union. He possesses spiritual^ 

secrets which he shares freely, therby forming a company of 

redeemed souls, a fragment of order in the midst of the gen

eral disorder of Logres. 

These characters considered as images support Williams' 

case for the necessity of the conversion of romance. Arthur's 



22 

self-love, Lancelot's fraud, Guinevere's misguided passion, 

and Palomides' self-sufficiency are all enough to show us 

the dangers of emotions left uninformed by the intellect or 

of bodies unredeemed by the spirit. Romantic love becomes 

good only when lovers are aware that they exist for the sake 

of Love. The king must learn that he exists for the sake of 

the kingdom, the "singer for the song," "'the voice for the 

vision," the "essence" for the sake of the "operation." The 

operation in these poems is the whole system of cosmic Co-

inherence which progresses by means of the principles of Ex

change, Substitution, Derivation, and Largesse. Taliessin, 

Dindrane, Percivale, Bors, Dinadan, and principally Galahad 

know this and live by it. Other characters acquire the know

ledge. Their stories are revealed in the following chapters 

through examination of the geographic, geometric, and body 

imagery in the poems, and will conclude with a study of the 

images of the triumph of union. 



CHAPTER III 

GEOGRAPHICAL IMAGES 

Carbonek, Camelot, Caucasia^ 
were gates and containers, intermediations of light; 
geography breathing geometry, the double-fledged Logos, 

--Prelude, Taliessin Through Logres 

The world of the cycle of these Arthurian poems is a 

merging of historical, legendary, and theological worlds, all 

of which have been transformed by the imagination and insight 

of Charles Williams. Beginning with historical Britain at 

the time of the Saxon invasion and with the Byzantine Empire 

after its conversion to Christianity, he adds the Matter of 

Britain after the mythopoeic work of Malory and the Mabino-

gen. To these he adds the celestial "geography" of Dante, the 

Bible, and St. Augustine. That Williams achieves a synthesis 

of these several worlds and creates a "world of the mind" 

which is acceptable is confirmed by C. S. Lewis: 

. . . we demand what 1 call Strength of Incantation. 
The imagined world of the poem must have a consistency 
and vitality which lay hold of the mind. It must not 
be left to us to keep it going. It should be diffi
cult for us to escape from it. It should remain with 
us as a stubborn memory like some real place where we 
have once lived--a real place with its characteristic 
smells, sounds, colours; its unmistakeable and irre
placeable "tang" . . . . The world of the poemJWil-
liams' Arthurian cycle^ is a strong, strange, and 
consistent world . . . . He has penetrated more deeply 
than the old writers themselves into what they . . . 
meant and found its significance unchangeable as long 
as there remains on earth any attempt to unite Christ
ianity and civilization.1 

The world of the poem is full of geographical entities, 

23 



24 

each of which is a significant image in the successful work

ing out of the theme. The Empire with its capitol city, 

Byzantium, sprawls across Europe with Britain as a theme 

(province). At the time of the poems the Empire is orthodox 

Christian and has not yet encountered any schism. In Britain 

a sea-wood called Broceliande lies along the southwestern 

coast. The castle Carbonek is on its border just "beyond a 

certain part of Broceliande." Across the western ocean is 

Sarras, the land of the Trinity. (In Malory Sarras is Pales

tine occupied at the time by the Saracens, but for poetic 

reasons Williams places it to the west.) On the opposite 

side of the earth in the antipodean ocean is the infernal 

realm of P'o-lu, the headless Emperor. Caucasia is treated 

as if it were a province of the empire, but in the poems it 

is the image of the world of the senses which is still capable 

of being redeemed. Lateran also is used as a province; it 

symbolizes the Church. 

In the Third Heaven which is the sphere of Venus and 

image of Divine Love in Dante's Comedy, Nimue, the "mother of 

making," has ordained an operation by Merlin and Brisen which 

will bring into being the realm to be called Logres. Logres 

is to be Britain-under-Arthur with Camelot as its capitol. 

Arthur's Logres will lie between "history, doctrine, and 

Europe" on the east and places of myth, Broceliande, Carbonek, 

Sarras on the west. Or more simply, Logres will represent a 

union of romance and fact or the kingdom of Divine Love. It 
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is necessary to understand Williams' use of all of these 

geographical images to understand their significance to the 

work as a whole. 

In the portrayal of the Byzantine Empire as described by 

Gibbon, Williams found an image which would serve to picture 

an earthly example of the City of God. Here was order, form, 

and discipline which was inspired by love and which expressed 

itself in ritual, ceremony, and courtesy--or in Williams' 

term, the Doctrine of Exchange. The Image of the City, a col

lection of essays by Charles Williams, contains the explana

tion of "the city" as a controlling theme of many of his works 

To understand the Byzantium and the Empire in the poems one 

must grasp his meaning for the image of "the city." It is 

explained by M.M. Shideler: 

. . . societies both exist in themselves and image 
the eternal web of the co-inherent glory. Williams 
gives to that web the names "the Empire," "the King
dom," "the Republic," and most often "the city."-̂  

One can be completely ignorant of the existence of a holy 

City, but if he lives according to the principles of sharing, 

giving and being given to (Exchange), he is a citizen of it. 

It is a res publica, a public thing, a Republic in
cluding all who live by derivation and substitution 
and sacrificial love. It does not select its mem
bers; they select themselves, or better, they find 
themselves in communion.4 

In the theme of the poems the order of Byzantium must be 

"at-oned" with the romantic and mystical portion of western 

Britain if the creation of Logres, Arthur's kingdom, is to be 



26 

realized. That is, romance must become ordered and disci

plined if its true meaning is to be understood. As a staunch 

Anglican Williams was very aware of the reality of the two 

parts of the Christian experience (See Chapter V on body 

imagery). The first "falling in love" with God, which he, 

like Dante, saw as a parallel to the earthly love between 

man and woman, was mystical and supernaturally inspired. 

However, this very "romantic" experience must lead on to that 

"feeling intellect" which might mean rigid discipline, fasts, 

celibacy, self-denial, and sacrifice. Romance must be order

ed if it is to live: 

. . . knowledge being the chief art of love 
as love is the chief art of knowledge . . . .̂  

"The City declares that 'the glory of God is in facts.'"^ 

Thus in "The Vision of the Empire" Williams can speak of the 

subjects of the Emperor as the "Acts of identity" who form 

the "organic body" and sang together adoring their Lord. 

"The song sprang and rang in Byzantium,"' the City of God 

and capitol of the Empire. 

The southwestern coastal part of Britain is called by 

Williams (after Malory) Broceliande. In his prose study 

Williams states: 

It is indeed in that forest inextricably mingled with 
the mystical sea-spiritual distance, that all places 
of marvel must lie. It is a place of making and of 
all the figures concerned with making. Of these one 
of the most mysterious is Nimue, the Lady of the Lake 
. . . . Nimue is the great mother and lady of Broce-
liande--Nature, as it were, or all the vast processes 
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of the universe imaged in a single figure.° 

Notes, made by C. S. Lewis from a letter of Williams about 

the poems, say of Broceliande: 

From it the huge shapes emerge, the whole matter of 
the form of Byzantium.^ 

It must be the melding of matter and form, romance and rit

ual, that will, in Williams' opinion, create Logres, a king

dom of Divine Love. 

Carbonek retains in these poems the same identity it had 

in Malory, the castle of King Pelles who was a descendent of 

Joseph of Arimathea and Keeper of the Holy Grail. All who 

see the Grail will be of the Lord's own company; they will 

have "perdurable joy." It is Helayne, daughter of Pelles, 

upon whom Galahad will be begotten by Lancelot. Thus Carbon

ek is the image of a place of holy mysteries, and one must go 

through Broceliande to reach it. Beyond Broceliande is the 

open sea and then Sarras, image of the blessed "land of the 

Trinity in maps of the soul." To this land Galahad, Perci

val, and Bors will finally sail after the downfall of the 

Round Table and the collapse of Logres into mere Britain. 

On the opposite side of the earth from the Empire in the 

Antipodean Ocean is the land of P'o-lu, image of all that is 

opposite to the City of Byzantium. It is not Hell, but is on 

the fringes of Hell. Here a headless Emperor walks backward. 

(Gibbon, a major source for Williams, described the "prince 

of demons" whom a monk saw seated on Justinian's throne 
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as "a face without features" or "a body without a head.")-^^ 

Williams' headless anti-God is without "informing reason or 

intellect." He is 

caped in a foul indecent crimson; octopods 
roUnd him stretched giant tentacles and crawled 
heavily on the slimy surface of the tangled sea, 
goggling with lidless eyes at the coast of the Empire.-̂ -̂  

On entering the forest of Broceliande one may progress to Car

bonek and Sarras or degenerate to P'o-lu. Broceliande holds 

both possibilities. Romance can be properly used with good 

results or "improperly used with bad results." 

Dangerous to men is the wood of Broceliande. 
Hardly the Druid, hardly a Christian priest, 
pierced it ever; it was held, then as now, 
by those few -(Arho in Britain study the matter of the 

marches 
that there the divine science and the grand art, 
if at all below the third heaven, know 
their correspondence, and live in a new style— 
many a mile of distance goes to the making . . . .'^ 

Caucasia is the realm of the senses. It symbolizes "nat

ural pleasures, natural beauty, health, physical energy, the 

whole natural basis for our lives. In fallen Man it is 'the 

natural man' or 'the old Adam' . . . the natural man aches 

at the acceptance of Order. "-̂ ^ In "The Queen's Ser-\/"ant" 

Taliessin, seeing Caucasia in Guinevere's rose garden, finds 

that the landscape is very beautiful indeed; but the queen 

who is a native there cannot see that the blue skies have a 

"flurry of snow bright as a sudden irrepressible smile." 

Only those who visit Caucasia after they have been to Byzan

tium can see this beauty. More simply, the world of the 



29 

senses has been redeemed by God for those who know God. 

Lateran is the name Williams chose for a province in the 

Empire which symbolizes the Church. Its origin is of interest 

to us. The term comes from the Lateran Councils, five ecu

menical councils held in Rome (1512-17) at the Lateran Palace, 

former home of the Laterani family. The work of these coun

cils would have been regarded as important by Williams to his 

theme because, among other things, the fifth "convoked to re

establish peace among Christian princes, to promote war 

against the Turks, and to reform the church 'in its head and 

members. ' "-'-̂  These aims would speak to Williams of the order 

dear to him and essential to his poetry. 

The Third Heaven in Williams' celestial "geography" is 

the sphere of Venus (after Dante) and will require some ex

planation. As we have mentioned Dante was a strong shaping 

factor in Williams' life; therefore an understanding of this 

realm in the Comedy is helpful to our appreciation of its 

place in these poems. 

In the third planet [Venus] Dante encounters souls 
whose ardent temperament had led them to surrender 
wantonly to the passion of love. In the Christian 
context, Venus, whose influence the ancients held 
to be irresistible, is a symbol or type of natural 
propensities with which men are born but which the 
will is free to resist or use well. Her planet here 
["Paradiso, Canto Vlll] symbolizes love as Virgil 
has expounded it in Purgatory and which Dante, like 
the souls he meets, has not set in order in his soul.-̂ -̂  

For Williams the earth, the world of the senses, is a copy in 

the Platonic sense of another pattern, the sphere of Divine 
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Love. That sphere is the home of Nimue (Niniane or Vivien), 

in older myths the damsel who, after learning all his magic 

secrets, imprisoned Merlin forever in the forest of Broce

liande. Williams calls her "The great mother and lady of 

Broceliande." She has changed markedly in Williams' work to 

a kind of lesser divinity. He has made her twins. Merlin and 

Brisen, "children of some high parthogenetical birth," and 

Nimue is the energy which makes on earth a copy of her celes

tial sphere. 

In the third heaven are the living unriven truths, 
climax tranquil in Venus, Merlin and Brisen 
heard, as in faint bee-like humming 
round the cone's point, the feeling intellect hasten 

to fasten on the earth's image.-'-" 

So the third heaven is the "pattern in heaven of Nimue, 

time's mother on earth." There is the source of the "feel

ing intellect." 

One of Williams' striking geographic images is that of 

the geographical empire seen as a human body, which will be 

found in Chapter V on body imagery. A measure of Williams' 

imagination and faculty for invention appears in his use of 

history, legend, and theology to construct the landscape of 

the world of his Arthurian poem. That world is consistent, 

and strong in powers of incantation. It is his attempt to 

unite civilization with Christianity. The geographical enti

ties become images which reveal the necessity for the conver

sion of romance. Mysterious Broceliande, mystical Carbonek, 
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sensuous Caucasia, and the rebellious realm of P'o-lu have 

hope of salvation only by their union with the order of Byzan

tium, City of God. 



CHAPTER IV 

GEOMETRIC IMAGERY 

Charles Williams is well-known for his statement "God al

ways geometrizes."-^ A glance at the natural world with the 

naked eye, a telescopic view of the galaxies, or a microscop

ic study of cells suggests that Williams is right. Plato and 

the Hebrew prophets seem to agree. The ordered universe sup

ports Williams' belief in God's approval of order. He has 

said, "Hell is always inaccurate," and "Heaven is always ex-
2 

act." In a discussion of the glory of God he once complain

ed that for the English the word "glory" usually meant "a 

mazy, bright blur" but that in his opinion "the maze should 

be exact and the brightness should be that of a geometric pat-

tern."^ The words "pattern," "diagram," "design," ''preci

sion," "measure," occur frequently in Williams' poetry for his 

expression of this concept of the Order of God. It is not 

mere restraint but beauty and splendor.^ In his poem, "The 

Vision of the Empire," he calls the messengers of God logo-

thetes or accountants, and in He Came Down From Heaven he 

states, "the prophets are sent out from the visible mathema

tics of the glory to proclaim the moral mathematics of the 

glory. Morality is either the mathematics of power or it is 

nothing."^ He defines theology as "the measurement of eter

nity in operation, or the bright cloud and the rushing wind."^ 
In his essentially Christian writings it is natural that 
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he would resort to images which are geometrical to convey 

ideas of the order and pattern of the meaning of existence 

which for him is God. For example in The Descent of the Dove 

we find his statement that Christendom began at a point out

side of time at the intersection of two lines. One was drawn 

from Bethany at the ascension of Christ and the other was 

drawn from Jerusalem at the descent of the Paraclete during 

Pentecost.^ We are given the image of a holy triangle with 

two points in time and the other in eternity among "spiritual 

secrets." A graphic geometric image here expresses the inex

pressible. 

In his Arthurian cycle, our present concern, we find abun

dant use of geometry in images. They reflect order, disci

pline, restraint and beauty, courtesy, splendor, love. The 

image rejected for the wrong reason or perverted leads to 

disorder and chaos. The image affirmed or rejected for a 

proper cause ends in order and love. The images frequently 

portray mysteries which defy logical understanding. We will 

move through the poems chronologically. 

In "The Calling of Taliessin" we first meet a principal 

character of the cycle, Taliessin, who was originally a poet 

and magician in the Mabinogen. Williams has chosen him to 

image the poet's function in the world. He is a natural 

druidical creature endowed with supernatural gifts, yet one 

who yearns toward the rumors he has heard of a marvelous 
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event, the Incarnation. To learn more of Christianity he is 

journeying from Wales southward toward Byzantium, the center 

of the Empire. 

Taliessin is intercepted by Merlin and Brisen, twin son 

and daughter (in Williams' version) of Nimue, the "mother of 

making." Nimue here represents the energy which reproduces 

on earth the pattern of Divine Love which exists in "the 

third heaven," the sphere of Venus. Merlin and Brisen are 

referred to as "Time and space, duration and extension" and 

are presently operating a sacred incantation which will lead 

to the erection of the kingdom of Logres over -v\rhich Arthur 

will rule. Logres is meant to be a union of romantic mysti

cism of the forest of Broceliande and the ordered reverence 

of Byzantium. 

As Taliessin sleeps on the ground. Merlin and Brisen be

gin their "v̂rork of incantation, and 

The cone's shadow of earth fell into space, 
and into (other than space) the third heaven. 
In the third heaven are the living unriven truths, 
climax tranquil in Venus. Merlin and Brisen 
heard, as in faint bee-like humming 
round the cone's point, the feeling intellect hasten 
to fasten on the earth's image; in the third heaven 
the stones of the waste glimmer like summer stars. 
Between wood and waste the yoked children of Nimue 
open the rite; they invoked the third heaven, 
heard in the far humming of the spiritual intellect, 
to the building of Logres and the coming of the land 

of the Trinity. n 
which is called Sarras in maps of the soul.-̂  

Merlin draws a pentagram on the ground, dropping herbs at 

four corners. They become the "flame of potential intellect 
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becomiimg actual." At the fifth angle Brisen stands "The im

passioned diagram of space," while her shadow falls east

ward into Logres "cast by the fourfold fire." Merlin over

looks his sister as time overlooks space and lifting his 

"five times cross-incised rod" begins his incantation. He 

adjures all the "primal atoms" of the earth "to shape the bor

ders of Logres."-^^ 

Order and mysticism are joined in this geometrically in

fluential image of the earth's cone-shaped shadow touching 

Venus, while at its base Merlin draws a pentagram, Brisen 

casts a diagrammed shadow, and Merlin waves a cross-incised 

rod. C. S. Lewis explains the im.age in this way: 

The point of that cone is here supposed to touch the 
sphere of Venus; thus Nimue's agents stand at its 
base while Nimue's archetype receives its point. 
Continuity is established between the natural order, 
the manifold and unstable ectype, and its 'climax 
tranquil in Venus' where the 'unriven truths' dwell 
--the unities which down here become multiplicities. 
We are, in fact, watching the impregnation of Nimue 
by her Pattern.^^ 

Brisen, obedient to order in the rite is described with "pil

lared back . . . ruddy in the fires' glow." Taliessin saw 

these events from'his dream-state. He saw that 

The shadow of Brisen lay on the whole of Logres 
but the shadow was a flight of dark stars, from thie brain 
to the base; the pavement of the base, below all, 
lay in the trees and seas of Broceliande.-"-

His vision pictures Arthur's realm and his owe role in that 

realm—the king's poet, "druid-born and Byzantium trained." 

Merlin concludes the rite with instructions: " . . . but now 
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haste all we three on the roads. Brisen to Carbonek [to pre

pare for the grand substitution, Galahad] , I to Camelot [to 

prepare Arthur for Logres] , and Taliessin to Byzantium [to 

prepare himself in Christianity].""^^ (Byzantium, the City on 

the Golden Horn, is a triangle-shaped site.) 

The scene is set with the aid of geometric images for a 

tale of the conversion of romance. Nimue, Merlin, Brisen and 

Taliessin all have their origins in the natural religions of 

early Welsh or Celtic folklore. But in Williams' poetry they 

are instruments of a higher Power. They are subject to Oper

ative Providence for the accomplishment of a lofty purpose. 

This will be achieved only through the ordered processes or

dained by Love. 

Before discussing the images in "The Vision of the Empire" 

we must understand the Williams definition of Empire. In the 

Preface to The Region of the Summer Stars we find his note: 

Logres is Britain regarded as a province of the Em
pire with its center at Byzantium. The time histor
ically is after the conversion of the Empire to 
Christianity but during the expectation of the Re
turn of Our Lord. (Parousia) Tke Emperor of the 
poem, however, is to be regarded rather as operative 
Providence. On the southwestern side of Logres lies 
the region of Broceliande, in which is Carbonek 
where the Grail and other Hallows are in the keep
ing of King Pelles and his daughter Helayne. Be
yond the seas of Broceliande is the holy state of 
Sarras. In the antipodean seas is the opposite and 
infernal state of P'o-lu. . . . in general the ar
gument of the series of poems is the expectation 
of the return of Our Lord by means of the Grail and 
of the extablishment of the kingdom of Logres to 
this end by the powers of the Empire and Broceliande.-'-4 
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Here we see that Logres, Arthur's realm, is to be instrumental 

in ushering in Christ's return only by the union within itself 

of the powers of the Empire (not merely order and discipline 

but also courtesy, virtue, intelligence, and love) and Broce

liande, the sea wood (the place of romance, mysticism, pas

sion). If the Empire is "form," then Broceliande is "matter." 

It is the melding of these two, matter and form, which in

spires any art, poetic or political. 

Taliessin has skirted the edge of Broceliande on his way 

to Byzantium, the center of the Empire. Logres will lie ad

joining it when it becomes a political fact. It is his trip 

to_Byzantium, his encounter with "operative Providence," the 

induction of his romantic, natural, druidical power into the 

disciplined order of Divine Love which will equip him to 

serve as the king's poet. 

The image of Williams' Byzantium as center of the Empire 

becomes geometric in "The Vision of the Empire." Here is the 

Emperor, the source of all order, discipline, and simultan

eously the source of all grace, joy, love. The streets ra

diate from the Throne, attracting supplicants like Taliessin 

and dispersing those bearing the words of the Emperor. 

The organic body sang together; 
dialects of the world sprang in Byzantium; 
back they rang to sing in Byzantium; 
the streets repeat the sound of the Throne. 

The Acts issue from the Throne, 
Under it, translating the Greek minuscula' 
to minds of the tribes, the identities of creation 
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phenomenally abating to kinds and kindreds, 
the household inscribes the Acts of the Emperor; 
the logothetes run down the porphyry stair 
bearing the missives through the area of empire.-'-̂  

As Taliessin leaves his audience with the Emperor, he "walked 

through the hither angels, from the exposition of grace to 

the place of images," i.e. he moved from God to men. 

. . . he heard behind him the chariot's clatter 
that bore a new matter to all the dialects; 
he saw the nuntii loosened on the currents 
over the sea, in the mechanism of motion, . 
rowers' arms jointed to the imperial oars.-*-̂  

C. S. Lewis in VJilliams and the Arthuriad discusses Williams' 

choice of Byzantium as an image of the Order which is God: 

He chose the Byzantine because . . . we think of it 
as som.ething more rigid, more stylized, more scrupu
lously hierarchical, more stiffly patterned than 
the Roman. Its organization suggests something 
geometrical; and that was what Williams desired . . . . 
Deeply moved by even human order, he was also deeply 
aware of Divine Order as something of a flawless 
and matheraatic precision imposing itself on the 
formless flux of natural moods and passions, impos
ing itself in the shape of virtue, courtesy, intel-

?_ ligence, ritual. Thus . . . the Empire met Broce
liande. 17 

Williams has said that sin can be defined as one's preference 

for an immediately satisfying experience instead of the "be

lieved pattern of the universe . . . the pattern of glory." 

In the prelude to The Region of the Summer Stars we find 

further references to order of the Empire. Williams speaks 

of the "orthodox imagination" which saw in Byzantium the 

"manumission of grace into glory." 

Beyond the ancient line of imperial shapes 
it saw the Throne of primal order, the zone 
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The Empire lay in the imposed order; around 
the Throne the visionary zone of clear light 
hummed with celestial action; there the forms 
of chamberlains, logothetes, nuncios, went and came, 

diagrams of light moving in the light . . . . ^ 

Taliessin returns to England, the Battle of Mount Badon 

occurs and we come to the next geometric images in the series, 

to "The Crowning of Arthur." For our study it offers one 

interesting feature--heraldry. The "beasts of the banners" 

rose as Logres "heraldically flaunted the king's state," 

and "flaring over all, the king's dragon romped." Wild 

beasts, tameless and proud forest creatures, have become pat

terned symbols on shields. This is the merging of romance 

and order that Merlin seeks for Logres as the meeting-place 

of Broceliande and Byzantium. 

. . . Merlin beheld 
the beasts of Broceliande, the fish of Nimue, 
hierarchic, republican, the glory of Logres, 
pattern of the Logos in the depth of the^sun. 
Taliessin in the crowd beheld the compelled brutes 
wildness formalized, images of mathematics, 
star and moon, dolphin and pelican, ^ 
lion and leopard, changing their measure. 

But even in this moment of ritual and ceremony when the king 

is crowned and Logres is born, when heraldry symbolically 

flaunts the union of romance and order, the seeds of disorder 

are shown to be present in the faces of Morgause, Guinevere, 

Lancelot and even Arthur, himself. We have a foreshadowing 

of the future of Logres. 

In "The Coming of Palomides" Williams' reliance on 
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geometric imagery is especially clear. Palomides begins by 

stating that Islam taught him the "measurement of man that 

Euclid and Archimedes showed" before he left for the "cross-

littered land of Gaul." He has left the "sharp curved line 

of the Prophet's blade that cuts the Obedience from the 

Obeyed." According to C. S. Lewis^^ Charles Williams saw 

Islam as the direct opponent to Christianity. It denies the 

Incarnation and therefore leaves man with the "fallacy of 

rational virtue" or a "heavy morality." It "cuts the Obedi

ence from the Obeyed." Palomides is questing for "gospels 

trigonometrical" which "measured the height of God-in-man," 

but he is diverted in his quest by his sight of Iseult in the 

court of King Mark. 

Here Williams describes the moment of Love-at-first-sight 

or what might have been for Palomides the Beatrician exper

ience of Dante had he been Christian instead of pagan. The 

beauty of the queen is symbolized by her bare arm and Wil

liams allows Palomides to describe it and its effect on him 

only in geometric terms: 

for till today no eyes have seen 
how curves of golden life define 
the straightness of a perfect line, 
till the queen's blessed arm became 
a rigid bar of golden flame 
where well might Archimedes prove 
the doctrine of Euclidean love, 
and draw his dem.onstrations right 
against the unmathematic night 
of ignorance and indolence! 
Did, to this new-awakened sense, 
he or some greater Master sweep 
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' his compass? fiery circles leap 
round finger-point and shoulder; arc 
with arc encountering strikes a spark 
wherefrom the dropping chords of fire 
fashion the diagram of desire. 
There flames my heart, there flames my thought, 
either to double points is caught; 
lo, on the arm's base for a sign, 
the single equilateral trine! 

Blessed for ever be the hour 
when first the intellectual power 
saw triple angles, triple sides, 
and that proceed which naught divides 
through their great centre, by the stress 
of the queen's arm's blissful nakedness, 

to unions metaphysical . . . ,^ 

Thus far in the passage we find an excellent example of the 

conversion of the romantic moment. Here great emotion has 

been stirred, enjoyed--and controlled. Blood, brain and fact 

are united. It is beatitude when "intellectual power" pro

ceeds to "unions metaphysical," and with "true equilateral 

ease"'mind, blood and fact each obey the other two. 

But Palomides is not prepared for such a Dantean union. 

He would prefer a consummation of the flesh, and that is im

possible because of both King Ma.rk and Tristram. So the vis

ion fades, and Palomides sees "division stretched between the 

queen's identity and the queen." That is, he now sees merely 

the actual Iseult rather than the Iseult-in-God. And so "the 

queen's arm lay there destitute, empty of glory . . . ." For 

such a vision to become thus perverted means that Palomides 

must now endure the frustrations of carnal jealousy. He be

gins his quest for the Blatant Beast. 

The Beatrician moment may become perverted as in the case 
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of Palomides or it may be affirmed in either of two ways. 

The love may be consummated in marriage as in the case of 

Bors and Elayne (See Chapter V on images of the body), or it 

may be intellectualized by making the discovery of the "pat

tern" or "diagram of the glory." There is then no division 

between the beloved's "identity" (as a reflection of God) and 

the beloved. Such is the love between Taliessin and Blanche-

fleur.^ (Dindrane) which is introduced in "The Sister of Per

cival." 

We have seen here how the geometric image of a woman's 

arm is united with Williams' thought; this prepares the way 

for two other passages in which a woman's arm becomes an image 

that is at once vital, romantic and yet geometric. In "The 

Sister of Percival" we are shown a slave girl creaking the 

handle on the well as she attempts to draw water: 

A round plane of water rose shining in the sun; 
she steadied the handle, the strain ceased; her arm 

"̂  balanced the line of the spine and reached for the gain. 

Taliessin watching played with a line: '0 
Logres centre, can we know what proportion 
bear the radii so to the full circumference everywhere? 

A trumpet's sound from the gate leapt level with the arm, 
round with breath as that with flesh to a plan 
blown as that bone patterned, bound each to a point.^ 

-•J 

The servant's arm stretches for the water bucket as a trum

pet is blown to announce a nev; arrival. For Williams "the 

round breath of the blast on the trumpet parallels the round 

flesh of the arm. They become.'related parts of a divine geo

metric pattern or in Williams' words, "The perfect union of 
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sensuality and substance is seen for a moment." 

The trumpet has introduced Blanchefleur who provides for 

Taliessin the Beatrician experience of Dante. His response 

is opposite to that of Palomides. It is a lust-free recogni

tion of the "diagram of the glory:" 

. . . hemispheres altered place: 
there first and then he saw the rare face of Blanchefleur. 
. . . horizon had no lack of horizon; the circle closed; 
the face of Blanchefleur was the grace of the Back in the 

Mount. 
• • • • • s 

Proportion of circle to diameter, and the near asymptote 
Blanchefleur's smile; there in the throat her greeting 
spring, and sang in one note the infinite decimal.25 

The horizon is a straight line which unites and divides heav

en and earth. The paradox of union with separation exists in 

Blanchefleur in some sense as it did in Christ. Her face be

comes the grace of God as seen by Moses on Sinai. Her smile 

is a geometric pattern. In a final difficult passage Talies

sin unites the slave girl's arm, the trumpet's peal, and the 

vision of Blanchefleur and lies down alone on the wall "rapt 

on the just glory of the sacred Throne / the lore of the Em-

peror patterned in the blast and bone."^" 

Taliessin and Blanchefleur (now called Dindrane) find 

spiritual love, but their differing vocations make their 

fleshly union impossible. "The sword of schism" pierced his 

heart as she departs to take her vows at the convent at Alms-

bury, and again in "The Departure of Dindrane" we find a wo

man's arm used significantly as a geometric image: 
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The hazel of the cattle-goad, of the measuring rod, 
of the slaves' discipline, of Logres' highway, of Merlin's 
wand of magic, of her lord's line of verse, 
of the octave of song, of the footpace under the altar, 
straight and strong, was in Dindrane's bare arm, 

fair measure in the body of the body's deeds.^' 

Here eight uses of straight hazel wood are listed as compari

sons to Dindrane's arm, the emblem of her straight and strong 

deeds as well as of her body. Her chosen way is the ascetic 

way or The Way of Rejection of Images. His as a poet is the 

Way of Affirmation of Images. Their human love survives not 

in spite of their separation but because of it. They are 

true in their differing vocations to the Love which revealed 

first their love to them. 

We find in "The Coming of Galahad" an image which Wil

liams discovered in Wordsworth and which became central to 

his own thinking. In Book V of the Prelude there is the 

account of Wordsworth's dream in which he met a Bedouin 

carrying a stone and a shell across a sandy wasteland. The 

stone represented "Euclid's elements" and the shell "was 

something of more worth." The man is striving to bury these 

to protect them from a flood which is coming behind him—"a 

bed of glittering light." Wordsworth is also the source of 

the phrase "the height of feeling intellect"2» ^hich was so 

important to Williams in life and in his Arthurian cycle. 

The attainment of the "feeling intellect" for Williams depends 

upon the fitting of the stone to the shell. Intellect to Poetry, 

fact to imagination, reason with emotion, flesh with spirit. 
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Broceliande with Byzantium. The stone and the shell must be 

congruent in the geometric sense. 

The operation which Merlin and Brisen began at the in

spiration of the Third Heaven (Divine Love), the creation of 

Logres through a merging of Broceliande and Byzantium, sea-

wood and City, is now a failure. Arthur's sin is begetting 

Modred with his sister Morgause, his love of kingship for its 

own sake rather than for the kingdom's, the affair of Lance

lot and Guinevere, the wounding of the Grail King--these have 

prevented the realization of Logres. Yet with the arrival of 

Galahad we find that in him has occurred a particular instance 

of the successful union of Broceliande and Byzantium in the 

midst of the general failure. He is the child of the sinful 

Lancelot and the virgin daughter of the Grail King, Helayne. 

He is pure in heart and achieves the Grail. He sits in the 

Siege Perilous. He represents Redemption. He is the "golden 

Ambiguity" which, like Christ, is the union of flesh and 

spirit. Logres as a whole has failed, but the task can be 

done as shown in Galahad, the New Man, the "new creature." 

Taliessin announces the event: 

'My lords and fathers the Druids between the hazels 
touched poems in chords; they made tell 
of everywhere a double dance of a stone and a shell, 
and the glittering sterile smile of the sea that pursues.' 

'Today 
the stone was fitted to the shell,' the king's poet said; 
'when my lord Lancelot's son was seated in the perilous 

sell . . . . 
0 the double newels at the ground of the porphyry stair! 
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0 there the double categories of shell and stone, 
And the Acts of Identity uttered out of the Throne.'^9 

In one of his manuscript notes Williams states, "The 

shell must be fitted to the stone to breed there and burst 

from it; this is the finding of Identity; without it we re

main pseudo-romantics."-^^ C. S. Lewis describes the applica

tion of this image to life, and we see that "final simplicity" 

whicih is the union of image and "vital soul:" 

That is the first problem of life: to 'fit' the stone 
and the shell . . . to retain the poetic vision in 
the midst of hard thinking, to study 'precision' in 
your highest poetry, to offer even to the body of the 
beloved a 'Euclidean love.'31 

We have shown Williams' use of geometric images as por

traying the erection of a kingdom, the activity of the City 

of God, the three ways for man and maid of meeting love, the 

conception of great art, and the redemption of man. In each 

case the geometric has stood for order and for God. This 

order or design must convert or change the romantic for the 

political, personal, artistic, or religious ideal to be 

realized. 



CHAPTER V 

BODY IMAGERY 

The image of the human body has great significance in the 

poetry of Charles Williams for three reasons. He believed (1) 

that the body of man was created by God, (2) the body of man 

was redeemed by God in the Incarnation, (3) the body was one 

means by which the glory of God could be communicated between 

individuals as in both the Beatrician moment and the basic 

Christian principle of Exchange. 

It was the act of creation which prepared for the Incar

nation, the Beatrician moment, and Exchange. M. M. Shideler 

in her analysis of Williams' work states that four character

istics of the creation should be noted as preparation for our 

understanding. First, it produced an activity. The energy 

of God expressed itself in land, sea, sky; and "a vast buzz 

and blur of movement" was begun. Second, it produced a div

ersity. The power of God produced things different from 

himself and different from each other. Third, God's energy 

produced relationships among these things. Having created 

diversity, God blessed it, commanded it to multiply, and thus 

original differences extended into still greater differences 

which became inextricably interdependent upon each other.-̂  

Shideler explains Williams' interpretation of this interdepen

dence: 

Williams called this play of interaction among separate 
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identities 'the Co-inherence'; he believed the source 
of its existence and continuation to be God, its basic 
principle of activity to be exchange, and its fruits 
to be joy and love. Co-inherence is a Christian doc
trine, but it belongs also to paganism and is much 
more than a doctrine: it is a natural fact, universally 
recognized, valued or enjoyed. We may or may not live 
for others, but whether we like it or not we do live from 
others.2 

Fourth, creation produced the declaration "and God saw every

thing that he had made, and behold, it was very good." This 

can be taken to mean that creation had some sort of compati

bility, with God. Charles Williams states that the Bible 

story thus "allows to matter a significance and power which 

(of all the religions and philosophies) only Christianity has 

affirmed."3 

The grand variety of things resulted in the Co-inherence, 

but this of necessity contained an alternative to willing ex

change. Williams says: "Some possibility of opposite action 

there must be if there is to be any relation between differ

ent wills."^ God proclaimed this to man by means of the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil. The freedom to choose was 

the only way he could praise his creatures. Their choosing 

good could allow their joy in his will and his joy in theirs. 

Williams states that 

. . . they knew good; they wished to know good 
and evil. Since there was not . . . anything 
else than good to know, they knew good as anta
gonism. All difference consists in the mode of 
knowledge. They had what they wanted.-̂  

Furthermore they were ejected from paradise mercifully by 

God, because they could not have borne a place of unrelieved 
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good, all of which was now knowable as unrelieved evil.^ 

Shideler describes the results: 

The Fall did not destroy energy; it set forms of energy 
against each other. It did not diminish difference; it 
made diversity a sorrow and a burden. It did not abolish 
the principle or actuality of ordered relationship, it 
changed the order.' 

Thus uniformity without unity appeared, and man denied the 

good of exchange which diversity allowed. 

Williams believed that God, being God, confronted the in

escapable responsibility for his part in the creation of evil 

when he chose to become Man and face the cross. And so in 

Isaiah we find, "I form the light and create darkness; I make 

peace and create evil; I the Lord do all these things" (Isaiah 

45:7). God, having given man freedom of choice was willing to 

pay for the results of the misuse of that freedom. Man's 

weakness could be healed only by strength, and the "strength 

that offered itself to that weakness was the Omnipotence." 

Thus God in the Incarnation became the first instance of the 

divine principle of Substitution. It would make possible a 

new Co-inherence. Williams states: 

He would not only endure; he would renew; that it, 
accepting their act he would set up new relations 
with them on the basis of that act. In their vic
timization, and therefore in his, he proposed to 
effect an escape from that victimization. They had 
refused co-inherence of the original creation, and 
had become (literally) incoherent in their suffer
ing. He proposed to make those sufferings themselves 
co-inherent in him, and therefore to reintroduce them 
into the principle which was he.° 

In the Co-inherence created by God, spoiled by man's wrong 

choice and restored by God's redemption, man lives both from 
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and for all that is other than himself. In Williams' terms: 

We are to love each other as he loved us, laying 
down our lives as he did, that this love may be 
perfected. We are to love each other, that is, 
by acts of substitution . . . . All life is to be 
vicarious--at least, all life in the kingdom^of 
heaven is to be vicarious.^ 

The body therefore is important to Williams as created by 

God, and finally as both a God-bearer, theotokos and a man-

bearer, anthropotokos. In this poetry Williams celebrates the 

flesh by means of body images. He uses the human body to show 

the "organic body" of the redeemed, to show man as a means to 

a vision of God, to show the union with God which flesh makes 

possible. 

First, let us consider Williams' use of body imagery in 

•̂.The Vision of the Empire." We have shown (Chapter IV) that 

the Empire with its capitol at Byzantium is meant by Williams 

to be an image of "the City of God." The Emperor is "opera

tive Providence" or God. He is the ultimate unity which is 

echoed and reechoed from all parts of the Empire. 

The organic body sang together; 
dialects of the world spring in Byzantium; 
back they rang to sing in Byzantium; 
the streets repeat the sound of the Throne'.-̂ ^ 

The glory of the Throne is dispersed throughout creation by 

finite creatures so that the Infinite might be apprehended 

by all. The central unity of the Infinite is expressed by 

means of the diversity of the finite. Thus Williams can say 

"the organic body" sang together and "the streets repeat the 

sound of the Throne."-^The New Testament provides a source 



51 

for body imagery used in this way. In Ephesians 1:22-3 we 

find "And God has put all things under His [Christ's] feet 

and made Him the Supreme Head of the church which is His 

body, the fullness of him who fills all in all"; in Ephe

sians 1:30, " . . . for we are all members of his body, of his 

flesh, and of his bones"; in Colossians 1:13, "He is the head 

of the body, the Church"; in Colosians 2:19, ". . . Christ, 

the Head to which all of us who are His body are joined; for 

we are joined together by His strong sinews and we grow only 

as we get our nourishment and strength from Him." God turns 

"the noumenal unity into a multitude of phenomena"-'-̂  in Wil

liams' image of the "organic body" shown now geographically: 

South from the sea-bone, Thule, the skull-stone 
herbage of lone rock, 
the scheme of Logres, the theme of the design of the 

Empire, 
rose in balance and weight, freight of government with 

glory.13 

C. S. Lewis explains that the brain of the Empire is Logres, 

protected by the "rocky Hebrides" as by a skull. "It is in 

the mind . . . of Man that Broceliande and Byzantium must be 

at-oned." ^ Moving down the body image we find that 

The milk rises in the breasts of Gaul, 
trigonometrical milk of doctrine. 
Man sucks it; his joints harden, 
sucking logic, learning, law, ,c 

drawing on the breasts of intelligo and credo-j--̂  

It will be noted that the "organic body" is imaged by Wil

liams as feminine which is again an echo of New Testament 

imagery of the City as the "bride." In Revelation 21:2 we 
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find, "And I saw the holy city . . . prepared as a bride 

adorned for her husband." There are also numerous references 

to Christ as Bridegroom: Matthew 9:15; Mark 2:19-20; Luke 5: 

34-35. C. S. Lewis exp].ains that Gaul represents the breasts 

of the body because in Paris there flowed the bone-building 

milk of scholastic philosophy. Following the vision of God 

man must submit to the order of intelligo and credo to grow 

firm and mature in the faith. The contemplative is then fol

lowed by the active: 

Strength articulated itself in morals 
of arms, joints, wrists, hands; 
. . . to be bridge-builders in Gaul, clerks bf 

audience in Byzantium.-^^ 

The hands of the "organic body" are Italy, representing Rome 

and the Papacy. The Mass conducted by the popes is corporate-

worship. Strength spiralled from the "manual acts" of the 

Pope to build bridges, i.e. labor for God and provide clerics 

in Gaul. Hands image the "tools of intellect." (It is inter

esting to note here in the same poem that the anti-God, Emper

or of P'o-lu, "walks, indecent hands hidden under the cape 

" ) 

• • • • / 
17 The lower torso of the body is Caucasia and to some the 

image is unpoetic: 
. . . the stripped maids laughed for joy of the pro

vince 
founded in the base of space 
in the rounded bottom of the Emperor's glory. 
Spines were strengthened, loves settled; 
tossed through ariel gulfs of empire 
they lost name, the fools shame, 
fame and frame of lovers in lowland of Caucasia, 
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rang round snowy Elburz. 
The organic body sang together.-^° 

Charles Williams commented: "I can never see why the but

tocks are funnier than any other part of the body; they sup

port us when we sit, they are balance and (in that sense) 

justice." ^ Man needs these rounded muscles, and although 

they have an erotic connotation, this enriches the image of 

Caucasia as unredeemed flesh. It is that province of the 

Empire which images natural pleasures, health, beauty and 

energy. Inhabitants of Caucasia can be redeemed, but they 

must go to Byzantium first for the order and discipline which 

must be imposed on the natural man for the attainment of the 

union between flesh and spirit. 

"The Vision of the Empire" concludes with a strophe which 

combines the body image with the geographic one in a burst of 

exaltation to God. 

0 you shoulders, elbows, wrists, 
bless him, praise him, magnify him for ever; 
you fittings of thumbs and fingers, 
bless ye the Lord; 
sockets and balls in knees and ankles, 
bless ye the Lord; 
hips, thighs, spine in its multiples, 
bless him, praise him, magnify him for ever; 
bless him in Caucasia, bless him in Lateran, 
bless him in the blazons of London-in-Logres, 
if there be worlds of language beyond Logres, ^^ 

bless him, praise him, magnify him for ever . . . . ^ 

The next image of the body could be placed properly in 

either this chapter or the one on geometric images. In^tal

iessin in the School of the Poets" we are allowed to study 

the "precision" of the human body as Taliessin discusses it 
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with his young poets in Logres. Taliessin enters the school 

where 

Breathless explorers of the image 
innocent, lucent-eyed, 
the young poets studied precision . . . .^^ 

Taliessin is poet to the king. He has been to Byzantium and 

therefore is a master craftsman. He would teach them, for 

he sees that 

Their hearts ached, their thoughts toiled, 
•with sorrows and young loves; 

within verse they were teased by verse . . . . 

It is suggestive of the importance which Williams gives to 

the human body that this is the subject Taliessin chooses 

for his lesson to the young poets. He directs their atten

tion to the floor of the school where a mosaic picture of 

Phoebus (Apollo) lies. Phoebus, the god of poetry, is shown 

trampling the Python. Taliessin sings a poetic description 

of the body. 
Skeined by the creamed-with-crimson sphere on a 

guessed and given line, 
skeined and swirled on the head-to-heel, 
or the radial arms point-to-point; 
reckoned the rondures of the base 
by the straight absolute spine."̂ ^ 

A note from Williams on this poem states paradoxically: "The 

body, of which the center line is given, obviously, and yet 

never quite given."^^ For Williams the body is a geometrical 

diagram. It is an ideal arrangement of living curves. The 

line from head to heel intersects with a line formed by out

stretched arms and these are the diameters of a sphere. The 
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geometric pattern is "creamed-with-crimson" and "grace-

pricked." There is a glory of God in the beauty of a human 

body; but it may escape unnoticed by most, for 

. . . best they fathom the blossom 
who fly the porphyry stair.^^ 

Or best they understand the glory who have visited with God. 

At the huge and heavy stairs head all measures, to 
infinite strength, 

from sapphire-laced distances drawn, 
fill the jewel-joint-justiced throne; 
adored by God and the Emperor for the gathering 

of the n th.26 

The passage expresses most clearly of all the poems the ulti

mate Unity which is found at the throne of God. The wide di

versity of each body is allowed to remain itself to the "nth" 

degree; thus the "indulged" body ascends the "magnanimous" 

stair to the Center where, because of a "tangle of compensa

tions," every intersection of body with body is a "jewel," 

and each is somehow "midmost" of the whole mass. There the 

reason and meaning of impulse, wonder, love, and sight become 

clear. All confusions are obsolete when bodies are united 

respectively to grace, will, merit and discipline. Here again 

in this geometric image of the body of Phoebus, mythical, pa

gan, romantic god-hero, Williams has illustrated the impor

tance of the romantic vision of man as created in the image 
•-r 

of God, but the necessity of the conversion of that romance 

to the fact of the Reality of God. 

. . . there in the broad Phoebean ground 
they saw the macrocosm drawn . . . . 
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Infinite patterns opened in the sovereign chair's mass; 
but the crowned form of anatomized man, 
bones, nerves, sinews, 
the diagram of the style of the Logos, 
rose in the crimson brass.^'^ 

A woman's arm is used often by Williams to image her sig

nificance and her appeal. The arm, like all the body, is 

ideal geometry--an "actual arrangement of living curves." 

In the chapter on geometrical images we have explored the 

arms of Iseult, Dindrane, and the servant girl. Now in the 

poem, "Bors to Elayne: The Fish of Broceliande," we come to 

the arm of Elayne used to image the Beatrician moment. 

Bors tells Elayne (not to be confused with Helayne, 'mo

ther of Galahad) that 

In the great hall's glow 
Taliessin sang of the sea-rooted western wood; ^^ 
his song meant all things to all men, and you to me. 

Taliessin sings of Broceliande, the place of all romantic 

things, and for Bors, as perhaps for every man, the song be

came a song about his beloved. Williams has chosen the image 

of a "bright-scaled, red-tailed" fish to describe romantic 

love itself. (C.S. Lewis has commented on the fitness of 

this image for that "first vision" when one knows that "some

thing incomparably bright, elusive, and living has darted into 

his experience," but has not yet thought to name it love.)^" 

Bors has caught the fish as it swims toward Broceliande 

(for him Elayne) and offers it to her: 

. . . shall I drop the fish in your hand? 
in your hand's pool? a bright-scaled, red-tailed fish 
to dart and drive up the channel of your arm? 
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the channel of your arm, the piercing entry to a land 
where, no matter how lordly at home is set the dish, 
no net can catch it, no hook nor gaff harm? 
but it darts up the muscles of the arm, to swim 
round the clear boulder of the shoulder, stung with spray, 
and down the cataract of the backed spine leaps' 
into bottomed waters at once clear and dim, 
where nets are fingered and flung on many a day . . . .30 

This is the Beatrician moment^-^ when the spirit of love be

comes inextricably meshed with the body of the beloved, and 

for Williams and his master, Dante, it marks the moment when 

the individual recovers his view of reality or his vision of 

an unfalien world. All matter in that moment of vision is 

known to be good, and caritas and good will fill the heart. 

At this moment Paradise is actually revealed to the lover and 

"Nature is renovated" in the lover. The red fish which is 

love appears to follow two tracks: 

. . . one, where the forked dominant tail 
flicks, beats, reddens the smooth plane 
of the happy flesh; one, where the Catacomb's stone 
holds its diagram over the happy dead 
who flashed in living will through the liquid wish.^^ 

The vision leads both to the physical pleasure of love and to 

sacrifice. The fish moves over the "happy flesh" and to the 

catacombs where the early Christian marked martyrs' graves 

with the cryptogram of a fish. The lovers' becoming "one 

flesh" is a symbol of Christ who was also two-in-one, the God-

man. 

The lover must not let the beloved become for him an end 

in herself. She must be the means by which he examines "the 

pattern of the glory" which is God-in-her. If the moment of 



5^ 

vision leads the lover beyond the beloved to God, he knows 

the love of both the woman and God. But even the love of 

the woman is spoiled if the "pattern" is not examined. Wil

liams states "It is in our bodies that the secrets exist." 

(Our bodies proclaim Christian doctrines.)33 

We experience physically, in its proper mode the 
kingdom of God; the imperial structure of the body 

.."..,' carries its own high doctrines of vision, of diges
tion, of mysteries, of balance, of movement, of op
eration.34 

Williams' ideas on the body as vehicle of spiritual as 

well as physical love serve as a correction of the preoccu

pation with sex which precludes the intellect's importance. 

For M m the lover sees in the body of his beloved "the means 

of grace and hope of glory." For Bors in love "everywhere 

the light [of God] through the great leaves [Df Broceliande) 

is blown." 

I am come again 
to live from the founts and fields of your hands* 
colour is art, but my heart counts the doctrine.35 

For Bors and Elayne, happy lovers, the vision will be consum

mated in a fleshly union. Their marriage makes her the "mo

ther of children" whose husband bids her.: "Pray for Camelot, 

pray for the king, pray."^° Bors and Elayne have chosen the 

Way of Affirmation of Images. Taliessin and Dindrane chose 

by their differing vocations, as we showed in Chapter IV on 

geometrical images, the Way of Rejection. Palomides' moment 

of vision of Iseult, discussed in the same chapter, led him 

to carnal jealousy and frustration; therefore he chose the 
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Way of Perversion of Images. But regardless of their use of 

the moment, it has come by means of the body of the beloved, 

seen for an instant with "unfalien" eyes, seen with the 

radiance of the glory of God. 

One last image of the body in the cycle is important to 

express another key concept in Williams' thought. In II Cor

inthians 5:4, St. Paul longs to be unburdened of the flesh 

which houses his spirit, not to become mere spirit, but to be 

clothed anew--to have "mortality swallowed up by everlasting 

life." Recall that passage in the Purgatory (Canto XXVII, 

11. I4O-I42) which shows Dante, cleansed of his sins, full of 

love and submission to the Divine Will, being freed by Virgil 

and pronounced master of himself. The New Testament paradox 

that one finds his life by losing it is imaged here. Or as 

C. S. Lewis corrects an older poet in The Four Loves, it is 

not "when half-gods go, the gods arrive"; it is instead "when 

God arrives, the half-gods have permission to remain." In 

"The Queen's Servant" Williams uses the image of a slave 

girl's body to express the shedding of one's self as a pre

liminary to true freedom. Only when love becomes the law of 

life, is self-mastery permitted. 

The king's seneschal, Kay, has sent to Taliessin's house

hold to procure a maid for Queen Guinevere's service. It is 

a position for a freed woman and Taliessin dismisses her 

with the words, "Now be free." She replies, "Freedom, 
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I see, is the final task of servitude," and reminds him that 

she was purchased with his gold. Although she has in a sense 

earned her freedom, she has only been able to earn it because 

of his purchase. Taliessin becomes here a symbol of Christ 

who purchased sinners' pardons. But since it is God's grace 

which enables sinners to serve him, they can never escape in

debtedness. She says, 

Though I pay the ransom now, it is but with your gold; 
hold well now to the purpose of the purchase. 
How shall I serve thee?37 

He answers her question with a question. "Where did we buy 

you?" and she answers, "In a shire of Caucasia." Caucasia 

(See Chapter III on geographical images.) is an image of the 

world of the flesh, natural pleasures, capable of being re

deemed. To pass from Nature to Super-nature, a creature must 

first become nothing. As Lewis says, "God gives His gifts 

where He finds the vessel empty enough to receive them."35 

Thus Taliessin commands her, "Unclothe. Know by our sight 

the Rite that invokes Sarras lively and lifelong."^^ 

She cast her garments from her; shining naked 
and rose-flushed she stood; in that calm air, 
fair body and fair soul one organic 
whole—so the purchase, so the purpose . . . .40 

She has voluntarily shed self and is now eligible to be re-

clothed by her master, Taliessin--or in the deeper sense to 

be clothed in immortality by God. 

Gazing at her body (Caucasia) Taliessin's eyes "quick as 

clean" also see 'femall but very certain, Byzantium." Taliessin 
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having been to Byzantium and seen the Emperor is capable of 

seeing the Supernatural in the Natural. The slave cannot un

til she has unclothed or become nothing. The death of body 

must precede the resurrection of the body: 

. . . or even, in a hope, the beyond-sea meadows [Sarras] 
that, as in a trope, Caucasia shadows.41 

The slave's naked body in the moment of her unclothing be

comes redolent not merely of Caucasia (the rounded flesh) and 

Byzantium (the straight geometric bone structure) but of 

Sarras (the flesh redeemed by the Incarnation). The slave's 

body is natural pleasure transformed by the order and ritual 

of the sacrifice of itself to supernatural pleasures"which is 

operative love. The transformation is made possible by the 

grand gift of God, the Incarnation which made the flesh cap

able of being changed. Taliessin clothes her magically in 

wool and roses and she stands before him burning with glory. 

. . . colour of cloak and kirtle 
surpassed by colour of flesh and blood and soul 
whole and organic in the divine redemption 
after the kind of Christ and the order of Logres.^^ 

She has become a new creature and is now truly free. 

Dorothy Lee Sayers comments on that passage of the Purgatory 

in which Virgil declares Dante to be master of himself: 

. . . when the stain of sin is purged, and love set 
in order, the wisdom and skill of human reason are 
no longer needed for right conduct, because love is 
then the fulfilling of the law (Romans 13:10). In 
St. Augustine's words: 'Love and do as you like'--
because what you ought to do and what you want to do 
are now the same thing.^3 

We have shown Williams' use of the human body to image 
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some of his principal themes: the cosmic Co-inherence as 

"organic body," the anatomical myth as the body politic, 

the body as a vehicle of the romantic moment and the neces

sity for the conversion of that moment to the awareness of 

its significance, the body as flesh capable of being redeem

ed by an Incarnate God. Although for reasons of a variety 

of sins, the great experiment of Logres failed, the desired 

union of flesh and spirit does occur in instances such as 

the slave girl's unclothing. Again Williams has used imagery 

to portray the conversion of romance in this change of the 

romantic idea of freedom. Another particular instance of 

the success of such conversion within the general failure 

will be the Company of Taliessin whose image will be the sub

ject of our final chapter. 



CHAPTER VI 

IMAGES OF THE TRIUMPH OF UNION 

Charles Williams found in the Arthurian legends and myths 

a vehicle for creating poetic images which unite civilization 

and Christianity. His insistence on the necessity for the 

union of romance in the traditional sense of the term and 

order, emotion and intellect, spirit and body, imagination 

and fact, has its basis in his theology. His reshaping of 

the Arthuriad in these poems makes clear the fact that the 

failure of Logres is the disorder resulting from unbaptized 

imaginations. Chaos must erupt when Broceliande evades 

Byzantium, when Camelot resists Carbonek, or when man tries 

to elude God. Williams holds that just as matter must be de

fined by form, man and all his relationships must be defined 

by God-in-Christ. Romance is vital, but it must undergo con

version in the religious sense. Within the story of the 

break-down of Arthur's kingdom, however, are images of the 

triumph of union of man with man and God in the Co-inherence. 

In these images substance (Divine Reality) merges with sensu

ality; there is a melding of noumenal and phenomenal worlds. 

The operation of the Third Heaven (Nimue's realm in the 

poems) to build Logres fails, because the people of Camelot 

never dare to visit Byzantium. Arthur never learns that the 

king exists for the sake of the kingdom. He gives in to the 

temptation to power because of self-love. His incest with 
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Morgause produces Modred. Lancelot, obsessed with his love 

for his king's wife, is unchaste and traitorous. Guinevere 

never leaves Caucasia, land of the flesh. Lord Balin, the 

Savage, kills his brother and strikes the Dolorous Blow--

for Williams, a type of Fall. Williams describes these flaws 

in "The Star of Percival:" 

. . . the Lord Balin the Savage moved 
restless, through-thrust with a causeless vigil of 

anger; 
the king in the elevation beheld and loved himself 

crowned; 
Lancelot's gaze at the Host found only a ghost of 

the Queen. 

The possible failure of Logres was foreshadowed early in 

the cycle ("The Calling of Taliessin") when Merlin stated: 

If in the end anything fail of all 
purposed by our mother [Nimue) and the Emperor [God] , 

if the term 
be held less firm in Camelot than in Carbonek, 
. . . it may be that . . . the king's poet's household 
shall follow in Logres and Britain the spiritual roads 
that the son of Helayne [Galahaĉ  shall trace westward 

through the trees 
of Broceliande.^ 

Thus in spite of the general failure, we find specific in

stances, within that failure, of the success of union. In 

Taliessin, his household, and his Company, we find images of 

triumphant union. In the image of Galahad as designed by Wil

liams we see the final victory of union. 

Taliessin has been to Byzantium and has seen the Emperor. 

He is himself an image of the union of romance and order. He 

knows that he lives both from and for all others, that he is 

involved in the Co-inherence of creation, that he exists by 
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the grand principles of Exchange and Substitution. 

We can best comprehend the nature of Taliessin's house

hold as an image of union by Taliessin's encounters with 

three different slaves who discover the true meaning of free

dom. The first of these is found in "The Star of Percival." 

As Percival plays his harp, Taliessin sings a song; "his 

voice defined the music." Since the poet has had an audience 

with the Emperor, he can image the Emperor to others. He now 

becomes the purveyor of the Beatrician moment for a slave 

girl who runs to fall at his feet and offers herself to him. 

She is ignorant of the source of his glory until he explains: 

'See thou do it not; I too am a man. 
More than the voice is the vision, the kingdom than 

the king:'3 

He had directed her attention to the "diagram." of the glory 

she sees in him and correctly assisted her to the proper use 

of her vision, to the love of God: 

The soul of a serving-maid stood by the king's gate. 
her face flushed with the mere speed of adoration.4 

The Archbishop passing by sees her and instantly recognizes 

her condition: 

Hast thou seen so soon, bright lass, the light of 
Christ's glory? 

She answered: The light of another, if aught, I fear. 
As he the song of another; he said: I obey.-̂  

C. S. Lewis describes what has happened in this way: 

Because he already shows her Paradise she must be
lieve his definition of it. In her passion of obe
dience, to turn from him, from his voice to the vis
ion it conveyed, is really to remain with him. To 
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obey another is to obey him. She receives divine 
grace; none the less because she is bearing 'the 
light of another' as he, after all, bore 'the song 
of another.' She is converted, saved in a labyrinth 
of vicariousness. 'a tangle of compensations, every 
joint a centre.'6 

This is the way of a man with a maid when the man is the 

king's poet, Taliessin. His role is to point people toward 

God. This slave's romantic moment has been converted by him 

and by God-in-him. Of such is the poet's household. 

Later in "The Ascent of the Spear" the same slave has 

become involved in trouble with the law and is being punished 

by confinement when Taliessin discovers her. By his spirit 

of courtesy and love she is led from haughty rebellion to 

humility and repentance. His instructions to her echo St. 

Augustine's: "Love, and do what you choose." There is no 

conflict between duty and desire when Love is operative. When 

she says humbly, "I was wrong from the beginning—," he re

plies, "Not to an end. / 0 new Pheilippides, that stumble 

was Marathon won. / Remains but the triumph's race to run."'̂  

Thus the triumph of union is accomplished. 

The next slave appears in "The Departure of Dindrane." 

As she watches Dindrane, Taliessin's beloved, riding with him 

toward Almsbury where she will enter a religious order, the 

slave's mind is full of personal quandary. In one week she 

will be given the choice of remaining in servitude in the 

poet's household or returning freely to her home in Athens. 

King Arthur in 
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Logres kept the old Levitical law; 
each slave, at the end of seven years, 
was freed, in the exchange of flesh, from the mesh 

of bondage. ̂  

Beloved Dindrane is studied covertly by the slave and their 

states of bondage silently compared: 

She measured herself against her, in a suddenly now 
new-treasured servitude; she saw there 
love and a live heart lie in Dindrane 
and all circumstance of bondage blessed in her body 
moving to a new bondage 

Love and a live heart play in Dindrane; 
love and a live heart sprang in the slave. 
. . . at once in her heart 
servitude and freedom were one and interchangeable.9 

Charles Williams believed that "willed necessity is freedom." 

The image of the slave in her moment of decision is one of 

the triumph of union. She has learned that "'che truly free 

choice of the soul is one that expresses her deepest nature, 

and is in that sense necessary, "could not be other--'the 

freedom"of the rose tree is the rose.'" The creature is 

designed to desire serving and adoring her Creator, and only 

when she is true to this center of her being is she free. 

Thus seven days later the slave says: 

'I will swear to what I serve, 
the household and its future; may God pluck it fair, 

for I give my heart to the luck of the hallows . . . . '-'-•̂  

The third slave .imaging union and its triumph in the 

household of Taliessin is found in "The Queen's Servant." 

She has already been discussed in Chapter V on body imagery. 

Although she is offered her freedom, she protests to Taliessin, 

"Though I pay the ransom now, it is but with your gold . . . ." 
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She can never be free of her debt to Taliessin. Since she 

works by his grace, her works themselves are not enough to 

square her account. The parallel to the situation between a 

human being and God is clear. Taliessin's answer is the com

mand "Unclothe" or actually, "become nothing," which exhibits 

a triumph of union of flesh and spirit. She is therefore 

fair body and fair soul one organic 
whole--so the purchase, so the purpose . . . . 

She is reclothed in a glory of gold and crimson which Talies

sin creates for her, and then he strikes her face lightly 

with a ceremonial blow from the Roman ritual of emancipation: 

. . . at once the blast 
of union struck her heart . . . flesh and blood and soul 
whole and organic in the divined redemption 
after the kind of Christ and the order of Logres.-̂ 3 

Taliessin is a god-bearing image. He raises members of his 

household to the vision of God. And so Taliessin, himself a 

triumph of union, is the means by which others are introduced 

to that union, the order of Logres. 

Thus far we have examined Taliessin's way of communicat

ing the glory of God to individual members of his household, 

but now we come to the overflow of this household's lifestyle 

in "The Founding of the Company." The Company is composed of 

those few who "found themselves in common." Its chief char

acteristic is a "token of love between themselves, and between 

themselves and their lord." Their purpose is only "to pro

fess a certain pointing." Each soul in the company has elect

ed the Way of "the whole manner of love, / when love was 
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fate to minds adult in love." 

To understand the image of the Company as a triumph of 

union we must first examine more closely Williams' concept of 

the Co-inherence, a term for the state of interrelationships 

between all created things whose being is based in God,the 

Creator. It is a stark fact of our existence, but where it 

is recognized and accepted by human beings they enjoy a Spec

ial knowledge that they together, belong or are involved in 

the essential character of God himself and of each other. 

Wherever the fact is not recognized and accepted and human be

ings attempt to reject God and disassociate themselves from 

each other, the result is Incoherence, a total lack of rele

vance and orderly continuity. Another human error is simple 

Coherence, a clinging together without awareness of the basis 

of our being which is God. It results in uniformity without 

unity and a loss of that remarkable diversity and individual

ity which characterized the original creation, declared by 

God to be "good." Co-inherence, recognized and accepted, al

lows its happy participants to be distinct as individuals and 

to engage willfully in an activity, the principle of which is 

Exchange, the chosen modus operandi of the Company. 

Exchange is first visible in the Christian concept of the 

Godhead of Three Persons. Within this Trinity, the Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit are constantly both giving and 

receiving: 

Within the Godhead, so the great creed tells us, the" Son 
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is derived from the Father by the process of be
getting, and the Spirit proceeds from the Father 
and the Son. Derivation is one of the primary 
types of co-inherence which the Christian faith 
has declared to be the root and pattern of the 
supernatural as of the natural world.-*-̂  

The supreme example of Exchange and Substitution occurred in 

the Incarnation when the "Word became flesh." Christ's be

coming man was the redemption of man "not by conversion of 

the Godhead into flesh", but by taking of the Manhood in 

15 
God." It is as members of the Company participate in this 

union that they can be said to live in the "whole manner of 

love." We must refer again to Chapter V on body imagery in 

which we noted a scriptural bisis for the image of the Church 

as the "body of Christ." A. M. Shideler adds that 

the essential 'reality of the body' consists of its 
co-inherence, its internal and external exchanges 
and interchanges, its derivations, its giving and 
receiving, its interdependence of structure and func
tion.!^ 
There is hierarchy or degree within the Company. It is a 

characteristic of God's ordained diversity and variety. But 

since all are "in love" there is no superiority or slavery. 

All serve freely. "As willed necessity is freedom so willed 

hierarchy becomes equality . . . ."-'-'̂  Thus Williams can say 

that the "glory of Logres" is both hierarchic and republican 

without contradiction: 

They measured the angle of creation; in three degrees 
along the hazel they mounted the mathematics of the soul, 
no wisdom separate but for convenience of naming 
and the claiming by the intellectual art of its part 
in the comon union.-^° 
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At the lowest degree are those who live by simple Exchange 

of services, "the need each has of the other." They work 

as all workers everwhere do, for and from others, but the 

difference is that those in the Company work, aware of the 

Emperor's decree that 

servitude itself 
was sweetly fee'd or freed by the willing proffer 
of itself to another, the taking of another to itself 
in degree, the making of a mutual beauty in exchange, 
be the exchange dutiful or freely debonair; 
duty so and debonair freedom mingled, 
taking and giving being the loving of largesse . . . , ^ 

The second degree in the Company is composed of those who 

live the principle of Exchange at the deeper level of Substi

tution in the style of Christ who substituted his perfection 

for man's imperfection: 

Terrible and lovely is the general substitution of souls 
the Flesh--taking ordained for its mortal images 
in its first creation, and now in Its sublime self shows, 
since It deigned to be dead in the stead of each man.^^ 

Those who practice this Substitution are the contemplatives; 

they "daily slew and were slain" for others. They are "wary 

of much chatter," and are never "ashamed of taking nor chary 

of giving." They are "love becoming fate to dedicate souls." 

The highest degree in the Company consist of those whose 

spiritual maturity enables them to participate in high unity-

with-diversity that is defined in the Trinity: "separateness 

without separation, reality without rift / where the Basis is 

in the Image, and the Image in the Gift . . . ."'̂ -̂  They bear 

Christ and are borne by him in the way that Mary both bore 
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and was borne. The members of the third degree know better 

than to take themselves seriously. Recognizing that "any 

buyer of souls / is bought himself by his purchase," the mem

ber shyly admits his own superfluity and is content to see 

himself as an "excellent absurdity." As Dinadan says: "To 

neighbour whom and as the Omnipotence wills is a fetch of 

grace; the lowest wretch is called greatest--and may be—on 

the feast of fools. "-̂ ^ The excellent absurdities who com

prise the Company practice love: 

the Company throve by love, by increase of peace, 
by the shyness of saving and being saved in others— 
the Christ-taunting and Christ-planting maxim. 
which throughout Logres the excellent absurdity held.^3 

Another image of triumphant union is Galahad and the Grail. 

In The Figure of Arthur Williams discusses the emergence of 

the Matter of Britain through centuries of work by imaginative 

and perceptive writers and concludes that the story of Ar

thur's Logres exists for the sake of the story of the Holy 

Grail. For him it is "the central matter of the Matter of 

Britain."^^ And he adds that the story of the Grail is the 

story of Galahad, not only the story of the mystical way but 

of the universal way. 

The French romancers who linked the cup used by Christ at 

the Last Supper to King Arthur and Britain by means of Joseph 

of Arimathea and Bron and Merlin made a contribution which 

moves the "great Arthurian tradition" towards its "centre," 

according to Williams.^^ And, he says, in Malory's treatment 
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of the Grail there is "a certain suggestiveness (concerning 

Galahad) which Malory does not seem altogether to have under-

stood." Galahad is a unification of conflicting elements; 

"he is the living, tragic, and joyous Resolution of all their 

[Arthur's, Lancelot's, Guinevere's3 loves. "̂ '̂  

Williams brings to the image of Galahad a new dimension 

not previously expressed in literature. Charles Moorman says 

that Williams makes Galahad almost completely divine.^° In 

The Figure of Arthur Williams refers to Galahad's "mystical 

chastity . . . and single wholeness. "^9 pjg states that the 

"figure of the High Prince is for something much more than 

morals,"^^ In a letter to A.M. Hadfield concerning these 

poems he wrote: 

May I not have a poetical image, a something beyond 
our doings? May not my High Prince be an imagination? 
. . . he has as far to go in my mind as ever when he 
distracted Camelot by starting for the Grail . . . . 
I do not want him an abstraction of accepting and re
fusing Images; but a synthesis of action . . . that 
makes his parentage credible; for his mother who knew 
no images has to be subordinated to Lancelot, and 
Lancelot who was devoted to an image has to be cheated 
of it; and so a kind of grand substitution is worked 
out in the dark chamber—each becoming either on that 
plane, as the Seed is worked out on another.^-^ 

We have seen in the study of Chapter II on legends as 

images, Galahad's role in the story of the rise and fall of 

Arthur's kingdom. He, having achieved the Grail, finds the 

way of union between heaven and earth and so proves that it 

is possible to man. He is perhaps a type of Second Coming of 

Christ, the New Man in whom "is realized the union which 
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ought to have been realized in Logres as a whole. "-̂ ^ (See 

Chapter V on geometric images for the image of Galahad as 

the fitting of stone and shell.) Thus Galahad, born of sin

ful but heroic Lancelot and sanctified Helayne, under the 

direction of Time (Merlin) and Space (Brisen), sees the Grail 

and becomes something more than a man. He is now capable of 

healing the wounded King Pelles and thereby renewing in the 

land the possibility of fruitfulness and love. He makes the 

way of union possible to all, but that way must be "interior 

and personal instead of exterior and general" as it was in 

the golden days of Logres and the Round Table. 

Williams refers in the poems to Galahad as "the Merciful 

Child," "the Infant," "subdued Glory," -'the alchemical Infant." 

In "The Coming of Galahad" Gareth speaks to Taliessin: 

''Lord, before the meal, 
when he washed his hands, the water became phos

phorescent; 
did you not see?' and he: 'Sanctity 
common and crescent!'33 

In "Taliessin at Lancelot's Mass" the final union occurs as 

the cycle closes. Lancelot has entered a monastery; Guinevere 

is a nun at Almesbury. There is a universal reconciliation, 

and Galahad's place in that reconciliation is an image of 

union triumphant: 

We exposed. We exalted the Unity; prism shone 
web, paths, points; as it was done 
the antipodean zones were retrieved round a 

white rushing deck, 
and the Acts of the Emperor took zenith from 

Gaucasia to Carbonek. 
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Over the altar, flame of anatomized fire, 
the High Prince stood, gyre in burning gyre; 
day level before him, night massed behind; 
the Table ascended; the glories intertwined. 

. . . the ruddy pillar of the Infant was the 
passage of the porphyry stair.34 

And so Galahad, born in sin yet capable of seeing the Grail, 

is clearly a type of Christ, (theotokos) who becomes the pas

sage (anthropotokos) which leads men to God. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

In this study two different yet related uses of the term 

"image" appear. The first use is religious and refers to 

Charles Williams' view of the Christian life as a Way of the 

Affirmation or the Rejection of Images. In this manner "im

age" means anything that is created by God, which thus re

flects him and directs man to him. To affirm such images is 

to recognize in them the pattern of the glory of God and to 

be instructed and inspired by them, following the creed of 

Athanasius. To reject them is to remember that while they 

suggest God, they must never be mistaken for him and worship

ped as if they were gods. Such is the creed of Dionysius, the 

Areopagite. The second use of the term "image" is the poetic. 

By this we mean "a literal and concrete representation of a 

sensory experience," the mode by which "experience in its 

richness and emotional complexity is communicated."1 This 

includes all the symbols, figures of speech, or word pictures 

which convey ideas and concepts greater than the images them

selves. In the poetry of Charles Williams we find poetic im

ages used to instruct in Christian concepts which lead to an 

understanding of life as a way of responding to images. This 

is Williams' theological approach to romance. 

Romance, used in the traditional sense of the term (Chap

ter I), is seen by him to be conveyed by means of images. 
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The person of the beloved can become a vehicle for the ro

mantic experience in the style of Dante; a bird, flower, 

mountain or tree can be the image which excites a romantic 

moment as in the case of Wordsworth. The self can be the 

image which incites romantic individualism. Even the image 

of a bygone era can induce romance. Charles Williams believes 

that the romantic experience, if recognized accurately for 

what it is and used appropriately by the recipient, can be a 

good and worthy one which allows spiritual growth. For him 

the good romantic experience must be recognized as origina

ting from God, sent from him by means of images which reflect 

his glory and order; but only evil can result when images are 

mistaken for ends in themselves to be abused, perverted, or 

idolized. A proper use of images means one by which man 

moves closer to God. That which stirs the emotions, the 

pulse, the imagination, must submit to examination by the or

dering effects of the intellect to discover the source and 

meaning of the stimulus. This is the conversion of romance: 

the change from mere experience of romance to the recognition 

of the pattern or "diagram" of the glory of God in that exper

ience. 

Williams uses poetic images to portray themes reflecting 

his theology. His poetry is actually the shape of his thought 

The center of his vision is the Incarnation by which God re

deemed matter, enabling man to see again with "unfalien" eyes 

himself, his fellows, and all the natural world. This was an 
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activity of love which continues to involve man irrevocably 

with both God and man. The state of complete interaction 

descending from the life style of the Trinity to the activity 

of the lowest forms in nature was called the Co-inherence by 

Williams. Man enters this Co-inherence by means of Substitu

tion and Exchange, principles seen in Christ who substituted 

himself for man and replaced deterioration, grief, and death, 

with creativity, joy, and life. Exchange is achieved by 

Christ's living in man, substituted for man, co-inhering now 

with man in the life of glory. Love then enlarges from the 

immediate experience between two individuals to become a giant 

web of concerns and relationships among people everywhere. 

For Williams this is fact and the basis for meaning in life. 

Imagery in his Arthurian poems demonstrates "theologized" 

or converted romance. Legendary characters, as seen in Chap

ter II, become images teaching ideas in Williams' poetic cy

cle'.. . Arthur's reverence for himself instead of for his king

dom is an image of the refusal of Co-inherence. The king 

must exist for the kingdom. Lancelot and Guinevere, each see

ing only the other instead of God in the other is the imaged 

rejection of intellectualization of the romantic moment. Pal

omides embarks on the quest for the Blatant Beast because he 

fails to comprehend the conversion of romance. Lovers must 

exist for the sake of Love. Taliessin, however, knowing God, 

recognizes God in Blanchefleur and so orders his personal 
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emotions for the enlightenment of all. He becomes the image 

of God for others who are thereby introduced into Co-inher

ence and his Company where they joyfully engage in Exchange 

and Substitution. The singer must exist for the song. Gal

ahad, the product of divinely substituted love images Christ, 

the Essence who exists for the sake of the operation. 

The imaginative geography of the world of the poems'as 

discussed in Chapter III provides images of the necessity for 

the conversion of romance. The creation of Logres, an opera

tion ordained by Love, can be achieved only by the merging of 

the romantic mysteries of the forest of Broceliande and Byzan

tium, the ordered City of God. Again intellect must shape 

emotion just as form must shape matter for a kingdom of God 

on earth to be realized. Images of the City and the Company 

portray the facts of Co-inherence, requirements of service 

and sacrifice with rewards of joy and love. 

Williams uses geometric images (Chapter IV) to display the 

order and accuracy of a God who acts with precision. Triangles 

and cones picture celestial creativity in descriptions of Pen

tecost and of Logres. The human body is viewed as a geometric 

pattern, a high design redeemed and made worthy by the Incar

nation, capable of knowing good and being known as good. The 

acceptance of the order of God portrayed in images of the hu

man body (Chapter V) conveys the principle that "willed nec

essity is freedom"and that"willed hierarchy is equality." 
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The slaves who relinquish "self" and choose service are, in 

fact," free according to Williams. This freedom is the result 

of their choosing to express their deepest need which is 

their participation in the grand Co-inherence. 

Taliessin Through Logres and The Region of the Summer 

Stars consist of poems which contain the "impersonated" 

thought of Charles Williams. Measured by the same standard 

which he applied to Shakespeare, Williams' poetic genius has 

"fulfilled itself" by means of images which convey the "vital 

soul" of his thought. In answer to Shapiro, Williams' poetry 

has "waited" on fact and celebrates it at the center of civi

lization. 
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•̂ Ĉharles Williams, Taliessin Through Logres (London: 
Oxford University Press, I960), p. 6. 

lie. S. Lewis and Charles Williams, Arthurian Torso 
(London: Oxford University Press, 195271 p"̂  107. 

12 Ibid. 



67 
13 
-'Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, pp. 7-5. 
•••̂ Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 105. 

IS 
^Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 5. 
^^Ibid., p. 9. 

17 'Some editions of Taliessin Through Logres include a 
drawing of Williams' "anatomical myth." The figure of a 
woman is superimposed on a map of Europe and the Near East, 
showing her navel to be Byzantium, the "point of union with 
one's origin," and her womb to be Jerusalem, the source of 
new life. Ispahan, the Moslem City, is the rectum or "place 
of rejection," because Islam denies the Incarnation and the 
importance of matter. The map was thought of after the 
poems were written, and so these parts of the body are not 
mentioned in them; however, Williams is said to have been 
pleased with the map because it fitted his vision of the 
Empire so well. This information comes from Alice Mary 
Hadfield, An Introduction to Charles Williams (London: 
Robert Hale, Ltd., 1959), p. 146. 

"Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 7. 

l^Charles Williams, The Image of the City (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1955), p. 181. 

^^Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, pp. 12-13. 

^^Ibid., p. 30. 

^^Ibid., p. 27. 

23ibid., p. 25. 

^^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 119. 

^%illiams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 25. 

2^Ibid. 

2'̂ Ibid., p. 30. 

2^Ibid., p. 24. 

^^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 115. 

^%illiams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 24. 



55 

31 
The Beatrician moment when Dante saw the glory of God 

in the beloved Beatrice is not to be confused with the beat
ific vision, the "unimpeded sight of God in heaven." 
32 
•^ Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 25. 
-̂ -̂ Wi 11 iams, He Came Down From Heaven, p. 109. 

^^Williams, "The Index of the Body," T_he Dublin Review, 
CCXI (July, 1942), 13-20. 

35Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 42. 

3^Ibid., p. 45. 

3'Charles Williams, The Region of the Summer Stars (London: 
Oxford University Press, "1960) , p"! 42. 

3°Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 156. 

3^Williams, The Region of the Summer Stars, p. 43. 

^°Ibid. 

^^Ibid., p. 44. 

42 Ibid., p. 46. 

•̂̂  Dante, The Divine Comedy, Vol.11, Purgatory, trans, by 
Dorothy L. Sayers, TBaltimore: The Penguin Books, Inc., 
I960), p. 255. 

CHAPTER VI 

•'"Charles Williams, Taliessin Through Logres (London: 
Oxford University Press, 19oOT7 P- 47. 

^Charles Williams, The Region of the Summer Stars 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1960),'~p. 19. 

3 Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 46. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid., pp. 46-47. 

^C. S. Lewis and Charles Williams, Arthurian Torso 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1952), p. 136. 



59 
7 
Williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 50. 

d 

Williams, The Region of the Summer Stars, p. 29. 
*̂ Ibid. , p. 31. 

l^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 154. 

llWilliams, The Region of the Summer Stars, p. 35. 

^^Ibid., p. 43. 

^3Ibid., p. 46. 

l^Mary McDermott Shideler, The Theology of Romantic Love 
(New York: Harper & Bros., 1962)", p.~6"5". 

l^rbid., p. 69. 

l^Ibid., p. 70. 

I'̂ L̂ewis and Williams, Torso, p. 142. 

l%illiams. The Region of the Summer Stars, p. 37. 

^^ibid., pp. 37-35. 

^Qjbid., p. 35. 

21lbid., p. 39. 

22ibid., p. 41. 

23 Ibid. 

^^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 53. 

^^Ibid., p. 65. 

^^Charles Moorman, The Arthurian Triptych (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, I960), p. 51. 

27ibid. 

2^IMd. , p. 65. 

^^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 72. 

3Qlbid., p. 74. 



90 
31 
Alice Mary Hadfield, An Introduction to Charles 

Williams (London: Robert Hale, Ltd., 1959T7T." 190. 

3^Lewis and Williams, Torso, p. 165. 

33williams, Taliessin Through Logres, p. 73. 

3 %i Hi ams, The R,egi on of the Summer Stars, p. 91. 
CHAPTER VII 

%illiam F. Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook 
to Literature (New York: The Odyssey Press, Inc., 19^0), 
p. 232. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Source 

Williams, Charles. Taliessin Through Logres and The Reg:ion 
of the Summer Stars. London: Oxford University Press, 
T9S0 

Secondary Sources 

Dante. The Divine Comedy. Vol. I: Hell. Translated by 
Dorothy Lee Sayers. Baltimore: The Penguin Books, Inc., 
1957. 

. The Divine Comedy. Vol. II: Purgatory. Transla
ted by Dorothy Lee Sayers. Baltimore: The Penguin Books, 
Inc., i960. 

. The Divine Comedy. Vol. Ill: Paradise. Transla
ted by Dorothy Lee Sayers and Barbara Reynolds. Balti
more: The Penguin Books, Inc., I962. 

Ferm, Vergilius., ed. An Encyclopedia of Religion. New York: 
The Philosophical Library, 1945. 

Hadfield, Alice Mary. An Introduction to Charles Williams. 
London: Robert Hale, Ltd., 1959. 

Lewis, C. S., and Williams, Charles. Arthurian Torso. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1952. 

Lewis, C. S. Essays Presented to Charles Williams. London: 
Oxford University Press, 1947. 

Maynard, Theodore. Our Best Poets. New York: Henry Holt & 
Company, 1922. 

Moorman, Charles. Arthurian Triptych. Berkeley: University 
of California Press, I96O 

Shideler, Mary McDermott. The_Theology of Romantic Love. 
New York: Harper & Bros., I96T. 

Thrall, William F., and Hibbard, Addison. A Handbook to 
Literature. New York: The Odyssey Press, Inc., I960. 

Williams, Charles. The Descent of the Dove. New York: 
Meridian Books, 1955^ 

91 



92 

. The English Poetic Mind. New York: Russell and 
lusiell, I96J. 

The Figure of Beatrice: A Study in Dante. London 
Faber and Faber, Ltd., 1943. 

He Came Down From Heaven. London: Faber and 
Faber, Ltd., 1950. 

The House of the Octopus. London: Edinburgh 
House Press, 1945. 

The Image of the City. London: Oxford University 
Press, 195^ 

. "The Index of the Body." The Dublin Review, CCXI 
"(jUIy, 1942), 13-20. 



APPENDIX 

Criticism on the Poetry of Charles Williams 

H. D. Hamshell: "Williams was a critic, novelist, poet, 

playwright, and theologian (of a sort), and all to a 

greater or lesser extent manque'. He had a liveliness of 

mind and energy but his famed 'originality' was mainly a 

matter of indiscipline of spirit." 

John Press: ". . .uncouth and rebarbative;'.' "a very queer 

fish in a deep, dark pond." 

Henry Green: "There are no barriers in a narrative, ex

cept that of the religious . . . to the irreligious. I 

have just been reading Charles Williams, who to me is mean

ingless. " 

James Agee: " Williams is . . . one of the very few con

temporary religious writers who moves and interests me to 

read . . . . He takes the supernatural for granted . . . 

and has a wonderful gift for conveying, and dramatizing, 

the 'borderline' states of mind or Being." 

T. S. Eliot: "Some men are less than their works, some are 

more. Charles Williams cannot be placed in either class. To 

have known the man would have been enough; to know his books 

is enough; but ho one who has known both the man and his works 

would have willingly foregone either experience. I can think 
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of no writer who was more wholly the same man in his life 

and in his writings." 

W. H. Auden: "fudging by my own experience, I should advise 

readers to postpone reading Charles Williams' poetry until, 

through reading his prose works, they have become thoroughly 

familiar with his ideas and his sensibility. I must confess 

that, when I first tried to read his poetry, though as a fel

low verse writer I could see its great technical .interest, I 

could not make head or tail of it. . . . I can only say, 

however, that the more I read Taliessin Through Logres and 

The Region of the Summer Stars, the more rewarding I find 

them." 

C. S.''Lewis:- "They seem to be, 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 century^" 

John Heath-Stubbs: "The style of these poems is wholly orig

inal, and fully as 'modern' in its own way as that of T. S. 

Eliot. But whereas the latter, actuated partly by a negative 

mysticism, stripped his language of all ornaments to an ascetic 

bareness, Williams, with his 'affirmative' to the same beliefs 

as Eliot held, required a language rich with imagery, ceremon

ial and hieratic . . . . It is on these (Arthurian poems), 

j believe that any claim for him to rank as a major writer must 
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finally rest . . . . To me, at any rate, such articulation 

is that of a major poet." 

Mary McDermott Shideler: "Here in the Arthurian poems 

the complexity, subtlety, and richness of his thought finds 

its most adequate expression in a superbly complex, subtle, 

and rich poetic style." 

A. M. Hadfield: "Taliessin Through Logres is wholly new. 

Its style is new, compressed and complex, with the drive of 

extreme simplicity. Its vision is a new discovery in the 

oldest themes of love and the body . . . . Not what it is, 

but that it is, and its experience so deeply experienced 

that some rumour of what it truly is penetrates to thought 

and speech." 


