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FROM LOGRES TO CARBONEK: THE ARTHURIAD
OF CHARLES WILLIAMS

Karl Heinz Goller

I

Among the modern poets of today, Charles Williams (1896-
1945) has yet to receive the acknowledgement which he
deserves, although he is one of the major shapers and re-
makers of the Arthurian legend, as C. S. Lewis and others
have pointed out.! Of course, Lewis’ Arthurian Torso will
always remain an indispensable guide through the labyrin-
thine passages of the poet’s work; and yet many paths remain
to be explored. '
In his incomplete prose work The Figure of Arthur Charles
Williams delineates the intention of his poetic works Talies-
sin Through Logres and Region of the Summer Stars.? They

1. For engaging insights into the personal side of the poet, see James T.
Como, ed., C S. Lewis at the Breakfast Table and other Remi-
niscences (New York, 1979); particularly the lively accounts of Derek
S. Brewer, Erik Routley, Nathan C. Starr. No less vivid is the portrait
sketched by Alice Mary Hadfield in her ‘The Relationship of Charles
Williams® Working Life to his Fiction’, in Shadows of the Imagin-
ation: The Fantasies of C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, and Charles
Williams, ed. M. R. Hillegas (Carbondale, 1969; new ed. 1979). The
Charles Williams Society of London, which was founded in 1975,
issues a Newsletter with essential criticism and interpretation.
Additional contributions are found in Mythlore (Los Angeles) which
is devoted to Williams, Tolkien and Lewis. I particularly wish to
express my appreciation to Martin Moynihan, Esq., who encouraged
me to delve deeper into the mystic world of Charles Williams and
who kindly brought me into contact with Mary Hadfield, one of the
founder members of the Charles Williams Society.

2. Charles Williams, Taliessin Through Logres and The Region of the
Summer Stars (London, 3rd ed. 1954). Taliessin through Logres,

121



are meant to portray the development of the legends of
Arthur and the Grail, their gradual coalescence and fusion
and the fate of the Grail world. Two subjects are of primary
importance for Williams: the realm of King Arthur and that
of the Grail. When these two focal points of Williams’
Arthuriad are compared with medieval treatments — as for
instance that of Malory, whose Morte Darthur can be regarded
as one of Williams’ main sources — the modern poet’s orig-
inality becomes clear. The love story of Lancelot and
‘Guinevere, which is perhaps the most appealing to modern
audiences, is only allotted marginal treatment. The centre
of the entire myth, and therewith the raison d’étre of
Williams® work, is clearly the Grail. The poet sees the union
of the world of Arthur with that of the Grail less as a legend-
ary or historical phenomenon, and far more as a complex
symbol of the union of Empire and Christendom, that.is to
say as a symbol of the Ultimate Epiphany, the Second
Advent of Christ.

Logres is the name Charles Williams gives to Arthur’s realm
in conformity with the Old French prose version.® It is a part
or a province of the Byzantine Empire, which for Williams
represented the incarnation of Divine Order. From the point

the Region of the Summer Stars by Charles Williams and Arthurian
Torso by Charles Williams and C. S. Lewis, introd. by Mary Mc-
Dermott Shideler (Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1974). Frequent use was
made of Williams’ most important work in prose on Arthurian myth-
ology, The Arthurian Torso, as it was entitled by its editor, C. S.
Lewis (London, 2nd ed. 1952). See also, his The /mage of the City
and other Essays, ed. Anne Ridler (London, 1958). A bibliography
of secondary literature on Williams is to be found in John Heath-
Stubbs, Charles Williams. Writers and their Work, No.63 (London,
1955), 40-4. Additional mention must be made of Mary McDermott
Shideler, The Theology of Romantic Love. A Study in the Writings
of Charles Williams (New York, 1968), which includes a comprehen-
sive bibliography of Williams® writing together with the reviews it
received. Rev. by William V. Spanos in JEGP, 67 (1968), 719-22.

3. Logres as a name for the image of an ideal place and the destination
of life’s journey is analogous to St Augustine’s New Jerusalem and
Tolkien’s True West. Cf. Jonnie Patricia Mobley, Towards Logres:
The Operation of Efficacious Grace in Novels by C. S. Lewis, Charles
Williams, Muriel Spark, and Gabriel Fielding (Diss., University of
Southern California, 1973).
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of view of medieval Arthurian romance, the Roman Empire
would have been a more appropriate choice. But for Williams,
Byzantium was connected to the idea of a strictly hierarchical
power with an organic structure. Divine order was for him a
matter of geometrical precision, with complete harmony of
all the component parts. Rivalry of the member states of the
Empire, or manifestations of national thought, did not fit
into his conception.

Others besides Charles Williams used Byzantium as a
symbolic vehicle, for example W. B. Yeats. Both were con-
nected with the Golden Dawn Group of Chelsea occultists.
The originality of Charles Williams lies in the utter Christian-
isation of the image; one might even say he baptized goetia.

One of the mystery writers of the Golden Dawn period,
Arthur Machen, may have inspired Williams to the idea of a
modern parousia symbolised by the grail. His story ‘The
Great Return’ (1915) is an account of the Grail and its effect
on a modern Welsh parish church. The idea of perichoresis or
interpenetration may also have been suggested by one of
Machen’s stories.*

Thus Williams gives the story of King Arthur an entirely
new slant. Its meaning can only be understood through a
closer look at the development of earlier treatments of the
Arthurian story. The idea of order already plays a prominent
role in the Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth.5 The learned bishop of St Asaph is less interested in
the heroic deeds of the historical King Arthur than in the
idea of kingship, of which Arthur is a symbol. Geoffrey con-
structs a glorious past, in which Britain was a major power by
reason of its unity and singleness of purpose, which enabled
it to rival the Roman Empire. The historian’s aim is the foun-
dation of a political ideology, the creation and dissemination
of the idea of an Anglo-Norman Empire. To this end he
emphasises the primordia urbis and makes Arthur a figure

4. This I owe to a friendly communication of Martin Moynihan, Esq.
Cf. The Caerleon Edition of the Works of Arthur Machen, 9 vols.
(London, 1923), ‘The Great Return’, Vol.7, 191ff.

5. Editions: The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth,
ed. A. Griscom (London and New York, 1929); Historia Regum
Britannaie, A Variant Version, ed. J. Hammer (Cambridge, Mass.,
1951).
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larger than life, greater than Hector and Aeneas, Alexander
and Charlemagne, a visible symbol of a realm which far sur-
passed that of the Romans in brilliance and in power. The
foundation of the Empire sketched by Geoffrey was meant
to lie beyond the reaches of the medieval imperium; his
Arthur is meant as a negation of the uniqueness of the
imperial office.®

In literary works after Geoffrey nationalist tendencies
become more apparent,” and more emphasis is given to the
conflict with Rome. The most complex Middle English treat-
ment of the fate of King Arthur, the Alliterative Morte
Arthure,® places the conflict with Rome at the focal point of
the action. Even in the chronicles we can recognise a gradual
shifting of interest in this direction.® In Geoffrey’s history
Arthur is about to climb the Alpine passes when the news of
Mordred’s treason reaches him, forcing a quick retreat.
According to Peter of Langtoft!® Arthur has already crossed
the Alps and the trumpets in Pavia are announcing a feast,

6. On Geoffrey’s intention, cf. W. F. Schirmer, Die Friihen Darstel-
lungen des Arthurstoffes (Koln and Opladen, 1958), 19ff; further:
Heinrich Pahler, Strukturuntersuchungen zur Historia Regum Brit-
anniae des Geoffrey of Monmouth (Diss., Bonn, 1958), chapters 6
and 7.

7. The fact that Arthur was a mortal enemy of the Anglo-Saxons was
gradually forgotten by Geoffrey’s successors. Both Henry II and
Edward I fought to suppress the troublesome legend of Arthur’s
return by having his body exhumed. A number of English kings
liked to envision themselves in the role of Arthurus redivivus. The
son of Henry VII was even baptized under the name of Arthur. On
the legends of the Return, cf. R.S. Loomis, ‘The Legend of
Arthur’s Survival’, in Arthurian Literature in the Middle Ages, ed.
R. S. Loomis (Oxford, 1959), 64-71.

8. Valerie Krishna, ed., The Alliterative Morte Arthure. A Critical
Edition (New York, 1976). For a re-evaluation of this unique work
see The Alliterative Morte Arthure: A Reassessment of the Poem,
ed. Karl Heinz Goller (Woodbridge, 1981).

9. On the development of the figure of Arthur in historiography, cf.
Herta Brandenburg, Galfried von Monmouth und die frithmittel-
englischen Chronisten (Diss., Berlin, 1918).

10. Chronicle of Peter of Langtoft, 2 vols., ed. T. Wright (London,
1866-68).
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when the bearer of bad tidings from Britain reaches Arthur.
John Hardyng!! places the final battle between Romans and
Britains in the Toscana in central Italy. In the Annals of
Worcester'* which follow the Liber de Compositione Castri
Ambaziae'® in this respect, Arthur is forced to turn back
shortly before reaching the city gates of Rome, where he
hears about Mordred’s betrayal. And finally Jean de Preis has
Arthur marching into Rome in his Mer des Histoires,'* and
we see him crowned as Emperor. In a similar manner in the
French prose version, as reflected in Sir Thomas Malory’s
Morte Darthur,*® Arthur is crowned as emperor in Rome
after a great victory over the Empire.

Charles Williams provides us with a completely different
concept of the Arthurian myth. The major innovation con-
sists in the exclusion of an antithetical opposition of Logres
and Rome. Even in Tennyson’s version, Rome was only the
‘slowly fading mistress of the world’; the poet devotes one
meagre sentence to the battle against Rome.'® Williams saw
the fight against the Roman emperor as a very unfortunate
element of the Arthurian myth, and preferred to omit it. ‘No
national myth was ever the better for being set against a more
universal authority’, the poet tells us.!” The result of drop-
ping the rivalry between Logres and Rome is a denational-
isation of the Arthurian myth. Arthur’s realm is now an
integral part of the Byzantine Empire.

The concept of organism is meant literally by Charles
Williams. His point of departure is Wordsworth’s idea that the

11. John Hardyng, The Chronicle, Together with the Continuations by
R. Grafton, ed. H. Ellis (London, 1812).

12. Annales de Wigornia, in Annales Monastici IV, ed. H. R. Luard,
Rolls Series (London, 1869).

13. Liber de Compositione Castri Ambaziae, in Chroniques des Comtes
d’Anjou, ed. P. Marchegay and A. Salmon (Paris, 1871).

14. Mer des Histoires, in Chroniques Belges, 6 vols., ed. A. Borgnet,
S. Bormans, Belgian Royal Academy (Brussels, 1864 -80).

15. The Works of Sir Thomas Malory, ed. Eugéne Vinaver (London,
2nd ed., 1967).

16. ‘The Coming of Arthur’, in A. Tennyson, Poetical Works (London,
1954), 295.

17. Arthurian Torso, 83.
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human body is an index of a greater universal order — the old
medieval topos of microcosm and macrocosm.'® The words
which appear in an index also appear in the corresponding
text, and in a similar manner the qualities and the structural
features of the human body are found in counterpart in the
universe. The Empire of Logres is conceived as an analogy to
the human body. The head is Logres, for the historical source
of the myth lies in Britain; it gains consciousness here and is
given verbal form.'® The breasts are the country of France,
which fed Christendom with the milk of knowledge and of
faith (‘the breasts of intelligo and credo’).?° Rome is rep-
resented through the hands of the Pope, which convey the
blessing of the Church to the faithful. The navel stands for
Byzantium, the organic centre and seat of the Empire; the
loins are Jerusalem, where Christ was crucified and the new
Adam born.?! Thus the Empire is seen as an organism, and
the human body, in turn, as a mirror of the Empire, the King-
dom of God.??

Beyond this Empire to the South is P’'o-/’'u, the land of the
Antipodes, where order dissolves into anarchy. Octopi with
giant tentacles creep over the slimy sea and stare with lidless

18. Cf. ‘“The Index of the Body’, The Image of the City, 80-7.
19. Cf.J. Heath-Stubbs, Charles Williams, 36.
20. Taliessin Through Logres, 8.

21. In regard to Jerusalem as the site of Christ’s crucifixion and the
birth-place of the New Adam, one can ask whether Williams was
familiar with the ancient Omphalos concept; cf. Arno Esch, ‘Para-
dise and Calvary’, Anglia, 78 (1960), 74-7.

22. Arthurian Torso, 107-8. As source for Williams’ geographical myth,
Dante, among others, must be mentioned, who saw Jerusalem as
the centre of civilized earth. But even more significant is the poetic
geography found in Blake, and the symbolic meaning he saw in the
four directions — North, South, East and West. The various states
correspond to parts of Williams’ anatomical myth. Cf. Maung Ba-
Han, William Blake: His Mysticism (Bordeaux, 1924), 78: ‘They
(the four “states”) are sometimes spoken of as “‘the four worlds of
humanity in every man” ... and sometimes personified as the
“four mighty ones . . . in every man”. They are designated the four
“Zoas” or “Lifes” in Eternity, and their names are Urthona (or
Los), Urizen, Luvah and Tharmas. The Directions of their seats “in
eternal times” were respectively North, South, East and West.’
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eyes at the coast of the Empire. Images from Coleridge’s
Ancient Mariner and Wells’ War of the Worlds blend with the
medieval concept of the Antipodes, which interestingly
enough were seen as a negative counterpart of the Arthurian
world in the Draco Normannicus of Etienne de Rouen.??

P’o-l’'u is a kind of Hell, the sphere of power of the Head-
less Emperor. To the West of Logres lies Broceliande,?* the
mysterious world of making and shaping, of the Apeiron. The
mistress of this forest is Nimue. She appears in mortal guise,
but as the ‘Mother of Making’ she combines earthly existence
with the transcendent. Nimue’s children are Merlin and
Brisen, perceptible and active embodiments of time and space.
In the forest of Broceliande, beyond the borders of the
Empire, stands the castle of Carbonek where the Grail and
the Bleeding Lance are kept. Merlin and Brisen are preparing
the union of Byzantium and Carbonek, the welding of the
worldly and religious ideals, the perfection of Christendom
on earth — namely the parousia.

Logres, which medieval authors did not localize geograph-
ically, has become a spiritual landscape in the writings of
Charles Williams, one whose main characteristic is geometrical
order. But order is not seen as a value in itself, rather, it
stands as a sign for the sacred, directing us to God, the
operation of whose Providence is revealed in the harmony of
mathematical and geometrical symbols. According to
Williams, religion is to be expressed in terms of mathematical
clarity, whose contours are clearly visible. Sin is seen accord-
ingly as the destruction of an ordered pattern or structure,
the derangement of God’s plans through man.?*

Logres with its hierarchical order and rationality thus
refers to an ordered universe, for which it can stand as an
index in the same way as the human body stands for the
Empire. But Logres is only a passing realization of an ideal
society, the creation of a happy moment in time, and thus

23. The Draco Normannicus of E'tienne de Rouen, ed. R. Howlett,
Rolls Series (London, 1885).

24. On Broceliande, cf. McDermott Shideler, The Theology of Roman-
tic Love, 102ff.

25. Cf. The Image of the City, 145; as well as, Charles Moorman,
Arthurian Triptych, Mythic Materials in Charles Williams, C. S.
Lewis and T. S. Eliot (New York, 1960), 67.
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vulnerable and instable. It is dependent upon human co-
operation with the overall plan. When selfless love is lacking
and man makes himself the centre of this world, chaos breaks
in: ‘“Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold’.2®

Compared with Malory’s account of the dissolution of the
Round Table and of the Arthurian world, that is to say the
destruction of secular power, the dimensions have been ex-
panded by Williams. They remind us of Milton and of his
representation of the fall of mankind.?” Heaven and earth are
joined in a new mythic kingdom which is by no means unreal
because it lacks historical existence, nor is it merely an arche-
typical description of an utopian Phantastikon. It is far more
a representation of man’s situation in this world, and there-
fore of universal validity even for modern man. Besides its
historical applicability, the myth shaped by Williams has a
life of its own, and this is what gives it meaning and depth.

In much the same way as he transforms the world of King
Arthur, Williams also presents the world of the Grail in a
form not previously found in English literature. Perhaps we
could say that the legend of the Grail had never been given
adequate poetic treatment in English literature before Charles
Williams. Besides the insignificant work of Henry Lovelich,?®
there are five further English treatments of the early history
of the Grail which must already have been known in England
by 1250, as an interpolation in De Antiquitate Glastoniensis

26. William Butler Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’, in The Collected
Poems (London, 1958), 211.

27. Cf. Nathan Comfort Starr, King Arthur Today: The Arthurian
Legend in English and American Literature 1901-1953 (Gainesville,
1954), 178.

28. The History of the Holy Grail, by Henry Lovelich, skynner, ed.
F. J. Furnivall, EETS ES 20/24, 28/30 (London, 1874-78);
Dorothy Kempe, The Legend of the Holy Grail, its Sources,
Character and Development (‘Introduction’ to,and Part V of Henry
Lovelich’s Verse ‘History of the Holy Grail’) (London, 1905). This
work, which dates back to 1430, is a translation of the French
Estoire del Saint Graal without any additions or alterations whatso-
ever. In fact, the language is so stiff and halting, and the treatment
so little suited to the elevated nature of the topic, that we sym-
pathize with the wry remark of the editor that Lovelich must have
felt unfulfilled by his trade as a furrier.
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Ecclesiae®® shows. The oldest of the versions which have
been preserved is a fragment contained in the alliterative
poem Joseph of Arimathia.®® The Queste del Saint Graal,>!
however, is only found in English in Thomas Malory’s Morte
Darthur,® which Charles Williams evidently used as a major
source.

Malory had little sympathy for the secret of the Grail and
its mystic function.3?® Spiritual knighthood was far less im-
portant to him than worldly glory and honour. And yet it is
not necessarily a contradiction that his entire account of the
Quest follows his sources more closely than the remaining
parts of his work. He adopts only the matter (matiere), while
at the same time changing the sens entirely. The transcen-
dental goal of the Quest was meant to direct the knight away
from his entanglement in the earthly code of honour towards
the true purpose of life. Malory, however, makes the Grail an

29. William of Malmesbury, Liber de Antiquitate Glastoniensis
Ecclesiae, in J. P. Migne, Patrologia Latina, Vol.179, cols. 1682-
1734.

30. Joseph of Arimathia, ed. W.W. Skeat, EETS OS 44 (London,
1871).

31. On the background of the Quest of the Grail, see Loomis, Arthurian
Literature, esp. R. S. Loomis, ‘The Origin of the Grail Legends”,
274-294; Jean Frappier, ‘The Vulgate Cycle”, 295-318; Fanni
Bogdanow, ‘The Suite du Merlin and the Post-Vulgate Roman du
Graal”, 325-335.

32. In his account of the Quest of the Grail, Malory follows the Old
French prose version, which seems to have been of monastic origin,
at least for this part. The hermit who interprets the hierarchy of
virtues places Chastity and Virginity at the height of the scale, a
surprising turn-about-face after Courtly Love has just been ex-
plained as the main inspiration and code of behaviour of knight-
hood and Chivalry. Virginity is followed in descending order by
Humility, Patience, Righteousness, and Love. During the Vigil
before Whitsunday, the tables in Arthur’s hall are placed in the
same position prescribed for this feast in the Rule of Citeaux. In
addition, the central problem of the nature of Grace and the
repeated discussions of Trans-substantiation give rise to the idea
that the author must have been a Cistercian monk. Cf. Loomis,
Arthurian Literature, 306.

33. Cf. E. Vinaver, The Works of Sir Thomas Malory, 1, 70ff,
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integral part of his world of knighthood,3* a fact which
Williams seems to have overlooked. The hierarchical world
of values of the French prose version culminates in Galahad,
a saintly Christ-like figure, from whom even adventures
retreat to allow him free passage. Although he belongs to the
court of Arthur and to the Round Table, his true home and
destiny is the mythic Sarras, and in place of jousting and
tournaments his mission is the Grail. And yet the French
author never doubts the fact that Galahad is the best knight
in the world, far better than all the others. Malory, however,
in sharp contrast to his sources, insists on the fact that
Lancelot was a better knight than his son Galahad. In this
way Malory has basically secularized his source. Through the
figure of Lancelot he places spiritual knighthood on an equal
footing with secular knighthood. The Quest becomes one
knightly adventure among many others.3

Malory’s attitude towards the Quest of the Grail is by no
means to be seen as the failing of an individual author who is
far too earth-bound. On the contrary, such a reaction to the
Quest of the Grail seems. to be widespread, even today, in
England and everywhere else in the world. The Grail seems to
have become a stumbling stone for modern man, who is no
longer capable of appreciating the ascetic ideal of life. John
W. Donaldson, one of the more recent editors of Malory, has
thus omitted the Quest entirely. He justifies this step by
pointing out that this part of the story evidently stems from
monastic interpolation and cannot be reconciled with the
spirit of knighthood. In his eyes, the ideals of chastity and

34. This is particularly easy to demonstrate in the case of Lancelot,
Malory’s explicit favourite and, as in the French version, still ‘le
meilleur chevalier du monde’. Naturally as such he had to be
excluded from the Quest. Malory had already portrayed his adul-
terous love for Guinevere, thus stamping Lancelot as sinful and
unworthy of the vision of the Grail.

35. The somewhat neglected tale of the healing of Knight Urry is re-
vealing on this point. Lancelot cures him merely by the laying on
of hands and by prayer, an incident inserted by Malory without an
apparent source. As in his account of the Quest, Malory has
elevated the role of earthly knighthood here. Cf. P. E. Tucker, ‘A
Source for “The Healing of Sir Urry” in the ‘“Morte Darthur™’,
MLR, 50 (1955), 490-2.
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