
The Powys Review NUMBER NINETEEN





The Powys Review 
Editor 
Belinda Humfrey 

Reviews Editor 
Peter Miles 

Advisory Board 
Glen Cavaliero 
Ben Jones 
Ned Lukacher 

Correspondence, contributions, and books for 
review may be addressed to the Editor, 
Department of English, Saint David's 
University College, Lampeter, Dyfed, SA48 7ED. 

Copyright ©, The Editor 

The Powys Review is published 
with the financial support of the 
Welsh Arts Council. 

We are grateful to Mr Francis Powys and 
Laurence Pollinger Ltd., for permission to quote 
from the writings of John Cowper Powys and 
T. F. Powys, and to the late Mrs Evelyn Elwin for 
permission to quote from the writings of 
Llewelyn Powys. 

The Powys Review may be obtained 
from Booksellers for £2.50, or from 
Gomer Press, Llandysul, Dyfed, 
for £2.50 plus 60p postage. 

The Powys Review is printed by 
J. D. Lewis & Sons Ltd., 
Gomer Press, Llandysul, Dyfed. 

Enquiries about advertisment in 
The Powys Review should be made to 
James Dawson, 99 Corve Street, Ludlow, 
Shropshire. Tel. Ludlow (0584) 2274. 





Contents 
J. Lawrence Mitchell Reviews 
The Education of T. F. Powys 3 

T. F. Powys 
Michael Ballin Mr Weston's Good Wine 
John Cowper Powys's Porius MARTIN STEINMANN 67 
and the Dialectic of History 20 Roy Fisher 

Dorothee von Huene Greenberg 
A Furnace 
JEREMY HOOKER 71 

Stone Worship and the Search for 
Community in John Cowper Powys's Edward Larrissy 
A Glastonbury Romance 36 William Blake 

DESIREE HIRST 73 
Oliver Marlow Wilkinson 
The Letters of Frances and Jack 43 David Punter 

The Hidden Script: 
Frederick Davies Writing and the Unconscious 
Recollections of John Cowper Powys LAWRENCE NORMAND 76 
and Phyllis Playter: Part One 58 Raymond H. Thompson 

Notices 66 The Return from Ava/on: 
A Study of the Arthurian 
Legend in Modern Fiction 

Reviews 67 T. A. SHIPPEY 78 

Notes on Contributors 89 Andrew Rutherford, ed. 
Early Verse by Rudyard 
Kipling 1879-1889 
MARTIN GREEN 79 

R. George Thomas 
Edward Thomas: A Portrait 
LESLIE NORRIS 81 

Gwyn Thomas 
Sorrow For Thy Sons 
PETER MILES 83 

Fleur Adcock 
Selected Poems 
GILLIAN CLARKE 85 

Roger Fowler 
Linguistic Criticism 
ANDREW HASSAM 87 

The Powys Review Number Nineteen 1986 Volume Viii 



i 

Almshouses and Dorchester Grammar School 



J. Lawrence Mitchell 

The Education of T. F. Powys 

One of the peculiarities of T. F. Powys's 
style is the way in which he combines sim-
plicity of subject and language with sophist-
tication of literary and philosophical refer-
ence and allusion. A couple of random 
examples will suffice to make the point: 

John Pardy had never been able to agree with 
Voltaire that the only true happiness was 
found in cultivating a garden ("John Pardy 
and the Waves", Fables, 82-3; 84-5) 
. . . when the donkey was feeding contentedly 
and philosophically, considering in the 
manner of Bishop Berkeley that the moor 
could never have had an existence unless he 
had been there, the mother rabbit stepped out 
of her burrow and thus addressed the ass. . . 
("The Ass and the Rabbit", Fables, 67-8; 70) 

That his wide and eclectic reading should be 
so self-consciously displayed some critics 
have found a fault. As it happens, I do not 
share this view, and rather delight in the 
insouciance with which Powys scatters his 
learning before us. Given, however, the 
obstrusiveness of that learning, it is strange 
that so little attention has been directed to its 
source, or even towards Powys's motivation 
for incorporating it into his fiction. In other 
words, should we not ask: What sort of edu-
cation, broadly speaking, made Powys the 
writer he became? In this paper, I will 
attempt an answer to that question, based 
upon my examination of many unpublished 
documents, as well as upon the published 
data.' At the same time, I will reconstruct 
an entirely new chronology of Powys's early 
years. 

The early schooling of Theodore Powys 
has never been presented in anything but the 
sketchiest of outlines. Even so meticulous a 
biographer as Graves (1983) found very little 
to go on, and has as a result sometimes slipped 

in his reconstruction of the details of the 
first twenty years of Powys's life. Of his 
schooling in Dorchester, Graves writes only: 
' 'Theodore, eight and a half years old in the 
summer of 1884, had been attending a 
school in Dorchester" (14). His failure to 
mention that the school was Dorchester 
Grammar School (henceforth DGS) prob-
ably reflects unwillingness to grant credence 
to unsubstantiated reports of his attendance 
there—especially at the age of eight and a 
half. In one account, Francis Powys tells 
how his father attended DGS and sat in the 
very seat once occupied by Thomas Hardy. 
Elsewhere the story gains embellishment, and 
we are given to understand that Theodore 
carved his initials below those of Hardy.2 It 
is a fine story with a nice symbolism that 
places Powys squarely in the tradition of as 
well as the seat of Hardy. Alas, it is quite 
without foundation, as Graves no doubt 
detected. Not that Powys never attended 
DGS—he did, though later than 1884. But 
Hardy never attended DGS. He went to 
the Dorchester British School, under Isaac 
Glandfield Last, in Greyhound Yard, from 
1850 to 1853. Then he moved to Last's new 
school, an independent "commercial acad-
emy" until 1856, when he left school for 
ever.3 

Now this is just the kind of story that 
Powys would have been capable of perpe-
trating in mischievous mood—but only, one 
suspects, if it had somehow cast him in a bad 
light. As it happens, Powys does seem to 
have been the ultimate source for the Hardy 
connection, though not with any intention 
of self-glorification—which would have 
been quite uncharacteristic. Asked by 
Charles Prentice of Chatto and Windus for 
some autobiographical material for pub-
licity purposes, Powys sent a typically short 
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and generally unilluminating statement— 
the sort of thing that reflects nothing quite 
so much as the author's unwillingness to say 
anything at all to reveal himself. Nonethe-
less, it was later incorporated by David 
Garnett into an article on TFP in The 
Borzoi, 1925. But in this short paragraph 
Powys does say that he "was at Dorchester 
Grammar School for a year or two", and 
adds parenthetically: " I think that's 
Hardy's school too" . From this casual 
observation there seems to have grown a 
legend of sorts, with Powys represented as 
following in the footsteps of the master, 
Hardy. There are affinities between the two 
—both were certainly pessimists of sorts, 
both wrote short stories as well as novels, 
both used dialect in their work, both left 
school around sixteen, and both are rather 
prone to show off the learning later acquir-
ed. The mistaken notion about Hardy's 
attendance at DGS almost certainly derives 
from the fact that DGS was endowed in 1579 
by one Thomas Hardye of Frampton. More-
over, Thomas Hardy, the novelist, was for 
many years a governor of the school (1909-
25), and "was always mindful of the role his 
namesake had played in its foundation" 
(Millgate, 1982, 460). 

The dates of his own attendance at the 
school may be, and have been, seen as relat-
ively unimportant within the larger bio-
graphical framework. Hitherto critics have 
considered it sufficient merely to note his 
attendance before passing on to an equally 
fleeting reference to his unhappy days at 
Sherborne Prep., and his sojourn at the 
school in Aldeburgh run by the father of 
Louis Wilkinson (henceforth LW). Yet 
there are a number of reasons why we should 
pay closer attention to this period of 
Powys's life. First of all, the factual and 
chronological details of one whose life was 
so markedly uneventful ought at least to be 
documented with scrupulous care, if for no 
other reason than that later events may be 
erroneously dated from the earlier 'facts'. 
Secondly, as can be amply demonstrated, 
ferreting out apparently trivial details can 
help reveal inconsistencies in the established 

'facts' and assumptions, and can lead to 
more important issues. Finally it is arguable 
that since Powys's formal education can 
reasonably be judged a failure, we ought to 
know as much about it as possible. How 
otherwise are we to explain the fact that 
Powys did not follow his father and older 
brothers to Cambridge? And how can we 
ignore a phase of his life that more or less 
determined his future for him, that excluded 
him from the professions, and that led him 
to try the life of a farmer? His relative lack 
of education cast a giant shadow across his 
life; it was never far from his consciousness 
(as is evidenced in the attack upon him that 
Theodore puts in the mouth of Llewelyn in 
"Theodore Examined by the Brethren": 
"You are not intelligent, you don't know 
the world, you don't know French, you 
can't spell" (Humfrey, 1980, 268); it con-
tributed in no small measure to his neg-
ative self-image (his feelings of inadequacy, 
of being an outcast and persecuted, even 
perhaps to his choice of a wife); and it cert-
ainly helped shape his career as a writer. In a 
letter to John Cowper Powys (henceforth 
JCP), some of his pent-up feelings about his 
education surface: 

Do I say things that you don't like, do I?— 
Very likely I do—but remember that I have 
been to a different kind of school to you and 
to Lulu. And not a very pretty one either—so 
forgive me. (TFP to JCP, 24 Sept. 1917) 

Of course, Powys has in mind what we 
might call the "school of hard knocks" or 
life itself. Sometimes, then, it suits Powys, 
in the role in which he cast himself, to exag-
gerate the differences in their education. It is 
this fact that colours some of his not alto-
gether reliable observations about his 
schooling or the lack thereof. But it is also 
outbursts of the sort cited above that 
encourage one to treat Powys's education as 
a topic broader than a listing, however 
precise, of the institutions attended. 

But, to begin with, we must establish 
firmly the period of Powys's attendance at 
DGS. While the Rev. Charles Powys served 
as curate to the Reverend Knipe at St Peter's 
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Church, Dorchester (1879-85), the family 
lived in Rothesay House, South Walks, just 
a short distance from the church. Some two 
years after they arrived, JCP and Littleton 
began attending a Dame's School near the 
Great Western station. Recalling his edu-
cation in a letter to LW, John alludes to this 
school: 

The mathematics I was taught by a Miss 
Osborne in Dorchester (where by the advice 
of Colonel Oldfield we learnt French by 
reading the 'Malheurs de Sophie'). (JCP to 
LW, 14 June 1959) 

It is likely that John did not begin at this 
school until the autumn of 1882, by which 
time he would have been approaching ten, 
since he refers to the happiness of his school-
free eighth and ninth years (see Autobio-
graphy, 56-7). Theodore never attended this 
school, though the family did not move to 
Montacute from Dorchester until the 
autumn of 1885. But could an eight or nine-
year old have been attending DGS? Yes, 
according to the records, pupils could begin 
as day boys or boarders at eight. However 
the terminus a quo is determined by the fact 
that the school had been closed since 1879 
and did not re-open until 18 January 1883. 
Powys would then have been eligible to 
attend by January 1884. So Graves's assert-
ion that he had been attending school in 
1884 is a perfectly reasonable one. It just 
happens to be wrong. There are two import-
ant sources of information about Powys at 
DGS—a single paragraph in an unpublished 
autobiographical manuscript at the Harry 
Ransom Research Centre, University of 
Texas, entitled "This is Thyself", and a 
letter to Powys's sister Gertrude, written on 
7 May 1941. The Texas manuscript I would 
date around 1914-15 in that it is part of the 
autobiographical piece Powys began in 
response to JCP's call for a contribution to 
the abortive "Three/Six Brothers Project". 
In the end, Theodore's contribution evolved 
into The Soliloquy of a Hermit (1916). In the 
manuscript he gives the following account: 

So far the world was a cake to be eaten by 
me, tea and dinner came to me and I ate. And 

sadness I did not know until I went to school. I 
was ten when this began. There was a country 
vicarage I went out of, and a Grammar School 
I went into. It was in the old town where we 
had once lived, but how changed—I saw all 
things with new eyes, eyes that were learning 
to fear. ("This is Thyself") 

If he were ten, this traumatic change in his 
life could have taken place no earlier than 
January 1886, and probably not until Sept-
ember 1886. The "country vicarage" could 
only be St Catherine's Vicarage, Monta-
cute, and the "Grammar School" none 
other than DGS. Independent corrobor-
ation is provided by the letter of 1941. 
Powys tells us that "I was at Dorchester 
Grammar School in the lowest form, taken 
there by Aunt Philippa [known as "Pippa' ' , 
she was Ralph Shirley's mother, and 
married to an Oxford Don] and taught by 
a Mr Kingdon who died aged 92 two years 
ago." Now this Mr Kingdon was, as I dis-
covered at the Dorset County Library, not 
just a teacher but H. N. Kingdon, the first 
Headmaster of the re-opened school. He 
held this post from 1883 until 1898. 

Who could have guessed that Theodore 
would be sent back to Dorchester to school 
when his two older brothers had already 
been enrolled for two years at Westbury 
House, Sherborne? There he would at least 
have enjoyed some comfort from the 
presence of his brothers, if not actual pro-
tection against the kind of bullying describ-
ed by JCP in his Autobiography. And Sher-
borne was far nearer than Dorchester, too; it 
was only about ten miles or so from Monta-
cute. Why, then, was Theodore sent off by 
himself to DGS? Earlier critics have, to 
some extent, chosen to interpret the facts of 
Theodore's education as early evidence of a 
desire to be different and of a stubborn det-
ermination to seek his own solitary path. 
But it is unlikely that a ten year old who had 
never been to school at all could be so single-
minded. No, it is far more likely that Theo-
dore was not sent at once to Sherborne 
because his parents knew from the exper-
ience of John and Littleton exactly the kind 
of reception he would get from the other 
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boys. And they must have decided that 
Theodore was not temperamentally suited 
to such a school. As later events proved, he 
was not. Dorchester, on the other hand, was 
a place comfortably familiar. Almost all 
Theodore's childhood memories until that 
time were associated with Dorchester: 
Rothesay House, his own "Bushes' 
Home", and St Peter's Church, etc. More-
over, DGS was located in South Street, next 
to the almshouse, Napper's Mite, in an area 
with which he would certainly have been 
familiar, since it was so close to his former 
home. Alas, things did not work out as they 
might have; the change of circumstances 
profoundly altered Theodore's perception 
of Dorchester. Of this first, unhappy exper-
ience of formal education, Theodore tells us 
little save a grotesque vignette of Mr 
Kingdon's mother: 

Odd things come to my mind, odd people. 
An old woman, the headmaster's mother, 
who taught us the Bible. She made at every 
lesson a rumbling noise somewhere in her 
belly. Her dress was silk and widely braided 
with black lace. Her body took up a great 
round place in the room. I saw her once in a 
picture—she was Madam Bubble trying to 
beg a thin, tired pilgrim to go with her to bed. 
I wondered while I listened to the Bible when 
the next rumble would come. And this noise is 
the only thing that I think is worth remember-
ing about my school life. ("This is Thyself") 

According to the chronology given in his 
1941 letter to Gertrude, Theodore only spent 
three terms at DGS, and "during most of 
one of those terms I was ill of jaundice". 
Unfortunately, I have not been able to verify 
from the DGS archives the dates of Theo-
dore's attendance. I am told by Major B. G. 
Kirby that many of the earliest records were 
lost or destroyed. Even Powys himself is less 
than certain about the duration of his stay at 
DGS, saying cautiously: "I think I was there 
three terms". But his tenth birthday fell on 
20 December 1885, so he may have begun in 
the second term (January 1886) or, more 
likely, started with the new academic year in 
September 1886. In any case, there is docu-
mentary evidence of when he began at 
Acreman House (to which Sherborne Prep. 

had moved in 1885); so it is clear that either 
he spent longer at DGS than he recalls or 
that he was out of school altogether for 
more than one term. If he began, as I 
suspect, in September 1886, there is only 
one extra term to be accounted for (that is, 
he was at school for four terms or he was out 
for two). 

With the help of Robin Lindsay, the 
current Headmaster of Sherborne Prepara-
tory School, I have been able to secure a 
copy of an extract from a book compiled by 
Littleton Powys, and kept from 1905 
onwards. At the back of the book there is a 
list of the dates at which boys joined the 
school, going as far back as 1880, arranged 
by term. The parents' address is given, and 
the names of day boys are marked with a 
star. Theodore Powys is entry number 122 
for the second term of the academic year 
1887-8 (i.e. January 1888). He was one of 
three new boys that term—another interest-
ingly, being Chas. A. W. Pope of South 
Walks, Dorchester, the son of Alfred Pope, 
original member of the Dorset Natural 
History and Antiquarian Field Club, J.P. 
for Dorset, and author of The Old Stone 
Crosses of Dorset (1906). Could he have 
been a friend of Theodore's, also transfer-
ring from DGS? This documentation is con-
sistent with Powys's statement in the 1941 
letter that he was twelve by the time he went 
to the Prep. Now we know from the Potocki 
typescript4 that Theodore left the Prep, in 
April 1889, since he received a Book of 
Ballads from the Headmaster, W. H. Blake, 
inscribed: "April 8, 1889, leaving Sher-
borne Prep." Therefore Powys's recollect-
ion in his letter to his sister that "I went to 
the Prep for three terms . . . I had measles 
one of those terms and went to Weymouth 
to stay with Cousin Mary and I suppose 
Grandmother" is only slightly off the mark. 
In fact, he was a pupil at the school for four 
terms. This is a very different picture from 
that established by Graves, who has 
Theodore attending the Prep, from 1885 to 
1889. But I must stress that his would be a 
perfectly reasonable reconstruction in the 
absence of the details available to me. 
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What sort of experience did Theodore 
have at Acreman House? The only eye-wit-
ness account is that of JCP in his Autobio-
graphy, a record that has to be treated with 
caution in matters of fact and in dates, but is 
nevertheless useful here for the precious 
glimpses it affords us of life at school. John 
and Littleton had spent three years at the 
Prep. (1883-86), and had acquitted them-
selves well, albeit in different ways, in spite 
of initial bullying. John had proven himself 
as a scholar, graduating "Head of the 
Prep."—that is the best boy academically; 
and Littleton, a natural and enthusiastic 
athlete from the beginning, had captained 
both the rugby and the cricket teams in his 
last year. Perhaps, then, there were expect-
ations at the school about the new Powys 
boy that Theodore could not possibly have 
fulfilled. But at least Theodore was not 
entirely isolated from his brothers, who 
were after all in the same small town. JCP 
conjures up a vivid picture of his younger 
brother: "in his Prep, straw-hat and his 
Eton jacket he would await us at the top of 
the hill for our Sunday afternoon walk." If 
only there were a photograph! John ob-
viously felt sympathy for his brother, des-
cribing how "those mournful grey eyes 
under that straw h a t . . . used to turn to us as 
we came hurrying up that hill" (349). And 
he asked with passion: "If I suffered when I 
first went to school, what must Theodore, so 
much more predisposed to suffering, have 
gone through?" (349). It may be that Theo-
dore was never even subjected to the overt 
bullying endured by John, but he seems to 
have been decidedly unsuited to the com-
munal life, or at least to the sporting variety 
thereof which flourished at Acreman House 
under a headmaster who had been a Cam-
bridge Rugby Blue. 

No wonder that John and Theodore could 
agree, as they reclined in the Lenty meadows 
one day "that it would be far better to be a 
navvy on the railway track than to be at 
school" (99); and no wonder too that Little-
ton, to whom school life was professedly 
congenial, chose to omit any reference to 
Theodore in his chapter entitled "School-

Days" in The Joy of It. Yet it would be 
unfair to leave the impression that the Head-
master, Blake, was nothing but an unthink-
ing 'hearty'. He also had literary inclinat-
ions, and encouraged reading and the 
appreciation of poetry among his pupils; he 
would even read to them himself. Gourlay 
(1974) describes him as "a man of enterprise 
and vigour"; and it appears that he may 
have been distantly related to the Powys 
family. He was a Norfolk man and a 
descendant of Admiral Robert Blake, as was 
Louis Wilkinson. In Swan's Milk, LW 
refers to the "brave rebelling blood of 
Robert Blake" in his family, or rather in 
that of his alter ego, Dexter Foothood (22), 
and claims that "he himself and the Powyses 
were related vaguely by a descent from 
Admiral Blake''. The only record of Blake's 
treatment of Theodore is the book he gave 
him as a going-away present, apparently a 
personal gift, not a school prize; but in the 
light of the tenuous family connection and 
the encouragement he offered to John, it is 
reasonable to assume that Blake took a more 
than ordinary interest in this latest member 
of the Powys clan. It cannot have been the 
fault of Blake that Theodore did not manage 
to stay the course at the Prep. 

Graves's account of the circumstances of 
Theodore's departure gives the impression 
that he left "when it was time for him to 
leave" and directly (i.e. at the beginning of 
the next academic year) "went on . . . to a 
boarding school at Aldeburgh in Suffolk" 
(19). In fact, he did not finish the academic 
year at all, but left at the end of the second 
term—prima facie evidence that his dep-
arture was precipitated by something out of 
the ordinary. Whether it was further illness, 
Theodore's state of mind, or merely parent-
al unhappiness at his lack of progress, we 
cannot be absolutely certain. However, 
there are indications that psychological 
stress was probably the major factor. Theo-
dora Scutt tells me in private correspond-
ence that his experience at Sherborne nearly 
drove him to a nervous breakdown; and we 
have his own testimony that "sadness I did 
not know until I went to school". Theobser-
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vations of JCP in his Autobiography and of 
LW in "Some Memories of T. F. Powys" 
are in substantial agreement on this matter. 
So the painful pattern established at Dor-
chester Grammar School had now been 
repeated. Just how much Theodore learned 
at the Prep., it is hard to say. The school 
offered Latin and French; and one can only 
presume that he took these subjects there. 
"When I look back at the p a s t . . . I do not 
care . . . whether I have ever learned Latin" 
Powys himself remarks in The Soliloquy of 
a Hermit,—a statement which suggests 
some exposure to the language. Even the 
loyal Littleton conceded that in those days 
"the standard of work at the Prep was not 
very high", and that Mathematics was not 
well taught. So Theodore's later claim that 
"I never reached a form in which anything 
but simple arithmetic was taught" may not 
be far from the truth. It is very doubtful that 
he was academically well enough prepared 
to follow his brothers to Sherborne School 
itself, even had he wished to do so. 

What was to be done? The fragility of his 
mental health and the uncertainty of his 
parents as to an appropriate solution no 
doubt contributed to the length of time he 
was kept out of school. For rather more than 
a year he remained at home, though his edu-
cation was not entirely neglected. Theodore 
recalls with pleasure, for example, "doing 
lessons" with Gertrude under the guidance 
of Miss Frances Beales, governess at Monta-
cute (letter from TFP to GP, 21 July 1893). 
Perhaps it was during this period that the 
ties of special affection between Theodore 
and Gertrude were first established. John 
and Littleton, despite their differences of 
temperament, had always been at school 
together, and this was a bond between them, 
and an experience from which Theodore was 
excluded. Graves suggests a growing 
affinity between John and Theodore while 
they were both at school in Sherborne: 
"When Theodore was so desperately un-
happy at the Sherborne Prep. . . . John had 
tried to cheer him up by reading out to him 
the first chapter of a dashing romance in 
which Theodore appeared, under another 

name, as the head of a band of smugglers" 
(21). Now this example is drawn from a 
letter of John's to Llewelyn (12 October 
[1931]); and John places the writing of the 
story from "the first year we were at Monta-
cute when Katie was about to approach to 
birth"—that is 1886. At this time, my 
chronology shows, Theodore was not at the 
Prep.; early in the year he was probably at 
home and quite happy, and later in the year 
he was at DGS, and not so happy. Yet the 
date itself is by no means as certain as John's 
statement seems to suggest; for, in his Auto-
biography, he locates the composition of the 
story after Theodore "had been transferred 
to the Wilkinson's School at Aldeburgh" 
(141), in which case the date would have to 
be no earlier than June 1890. 

It was after the Summer term half-break 
that Theodore arrived in Aldeburgh to begin 
attending Eaton House School, as the Wilk-
inson's school was called. The choice of 
Eaton House for Theodore proved a fortuit-
ous one. Although the school was far from 
the family home, it was within relatively 
easy reach of Theodore's maternal grand-
parents in Northwold and his uncle at 
Yaxham (the Rev. William Cowper Johnson 
was Rector of Northwold from 1880-92; his 
son, Cowper Johnson, Mary's brother, 
took over his father's parish at Yaxham in 
1881 and remained there until 1915). The 
Headmaster and proprietor of the school 
was the Rev. Walter G. Wilkinson, with 
whose family there was also a connection of 
sorts through Theodore's mother. There 
had been contact between the Johnson and 
the Wilkinson families for many years, 
going back to the days of Johnny Johnson 
and earlier. For example, young Walter G. 
Wilkinson read the lessons for the Rev. W. 
C. Johnson at Yaxham in 1844. But the link 
between the Johnsons and the Emras (Mrs 
Wilkinson's maiden name was Charlotte 
Elizabeth Emra) is far less certain. For a 
time one of Mrs Wilkinson's sisters was 
governess at Yaxham (perhaps Maria, the 
eldest, who never married). But it is highly 
unlikely that Mrs Wilkinson, who was born 
in 1842, and Mrs Powys, who was born in 
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1849, could have been' ' friends in girlhood" 
as LW describes them in "Some Memories 
of T. F. Powys" or "best friendts]" as 
Graves, citing a letter of John's, puts it, 
given the disparity in their ages. LW is a little 
more credible in his account in Swan 'sMilk: 
"His mother [that of Dexter Foothood, the 
alter ego of LW] remained a romantic figure 
of her past [Mary Cowper Johnson's]; with 
her she read poetry, with her she first real-
ized it. Those were the days of Mrs Powys's 
courtship" (238). As best as I can recon-
struct, the two women never met until after 
the Wilkinson's marriage in 1867; Mary 
Cowper Johnson, as she then was, visited 
Mrs Wilkinson in Lowestoft in 1869, when 
the latter would have been pregnant with 
Christabel, and reported her well. In her 
letter of October 1869, writing to her 
brother, Mary also makes some catty 
remarks which hardly confirm an impress-
ion of friendship. She writes: "Fancy Mrs 
Wilk. having an infant, only think of it with 
hooked nose and screwed mouth!" But 
more than twenty years later, it must have 
been with relief that Mrs Powys remember-
ed the Wilkinsons and their school, as she 
and her husband wrestled with the problem 
of Theodore's education. LW's full account 
of what happened is worth including at this 
point, because it has been the basis of almost 
all other statements about the circumstances 
of Theodore's transfer to Eaton House: 

Why T. F. Powys, at his age, was at a Prep-
aratory School I did not know and I was not 
curious enough to enquire; but the reason was 
that his mother and mine had been friends in 
girlhood and Theodore had not been happy at 
the school where he formerly was. So his 
mother asked if he could come to my father's 
in spite of his age. ("Some Memories of T. F. 
Powys," Sewell, 10) 

It is true that Theodore's presence at a Prep, 
school well beyond his fourteenth birthday 
would ordinarily constitute something of an 
anomaly, if we think in terms of the modern 
Prep, school. But nineteenth century Preps, 
were not so bound by regulations as they 
became in the twentieth century. Moreover, 
Theodore was by no means the only over-

age boy at Eaton House, then or in later 
years. When he first arrived, there was 
already one fifteen year-old there, who was 
admitted in the Autumn term to Bradfield 
College in the fifth form. And photographs 
taken no more than four years after Theo-
dore left show a number of suspiciously big 
boys, at least one sporting a moustache! 

Theodore was placed in the third form. 
With him he brought a cricket bat, and, he 
wrote to Gertrude, "I was treated with 
respect owing to that bat and owing to my 
being fourteen years old." The eight year 
old LW had begun at the school just over a 
term earlier, in January 1890, and two 
forms lower, in the Remove. One could 
hardly expect that either boy would remem-
ber much of the other, even in a school 
which never had more than thirty five boys. 
But LW recalled: " . . . it was only because of 
the unusualness of his age that I took notice 
of him . . . I remember him as a big, heavy 
boy because I was a small one. I remember 
his gravity, his slow movements, and his 
low-toned voice.''5 Theodore, with a charac-
teristic sense of mischief, claimed to remem-
ber punching LW because he was the head-
master's son, but the alleged victim dis-
counts the story as a Theodorian invention. 
However, Theodore was happy at Eaton 
House, as his letters revealed. He told John, 
for example, that "he was treated as boys 
should be treated". {Autobiography, 266) 
Perhaps it was the high quality of the food 
(notoriously bad at English boarding 
schools) that prompted this remark; he told 
LW that it was so good that he didn't think 
Louis's father could have made much 
money from the school. But his pleasure at 
being left largely to his own devices may also 
have been a contributing factor. "Some of 
my time there I spent in writing in a plain 
simple copy-book. That seemed a quiet 
employment and I enjoyed it ," he recalled 
for Gertrude in 1941. Thanks to Theodore's 
frugality and hatred of wasting paper, this 
very copy-book has survived.6 It is a black 
soft-covered notebook, 7 by 9, containing 
an odd jumble of entries. After writing 
"T . F. Powys / Montacute / Bob Powys" 
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on the paste-down, he began copying Lord 
Macaulay's "The Battle of Lake Regullus" 
(from Lays of Ancient Rome) on the first 
page, in a large, careful, but manifestly 
immature, hand. The poem required nearly 
thirty seven pages, and at the end of it, just 
before he began Longfellow's "A Psalm of 
Life", Theodore inscribed the date "1890/ 
8 of December''. He was in his second term 
at Eaton House. Like many a schoolboy, his 
copying was by no means faultless; and care-
ful scrutiny of his work reveals evidence of 
pencil correction in an unknown hand—no 
doubt the work of a teacher. It is unlikely to 
have been the work of the headmaster, who 
was indeed something of a recluse, and only 
took real interest in those who showed 
ability in Latin and Greek. 

Theodore followed "A Psalm of Life" 
with "The Song of Hiawatha", and later 
added Kipling's "Mandalay" and "Tommy 
Tomlinson". Such poems would have been 
in vogue at the time, so their selection for 
copying is not necessarily indicative of 
Theodore's taste in poetry. Yet, given the 
dearth of material on his early life, 
especially at school, these poems at least 
deserve mention. "The Battle of Lake 
Regallus", however, seems to have been a 
standard assignment. LW recalls how an 
imaginative friend told him, as they broke 
stones on the beach, that inside were 
"impressions of scenes attended by the 
stones in their earliest existence". (Swan's 
Milk, 91) The interior of one, he insisted, 
was "The Battle of Lake Regullus". 

By way of contrast, John was reading 
Tennyson in 1890-1, and Littleton, obvious-
ly in training to be a schoolmaster, was pre-
occupied with books about fishing. Twelve 
years later, when Theodore did some lectur-
ing at two South Coast girls' schools in East-
bourne and West Brighton,7 he included 
Macaulay and Longfellow among his 
authors. In the notes of those lectures, he 
makes special mention of Macaulay's 
"Suffolk time", and offers the opinion that 
"we can admire but not love [him]". Long-
fellow he sees as "a kind of old priest". One 
assumes that Kipling would have been 

deemed too indecorous for schoolgirls, for 
by then Theodore owned a copy of Barrack 
Room Ballads (11th ed., 1897), and could 
certainly have lectured on Kipling too. In 
any case, Theodore's earliest literary lean-
ings seem to have been towards poetry 
rather than fiction. But this predilection is 
not unusual in the budding fiction writer— 
as one can see from JCPs' first two books, 
both volumes of poetry. However, the 
Kipling influence, if we can call it that, in-
volved more than the reading of his poetry. 
There is one remarkable unpublished story 
from the World War 1 period, "The 
Coward", which suggests that Kipling's 
short stories made some contribution, albeit 
minor, towards Theodore's development as 
a writer.8 

The entire time Theodore spent at Eaton 
House—three and a half terms in 1890 and 
1891—he remained in the third of six forms. 
Only one other boy shared this dubious dist-
inction. For the most part, there seems to 
have been a great deal of movement from 
form to form—a fact which, when coupled 
with the smallness of forms (on average, five 
to six), suggests the kind of openness of 
structure and flexibility possible in a small 
school. LW's progress provides an interest-
ing example; in the space of a little over a 
year he moved from two forms below Theo-
dore to one form above ('Shell'). Obvious-
ly, Theodore, was not up to scratch 
academically, even in comparison with 
much younger pupils. Yet careful reading of 
the record shows that he did in fact make 
considerable progress in his new school, 
giving credence thereby to Walter Wilkin-
son's claim that "the experience of many 
years has, I think, taught us how to interest 
boys in their work".9 School records, 
obtained through the kind offices of Mrs 
Sylvia Belle of Orwell Park School (the 
successor to Eaton House), show that in his 
first term Theodore was placed fifth out of 
six in his form, and based on total marks, 
twenty sixth out of thirty one pupils in the 
school. However, at the end of the Autumn 
Term, 1890, he was second in his form, had 
the sixth highest marks in the school, and 
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won first prize for English History. Quite a 
transformation! In the Spring Term, 1891, 
he was again second in the class (this time to 
the fast-rising Louis), and moved up to the 
third in the school, behind Louis, who also 
took First Prize for Industry and First Prize 
for Classics. The dirty little swot! Perhaps it 
was about this time that Theodore felt like 
punishing his future friend, even if he never 
actually did so. Again, in his final term, 
Theodore was second in the class (Louis had 
been promoted), fifth overall, and won, 
appropriately enough for the future author 
of An Interpretation of Genesis, First Prize 
for Scripture History, probably Lion-
Hearted: The Story of Bishop Hannington's 
Life (1890).10 In later years, Littleton paid 
tribute to his mother's role in the family 
knowledge of the Bible, pointing out that 
"each of us had won Scripture Prizes at 
school". But until now there has never been 
any documentation of Theodore's success in 
this or any other academic area. Theodore's 
father also, of course, contributed signific-
antly to his biblical knowledge. Perhaps 
Theodore was thinking of his own father 
when he writes of John Glidden's father in 
the story, "In Good Earth": 

He had taught his son at an early age . . . to 
read from an old book that, until recently, 
had been the constant evening companion of 
both the son and the father. There was a 
certain short story written there that had 
always pleased John which he had read often 
enough and knew by heart—the story of a 
sower who went forth to sow his seed. (The 
Two Thieves, 24-5; 25) 
Apart from his unsurprising success in 

Scripture History, what are we to make of 
Theodore's final experience of school? 
Well, his work improved dramatically in 
what seems to have been the right climate of 
learning for him. And his own self-
confidence must have increased too. No 
child likes to fail, after all. Perhaps that was 
the wisdom of keeping him in the same form 
—better to succeed at a lower level than to 
fail at progressively higher levels. Yet, no 
serious estimate of his accomplishments, 
however dramatic in the context of earlier 
failure, could have disguised the fact that 

Theodore still lagged behind his peers. No 
doubt, after consultation with the school 
and soliciting Theodore's own views, his 
anxious parents reluctantly determined to 
end his formal education. The decision 
would not have been reached lightly; for it 
meant the end also of any possibility of his 
entering the professions, especially the 
Church. Theodore's father, interestingly, 
had also been "a late developer",11 as 
Gourlay (1974) points out, and did not go to 
Sherborne as did his older brother, Little-
ton. Nonetheless, his "patchwork edu-
cation" did not seriously impede him, and 
he obtained a Second Class degree in 
Mathematics from Corpus Christi College, 
Cambridge. For Theodore, however, it 
would barely be an exaggeration to say that 
his real education did not begin until after he 
left school! 

Eaton House School was situated at the 
north end of Aldeburgh in a quiet area not 
far from the sea. It occupied two adjacent 
properties, Eaton House and Darfield 
House, with some two acres of garden on the 
slope behind them. Eaton House itself was, 
and remains, a large, ornately columned, 
and rather unattractive, three storey sand-
stone edifice; it contained the dormitory, 
and, in a flat-roofed annexe, the school-
room, originally built as a museum. Dar-
field House contained a recreation room, a 
gymnasium, and staff rooms. The school 
rented some nearby land as a cricket field (so 
Theodore would have had the opportunity 
to try his cricket bat). Tennis, golf, and cyc-
ling were also available to the boys. The 
school had begun at Lowestoft, the earliest 
reference to it being an entry in a Johnson 
family diary for 1869: "Their school is in-
creasing so much they have scarcely room in 
their house for 18 boys". It moved to Cresp-
igny House, Aldeburgh in 1870, and was 
formally organized as a school of 24 boys. It 
had only been at Eaton House for six years 
when Theodore arrived, but was flourish-
ing, and sent its pupils on to such distin-
guished Public Schools as Eton, Hailey-
bury, Uppingham, and Wellington, as well 
as to many of the minor Public Schools. 
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Eaton House School, Aldeburgh 

There must have been a distinctive sense 
of community, even family, at the school 
that endeared itself to Theodore. In some 
ways, it was a kind of extended family in that 
LW had no fewer than five cousins 
attending while he was there, the children of 
his mother's married sisters and brother: 
Roderick and Alexander McDougall, 
Richard Ferrand, Eustace Jones, and Cyril 
Emra. Christabel Wilkinson (1869-95), 
LW's older sister also taught at the school, 
and Mrs Wilkinson served as Head Matron 
—though she had an under-Matron, Mrs 
Rimmer (she appears as Mrs Ringer in 
Swan's Milk). Mrs Wilkinson made a deep 
impression on young Theodore, providing 
the kind of maternal warmth that he so 
badly needed. His letters to LW in subse-
quent years repeatedly allude to Mrs Wilkin-
son with fondness and appreciation. In 
1916, after she had read The Soliloquy of a 
Hermit, Theodore told LW " . . .it means a 

great deal to me that she likes i t" (24 April 
1916). In 1923 he recalled playing cards with 
her at Deepdene [the family home]; and 
after her death in 1931, he wrote to LW: "I 
shall always remember her kindness to me 
. . . " I n the flirtatious Christabel, Theo-
dore found his first love. She was a beautiful 
young woman (as photographs confirm) 
with "hair of an auburn undertone". Of 
course, Theodore's could have been no 
more than a schoolboy crush, the education 
of the heart. She was already nearly twenty 
one when Theodore first arrived at Eaton 
House; he was fourteen and a half. She was a 
"tutor", as the teachers were called, and he 
was a pupil. She was regarded by the other 
mistresses as "an unsettling influence", and 
probably was! According to LW "nearly all 
of the older boys were more or less in love 
with her" (Swan'sMilk, 94). Alas, she died 
of tubercular laryngitis in Davos, Switzer-
land, in November 1895. 
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Just before she left England for the sanat-
orium in Davos, Christabel received a 
photo-album as a present from one of the 
older boys, James or 'Jammy' Swinburne. 
He overlapped with Theodore for only one 
term, and won a reputation as a keen amat-
eur photographer. The album is inscribed 
"Chris E. Wilkinson from J. K. Swinburne 
/ March 10th 1895"; so the photographs 
themselves can safely be dated around the 
same time. One of them shows a school 
group reclining on the grass after lawn 
tennis, with Christabel in the centre in a 
white blouse and boater, and Swinburne 
nearby in white flannels and striped blazer. 
Most interesting, perhaps, is the photo-
graph of the dormitory. The resolution of 
the original is excellent, and shows details 
that would hardly have changed in the four 
years since Theodore left. Along each wall 
of a half-panelled and wood-beamed room 
ran a row of beds; the centre aisle stood a 
row of wash-basins. There were no cup-
boards, just hooks behind each bed on 
which to hang belongings. And upon the 
walls were emblazoned a series of morally 
uplifting injunctions—among them' 'What-
soever ye do, Do all to the glory of God", 
"Overcome Evil with Good", and "Not My 
Will But Thine Be Done". Even the slanting 
wooden beams were not ignored; each bore 
a single word: "Diligence", "Sincerity", 
"Humility", etc. It is intriguing to think 
that such messages may have had some sub-
liminal effect upon Theodore, or to imagine 
him gazing up at the one above his head— 
"Humility" perhaps? 

In his adult years, Theodore did not 
forget Eaton House, Aldeburgh, or the 
people he met there. Responding to some 
observation by LW, he writes: "I remember 
Eustace Jones [LW's cousin, and a pupil at 
Eaton House]. I commend him for leaving 
the Bank . . . His father I remember too. He 
had thick black garments and a soul some-
what dormant" (27 Dec. 1910). Comment-
ing upon as trivial matter as the stamp on 
one of LW's letters, he writes: "What a fine 
old fellow in the stamp! He looks like the 
King of Siam in the poem that you rejoiced 

your heart in at Eaton House" (20 Feb. 
1915). And a reading of Swan's Milk, that 
odd fictional autobiography, evokes a flood 
of memories: "All of your early life brings 
back to me so much of my own that I seem to 
have another life given to me as I read of 
these happenings at Eaton House. Had that 
old Gardener—I have forgotten the name— 
a hand in the picture?" (2 Feb. 1934). The 
picture referred to was an obscene drawing 
in the latrines at Eaton House, the scandal 
of which is enthusiastically described in 
Chapter 2 of Swan's Milk. There, LW 
dismisses Theodore as a possible culprit on 
the grounds that he could not draw well 
enough, and ' 'besides, could never have had 
that pagan candour" (44). 

When Theodore returned to Montacute in 
the summer of 1891, he knew that he had 
reached an important turning point in life, 
for his schooldays were unequivocally over. 
But what did the future hold? That 
remained to be decided by him and his 
parents. At least he had acquitted himself 
well enough at Eaton House to erase some of 
the self-doubt and parental anxiety that 
must have been provoked by his experiences 
at Dorchester Grammar School and at Sher-
borne Prep. While at home, he spent a good 
deal of time with John. They enjoyed the 
'adult' pleasures of tobacco, made night-
time expeditions into Stoke Wood and 
began "fooling with firearms", as John put 
it (Autobiography, 164). John had secretly 
bought a revolver as protection against the 
anticipated intrusion of College rowdies 
into his room at Cambridge, and shared his 
secret with Theodore. John says that Theo-
dore "by this time had left the Wilkinson 
School in Suffolk, and had gone, as a pupil 
in farming, to a village in that same county'' 
(164). Here again we see the unreliability of 
John's dating of events. He went up to 
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge in the 
Autumn of 1891; but Theodore did not 
begin his farm-training until 1 March 1892, 
on the evidence of his diary for that year 
(now at the Harry Ransom Research Centre, 
University of Texas). 
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For some understanding of how Theo-
dore ended up back in Suffolk, and only a 
few miles from the school he had just left, we 
are once again indebted to LW. In "Some 
Memories of T. F. Powys" he writes: 

A few years later, he decided to be a farmer, 
and again his mother wrote to mine, asking if 
she knew of any farm where Theodore could 
learn the business. My mother's sister's hus-
band had a farm about ten miles from us, at 
Rendham in Suffolk, and it was there that 
Theodore went. This uncle-by-marriage of 
mine was very much an amateur farmer, losing 
money steadily year by year, so he could 
hardly have been a competent instructor. But 
Theodore did learn something about farming 
(10). 

Who was this unnamed "uncle-by-
marriage" whose "pupil in farming" Theo-
dore would be for more than two years? 
LW's mother had five married sisters, but 
only one, so the electoral rolls show, farmed 
in Rendham—Arthur McDougall, whose 
sons, Roderick and Alexander, had been 
Theodore's contemporaries at Eaton 
House. The McDougall family lived at Hill 
House, a substantial property set back from 
the road and secluded by trees, on a road 
that ran north-east out of Rendham popul-
ation 336 in 1891). South of the house was 
the Smithy, and just to the north, Rendham 
Green. Arthur McDougall was a consider-
able property-holder in the neighbourhood 
and active in local affairs, eventually 
becoming a Justice of the Peace. He also 
owned historic Dernford Hall Farm in 
Sweffling, the site of the Manor of 
Dernford. This fact is of some importance in 
the history of Theodore's farming activities 
because Dernford Hall Farm is just up the 
Glemham Road from White House Farm, 
where Theodore was to begin farming for 
himself some three years after his arrival in 
Rendham. Theodore in fact spent some of 
his time at Dernford Hall Farm, helping 
James Ellis, McDougall's bailiff there. So 
the choice of White House Farm placed 
Theodore conveniently close to the property 
of his mentor, Arthur McDougall. How-
ever, by 1895, the bailiff was one John Row. 

It is reasonable to suppose then that the 
fictional "John Roe" who figures so prom-
inently in Mark Only and "The Two 
Thieves" had his genesis in Theodore's next-
door neighbour, McDougall's bailiff. In an 
interview with Claude Luke, Powys recalled 
in 1936: "I wrote one story around a real 
character, a Suffolk labourer named John 
Roe, who undoubtedly had the noblest spirit 
of any man I have known" ("Why I Have 
Given Up Writing", John O'London's 
Weekly, 23 October 1936). Now we know 
just who he was. 

Theodore has, atypically, left us three 
accounts of his arrival in Rendham. His 
diary entry for Tuesday, 1 March 1892, is 
the most cryptic: "Arrived here, snow beg-
inning of bad weather''. But in the same black 
note-book into which he had copied poems 
at school, he wrote a fuller account: 
' 'Arrived safe at Rendham / Spent a happy 
evening Went / to bed. good beginning". 
Finally, there is a much fuller, albeit slightly 
fictionalized, account in "This is Thyself", 
in which Mr McDougall appears as Mr 
Elsley: 

I did not go to a farmer to learn farming; I 
went to a gentleman who always tried to farm 
and never could succeed. This poor man 
found farming a continual drain upon his 
capital, and he was forced to make burrows 
into his capital like a rabbit every time he had 
a bad harvest, which was almost every year. 

The groom met me at the station the first 
night I arrived, and for supper I tasted beer 
for the first time. I thought it very nasty. In 
the morning I was shown the room where 
breakfast was to be, and where Mr Elsey read 
prayers. 

The diary provides the best account of 
day-to-day activities on the farm. It is clear 
that Theodore was to learn both by obser-
vation and by participation; so from the first 
we find him sharing in all the hum-drum 
tasks of the farm: cutting wood, dressing 
sheep, setting folds, spreading mole-hills, 
chopping beets, etc. And with the solemnity 
of youth, he faithfully records useful tips to 
be remembered: 
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single Iambs have to have their tails cut off 
earlier than doubles because they soon grow 
fat. 
always be careful to cut off young shoots off 
beets as they kill lambs as quick as anything. 

Theodore took a particular interest in 
sheep, and often visited Mr [Alfred] 
Chambers on the adjoining Grange Farm to 
learn more. Even at this early date, it seems, 
he was planning to include sheep on his own 
farm, when he got one. The vision of himself 
as shepherd is a persistent one, and probably 
had something to do with his desire to go 
into farming in the first place. It is part of 
the sense of self he was shaping, as well as a 
mission in life, an alternative pastoral role. 
We see it most vividly and explicitly in the 
moving description of his first efforts at 
White House Farm: 

I intended to begin farming with sheep, 
with ewes and I would tend them myself. I 
bought them at the further end of the county 
and they arrived by the Cattle train at 1 in the 
morning [at Saxmundham station]. As I 
drove these tired beasts the three miles to my 
farm my thoughts were in the East. I was 
David and was watching my Father's sheep in 
the plains. The beasts and I were alone under 
the stars, they were friendly and loved me and 
filled the road with the soft pattering of their 
feet, my heart was bubbling with hope, I 
longed to pass my life as a shepherd watching 
the sheep, and I shut the gate of their field and 
leaned over it watching them lying down, 
and they formed a half circle round the gate, 
and looked at me with their pleading tired 
eyes. ("This is Thyself", Ch. ii) 

No wonder, then, that images of sheep/ 
shepherd/flock recur throughout The 
Soliloquy of a Hermit, many sections of 
which had their origin in "This is Thyself". 
Some are vividly remembered impressions 
direct from Theodore's farming experience: 

And I remember a night in winter when I 
saw a white lamb lying quite dead under a 
clear moon. (54) 
and in one place I saw the half-eaten carcase 
of a sheep. (74) 

Others are rather more figurative, as in: 

The priests who also know their duty have to 
keep the gods away from the flock, for fear 
the flock might give away some of its wool or 
perhaps even a ewe lamb, here and there, 
without a priest's blessing. (81) 

Inevitably too, the self-as-shepherd makes 
an appearance in his fiction. What, for 
example, is the usual name of the shepherd 
in his short stories? Shepherd Poose—that is 
"Powys" with a Suffolk accent! Often this 
character has a minor role, but in two stories 
—"Thy Beautiful Flock" and "A Pretty 
Babe" (both Christmas stories, not coin-
cidentally)—he is central to the plot. And in 
the fable of "The Dog and The Lantern" 
Shepherd Poose is seen by his dog as a truly 
god-like figure, as he puts a lame ewe out of 
its misery: 

Here indeed . . . is God Almighty because 
he saves or destroys as he chooses. {Fables, 
97; 101) 

To help in grasping the full import of this 
point, it is necessary to cite JCP's profound-
ly insightful statement in a letter to LW: 

he took God or projected God out of himself 
and made God his other self, and, as God was 
made out of himself, God's character and 
God's peculiarities were Theodore's. God in 
fact was another Theodore. (JCP to LW, 24 
Oct. 1956) 
There was not much time for recreation at 

Rendham, but occasionally there is mention 
in the diary of a walk with Mrs McDougall in 
Deadman's Lane (a place that crops up, so 
to speak, in "The Painted Wagon" and 
"The Suet Pudding"), a bird-shooting 
expedition, or a visit to church on Sunday 
(sometimes even two!) However, it was 
while he was learning to farm in East Anglia 
that Theodore began a broader programme 
of self-education, of literary and philosoph-
ical reading. In the beginning, at Rendham, 
he seems to have thrown himself purposively 
into reading such 'practical' books as 
Morton's Handbooks of the Farm, No 11. 
The Crops (5th ed., April 1892), which he 
purchased soon after publication, and an-
notated with an alternative cycle of crop 
rotation.12 If the surviving volumes in the 



16 The Education of T. F. Powys 

Bissell collection are fairly complete, the 
shift of interest from ploughing to poetry is 
first observable with a gift from Gertrude in 
November 1894, of Shelley's The Lyrics and 
Minor Poems. By 1896, now established in 
Sweffling. Theodore became one of the 
prime movers to establish a Library in the 
village. At first, he was asked to serve as lib-
rarian and to keep the books at his place. 
The Parish Council minutes record his 
acceptance, and his continued involvement 
with the Library until 1901. The culmination 
of the project came with the establishment 
of a "Reading Room" (so marked on early 
large-scale ordnance survey maps) to the 
north of the windmill. Without discounting 
the desires of working men for access to 
books, it is hard not to see in the Library 
project a strategy of Theodore's to cultivate 
his mind as well as his fields. During his six 
years at Sweffling (1895-1901) in fact he 
says: "I fear I was too often in the shade of a 
tree, reading, when I should have been 
among the furrows" ("Why I Have Given 
Up Writing", John O'London's Weekly, 23 
October 1936). Even if we do not accept this 
statement entirely at face value, there is still 
irony in the fact that it was in the isolation of 
the countryside that Theodore should have 
found the inspiration towards self-edu-
cation. And because there, he was his own 
teacher, his books became a part of him in a 
way that might never have occurred, had he 
followed his brothers to Cambridge. 

Most of his own early acquisition of 
books appears to have occurred in the years 
1895-1901, while he was farming for him-
self. Thus in June 1897, he purchased a 
white-bound volume of Fitzgerald's 
Rubaiyat, a work that moved him enough to 
pay a visit to Fitzgerald's grave at Boulge in 
August 1901, just before he left Suffolk and 
farming for ever. No doubt he had in mind 
Fitzgerald's pronouncement from Boulge 
Cottage: "Here 1 sit, read, mope, and 
become very wise''. He also bought the copy 
of Kipling's Barrack Room Ballads already 
mentioned, and was given another gift, 
Selections From Plato, by Gertrude, who 
kept house for him for some time from mid-

1896 onwards. In 1898, he bought his first j 
volume of Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarath- \ 
rustra. John acknowledges in his autobio- j 
graphy that Theodore "discovered and I 
appreciated [Nietzsche] long before I did", j 
and surmises that his courage on the farm I 
was sustained ' 'by nocturnal readings of the 1 
works" {Autobiography, 194).13 That com- j 
ment of John's merits reflection; it means j 
that a young man without the benefit of 
higher education who had been stuck on a 
remote East Anglian farm for some years 
had read a contemporary philosopher un-
known to his university-educated older 
brother.14 In 1899, Theodore bought 
another volume of Nietzsche, The Case of 
Wagner (in which, perhaps as an act of 
homage, he pasted a photograph of the 
philosopher) as well as Boswell's Life of 
Johnson, De Quincey's Confessions of an 
English Opium Eater, and Henley's edition 
of English Lyrics. The late developer was 
blossoming remarkably in the congenial air 
of Suffolk! Finally, in 1900 and 1901, he 
purchased no fewer than ten volumes: Sir 
Thomas Browne, Carlyle, Heine, collect-
ions of Essays by De Quincey, Johnson, and 
Lamb, Voltaire, etc. Perhaps the best 
indicator of his future plans was the 
purchase of G. H. Lewes's The Principles of 
Success in Literature in January 1901. Itwas 
no longer sufficient to be like Milton's 
shepherd in L'Allegro, telling his tale 
"Under the hawthorn in the dale". The 
glow-worm in "John Told and The Worm" 
asks the drunken farmer the very questions 
that Theodore must have posed to himself at 
this crucial juncture in life: 

But have you never considered that there 
are other joys in the world than the mere 
pleasure of possessing corn, sheep and 
bullocks? . . . Have you never considered the 
divine joy of philosophic meditation, the 
seeking after Truth, or the practice of lovely 
Goodness? (Fables, 158-9) 

He had learned enough from the land to 
know that there could be but one answer for 
him, one path to follow. It would be many 
years before he learned his next lesson— 
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that there are no principles of success in lit-
erature. There is only the solitude of writing, 
and the stamina to confront failure. In that, 
at least, he had had much practice. 

NOTES 

'I am very grateful to all those individuals and 
institutions that have so generously given me access to 
their collections and archives, and to those who have 
helped me in ways too many to enumerate—offering 
hospitality as well as information about the Powys 
family. Specifically, I would like to acknowledge my 
indebtedness to: Sylvia Belle, E. E. Bissell, Francis 
Feather, Richard Perceval Graves, Kenneth Hopkins, 
Mary Barham Johnson, Major B. G. Kirby, Robin 
Lindsay, Isobel Powys Marks, Hedley J. Morgan, 
Roger Peers, Curator, Dorset County Museum, Dor-
chester, Lucy Penny, Francis Powys, Peter Riley, 
Gerald Pollinger, Laurence Pollinger, Ltd., 
Theodora Scutt, The Reverend Cyril D. R. Stevens, 
Rector, St Mary's Sweffling, Oliver Wilkinson, Frank 
G. Robinson. 
2The earliest version is Francis Powys's account in 
"The Quiet Man of Dorset", The Adelphi, Vol. 31, 
no. 1, 1954: " . . . and later the family moved to Dor-
chester, the county town of Dorset where he attended 
the Grammar School, occupying the very seat that 
Thomas Hardy had used many years before" (53). 
The most recent version is to be found in his "Mr 
Weston's Good World " in Recollections of the Po wys 
Brothers, ed. B. Humfrey, 1980: "Theodore now 
attended the Grammar School at Dorchester, occupy-
ing the very seat that Thomas Hardy, the great Wessex 
novelist who afterwards became his friend, had used 
many years before. Hardy had carved his name on the 
desk and Theodore was caught carefully cutting out 
his own beneath i t" (124). 

In the last of these essays it is also suggested that 
TFP's home in East Chaldon, "Beth Car", was built 
by Hardy's brother (Henry), and that the architect 
was Hardy himself. This is not altogether implausible, 
although Hardy gave up the practice of architecture in 
1872. After all, Hardy designed Max Gate himself, 
and hired his father and brother to build it; and as late 
as 1893 he designed Talbothays as a home for his 
brother, to whom, Millgate (1982) says, "Hardy had 
long been in the habit of giving occasional assistance 
. . . in what he no doubt still regarded as the family 
business" (345). On the other hand, "Beth Car" is not 
marked on the 1900-1 large-scale (25 inches to a mile) 
ordnance survey map of East Chaldon. Sylvia 
Townsend Warner says that the house was "built at 
Mr Cope's command" but that "Mr Cope died while 
the house was yet a-building and for some time stood 
unfurnished and abandoned" (PR, 7, 66-7). This 
information helps us to date the house, since the 
Reverend Joseph Staines Cope died in 1901. But even 

if Henry Hardy were the builder, why would Thomas 
Hardy have concerned himself with the project? There 
was no known bond of friendship or family between 
Cope and Hardy, and the house was in any case origin-
ally said to have been intended for a curate or a gard-
ener. The story is surely apocryphal. 

'See Millgate (1982), 49-53 for further details. 
4This typescript, entitled "Portrait of T. F. Powys 

by his adopted daughter Theodora Gay Powys" is 
signed and dated by Count Potocki of Montalk: 
"Lovelace's Copse, Plush, Dorset, 30. iv. 65" . In the 
introduction Count Potocki explains that he "played 
the part of a tape-recorder" to Theodora, as she in 
effect dictated to him an account of her adoptive 
father. However, Mrs Scutt (the married name of 
Theodora Gay Powys) has expressed reservations 
about the document, particularly as to her role in its 
compilation. For her views, see her letter in PR 16. 
Richard Percecal Graves, who was kind enough to 
allow me to read the document in his home last year, 
has presented the biographer's view in PR 17. 

5 "Some Memories of T. F. Powys", Sewell, 1964, 
9. 

6 Now in the collection of E. E. Bissell. 
'There are two letters in the Bissell collection from 

the Headmistresses of these schools. One is from 
Mary Wallder, St. Aubyn's House, Wilbury Road, 
West Brighton (now Hove); the other is from Helen N. 
Inman, Endcliffe, Meads, Eastbourne. The text of 
these letters is printed in Michel Pouillard's "T . F. 
Powys Conferencier a Eastbourne 1902-3", Etudes 
Anglaises, T. XXII, No. 4 (1969), 349. 

8 One critic detects parallels between TFP and 
Kipling in the published work too. Hanson (1985) says: 
"It is tempting to link, for example, Kipling and T. F. 
Powys's love of symmetry in the short story with a 
similar belief in a universal purpose or design" (5). 

'Quoted from a pamphlet (dated June 1884) distri-
buted to parents and friends of the school, announc-
ing the move from Crespigny House to Eaton House. 

10 A. P. Riley saw a book while working on his bib-
liography of TFP which he records only as "Dawson's 
Life of Bishop Hannington. A school prize" in an un-
published segment of the bibliography. So it is 
possible that the book in question was James Han-
nington, D.D., F.L.S., F.R.G.S., First Bishop of 
Eastern Equatorial Africa. A History of His Life and 
Work, 1847-1885, London: Seeley and Co., 1887, 
rather than the children's edition described here. 

"The profile of Theodore's educational problems 
(among them, spelling problems with simple words, 
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fainting, and some evidence of 'awkwardness' 
perhaps attributable to motor-coordination) strongly 
suggests that he suffered at least marginally from 
some form of learning disability. His father's own 
"late development" can also be seen as a specific in-
dicator, as can JCP's comment that "as a family we 
were all extremely slow in mental development" 

. (Autobiography, 24). At a reading of this paper, Peter 
Powys Grey independently suggested dyslexia as a 
possibility. 

12 After TFP had given up farming he loaned this 
book to Katie, who had herself become interested in 
farming. In a letter of 17 December 1902, she asks 
him t o ' 'bring another farm book" to Montacute, and 
says she will return The Soil, but keep Crops a little 
longer. 

13 JCP put the matter even more strongly in a letter 
to LW of 8 November 1956: "Theodore read 
Nietzsche before I even heard of him". LW also 
reports that "in his undergraduate days [at Oxford]" 
he talked with TFP "of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, 
of James Thomson . . . and Swinburne and other 
poets" but that "it was Nietzsche who then most 
attracted Theodore who bore a striking resemblance 
to one portrait of that destructive and creative 
philosopher." ("Some Memories of T. F. Powys", 
Sewell, 1964, 10-11). 

14 Whence came TFP's enthusiasm for Nietzsche, 
one may ask. JCP attributes it to Dr Bernard O'Neill: 
"he, from whom I first heard of Dostoievsky, 
Theodore of Nietzsche, Llewelyn of Montaigne . . . " 
Since Elwin (1946) says that JCP first met O'Neill in 
1897 (possibly through Harry Lyon?), it is not im-
possible that in the same year he should have talked to 
TFP of Nietzsche. But TFP was farming in Sweffling, 
so their discussion would either have occurred during 
a visit by JCP and O'Neill, or during one of TFP's rare 
visits to Court House in Sussex. Whatever the case, 
how could JCP have remained in ignorance of 
Nietzsche, as he represents himself? The other 
possibility is that TFP discovered Nietzsche for 
himself—a possibility by no means to be discounted. 
The edition of Thus Spake Zarathustra that he owned 
is the very first English translation, by Alexander Tille 
in 1896, part of a projected but never completed The 
Collected Works of Friedrich Nietzsche; and "the 
English translations were very widely reviewed when 
they began to appear in 1896" (Bridgwater, 1972,14). 
In 1896 too, Havelock Ellis also wrote a series of three 
enthusiastically sympathetic articles on Nietzsche in 
The Savoy, the gist of which could easily have been 
conveyed to TFP by the likes of his cousin, Ralph 
Shirley, even if Theodore himself did not read them. 
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JOHNSON 

RILEY 

SHERBORNE 

SUFFOLK 

TEXAS 



Michael Ballin 
John Cowper Powys's Porius 
and the Dialectic of History 

A reverence for antiquity is a distinguishing 
mark of John Cowper Powys. Ancient 
places and objects are presented even in his 
earliest fiction with a feeling of awe approp-
riate to religious worship. It was fitting 
rather than surprising, therefore, that the 
two major historical novels, Owen Glen-
dower and Porius should crown his career as 
a novelist. Neither novel has gained the full 
recognition that it deserves and little con-
sideration has been given to them as his-
torical novels. Such a consideration is 
crucial to their fullest evaluation since they 
are not only given elaborate historical set-
tings but are primarily concerned with the 
thematic exploration of time, history, and 
the relationship of the past to the present. 
Nevertheless, recent criticism has attacked 
the historical integrity of Owen Glendower, 
which Roland Mathias claims suffers from 
the imposition of Powys's ready made 
mythology,1 and has denied the historical 
vision of Porius which Morine Krisdottir 
interprets as the presentation of an alchem-
ical quest divorced from historical setting.2 

This lack of concern for the historical dim-
ension does great injustice to Powys's work. 
It especially obscures the unique design, 
structure and recreation of the form of the 
historical novel in Porius. 

I intend to argue therefore that Porius 
brings to a culmination Powys's consistent 
concern with the relationship between past 
and present and that the novel dramatises 
Powys's deepest conviction concerning the 
significance of the past as an objective 
reality contingent upon the present. More-
over, this view of the past determines the 
special treatment of the presentation of hist-
ory, a presentation which utilises the uni-
fying vision of the prophetic figure to unify 
past and present. This unification of past, 

present and future is expressed by a dialect-
ical pattern which provides the structure 
which readers have sometimes found lack-
ing in the novel. 

Porius dramatises Powys's exploration of 
the philosophical problems posed by history 
at a time when his own historical-
philosophical views had undergone a 
change. He had begun by utilising 
Spengler's philosophy of history presented 
as a process of eternal becoming. As a 
consequence of this view, history appears to 
be a directional movement in which the past 
has a dynamic relationship with the present 
and moves towards an unknown future. 
Thus, A Glastonbury Romance enabled the 
reader to see the twentieth century present of 
Glastonbury from the perspective of the 
legendary medieval past. But whereas in A 
Glastonbury Romance, Powys tended to 
identify past and present, in Porius he 
creates an historically realised sixth century 
from the perspective of the present. What is 
the significance of this reversal? 

The reversal indicates a new respect for 
the past as 'other', as an objective reality 
distinguished by its differences from the 
present. However, it is still dynamically 
related to the present and capable of being 
'recreated' only from the perspective of the 
present moment—which is itself only a frag-
ment of the totality of human experience. 
Powys's change of perspective is probably 
influenced by Wyndham Lewis's attacks 
upon the philosophy of flux in Spengler, 
Joyce and Bergson, a philosophy which had 
all but abolished the distinction between 
past and present. But if the past is not a 
distinctive reality, the present can have no 
relationship with it, dynamic or otherwise. 
However, it is this dynamic relationship 
which Powys explores in the opposing pers-
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pectives in Porius of the figures of Myrddin 
and the Henog. The Henog greets the past as 
a source of truth, oblivious of the future; 
Myrddin hails the past as the source of all 
Truth from the prophetic vision of present 
and future. Powys concludes that history 
expresses an eternal process outside of time, 
but apprehended only in time by preserving 
the dynamic connections between present 
experience and past reality. This dynamic 
process is synonymous with the idea of 
history itself. 

Porius, though a late novel, has structural 
and thematic links with Powys's earlier 
work, links which emphasise the consistency 
with which Powys tries to unify past and 
present. For example, Porius presents 
experience not only from the point of view 
of the titular hero but also from the point of 
view of a number of other characters who 
are antithetically related: Morfydd struggles 
against Princess Euronwy, Porius against 
Rhun, Myrddin Wyllt against Nineue, and 
Arthur against Medrawd. Such a complex 
use of complex dualisms also characterized 
A Glastonbury Romance, a novel which 
Powys links with Porius in a preface written 
in Corwen in 1955, shortly after Porius's 
first publication. The preface identifies 
sources which had helped to develop his 
ideas about romance but it also points to his 
equal involvement with history. Powys 
writes, 

As a book-worm I have devoured with a greed 
beyond what anyone could call critical and 
with an enchantment and an intoxication that 
was like being drugged, all the novels of Scott 
and Dickens and Dostoivesky and Balzac, 
and Hardy and Henry James.3 

Powys also mentions that at school, "I 
always had under my pillow some paper-
bound sixpenny Harrison Ainsworth, for 
the devouring of which I used to wake up 
long before anyone else". The allusions of 
Scott, Ainsworth and Balzac point signific-
antly to Powys's conscious inheritance of a 
tradition of writing which combines the his-
toric, the antiquarian, the social and the pol-
itical with the form and temper of romance. 
In an essay on Balzac, Powys praises the 

works of the French novelist for presenting 
together "a single tremendous prose epic 
dealing with the France of his age" and 
praises also Balzac's presentation of the 
"will to power" which "has never been 
more terrifically exposed".A 

Porius and Owen Glendower, considered 
in chronological sequence, also present an 
impressive epic panorama which includes by 
implication as well as directly, major phases 
of British history from the Roman invasion 
to the Norman Conquest and beyond. The 
two novels also explore critically the themes 
of the will to power; Powys's creative imag-
ination is thus applied to a political and his-
torical process as well as to mythical and 
personal levels of experience. 

In 1942 Powys wrote to Tom Hart: "I 
suppose like many other romanticists and 
semi-historians, my interest is only really 
and completely stirred by the past".5 In 
other words Powys regards himself as at 
least half an historian and this concern with 
the past is as strong in A Glastonbury Rom-
ance as it is in Porius. These two novels 
present a fascinating contrast in their 
approach to the presentation of historical 
perspective. In the Corwen preface to A 
Glastonbury Romance, Powys says, 

What, in fact, does this long book attempt to 
describe in its somewhat tumultuous and 
chaotic manner? 

Nothing more and nothing less than the 
effect of a particular legend, a special myth, a 
unique tradition, from the remotest past in 
human history, upon a particular spot on the 
surface of this planet together with its crowd 
of inhabitants of every age and of every type 
of character, (xi) 

Powys's unique achievement as a writer is 
that, through his individual combination of 
the ancient with the contemporary, he enab-
les the reader to view the progress of history 
from both ends of the telescope at once. For 
example, A Glastonbury Romance makes 
the reader conscious of the continuing 
impact of the remote past on a twentieth-
century community. The novel conveys 
something of that continuous parallel bet-
ween contemporaneity and antiquity which 
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T. S. Eliot found to praise in Joyce's 
Ulysses. Like Joyce's novel, all the major 
episodes of the romance of Glastonbury 
have an implied parallel with the stages of 
the medieval Grail romance. The reader is 
immersed in a Bergsonian flux and flow of 
experience. Powys thus capitalises on a 
"trick" which he describes at the end of his 
personal history as "losing (him)self in the 
continuity of the human generations" and 
out of the "life-sensations . . . handed down 
from the past, creating a sort of 'eternal 
recurrence' " . 6 

In Owen Glendower and Porius the per-
spective is reversed and the present is con-
nected to a much more objectively delin-
eated past. In Porius, for example, Powys 
presents the past as the source of the present 
and in doing so recreates the historical novel 
for the twentieth-century reader. The vital 
connection of past to present is achieved 
through the use of prophetic figures like 
Myrddin Wyllt in Porius; Myrddin relates 
the Saxon invasion of 499 A.D. to the future 
Norman invasion. This double allusion to 
Germanic invasion takes on an added poig-
nancy and contemporary relevance when we 
recall that Powys wrote the novel during the 
Second World War when his readers were 
preparing themselves for the possibility of a 
third Germanic invasion. These prophetic 
perspectives create a unifying vision which 
relates past, present and future to an eternal 
perspective. The reader attains the perspect-
ive of the W. B. Yeats of "Sailing to Byzan-
tium" who sees what is "past or passing or 
to come". 

If Powys's concern with historical 
romance has helped to establish his concern 
with history, another source helped Powys 
to achieve his distinctive interpretation of the 
historical process. An early introduction to 
A Glastonbury Romance contains an 
important allusion to Oswald Spengler's 
The Decline of the West. Powys alludes to 
his "use of physiognomic observation—as 
Spengler names it—as against scientific 
observation" and in his comment on the 
dialectical structure of the novel he describes 
Crow's adversary Geard as "anxious to 

rouse into being the beginnings of a new • 
'Culture' in the mystical Spenglerian I 
sense."7 | 

Three basic Spenglerian concepts help in j 
understanding the underlying philosophy of 
history and the perception of the relation-
ship between past and present that Powys 
provides in Porius; the concept of culture, 
the notion of cultural change in history and 
the concept of physiognomic as opposed to 
scientific observation are all closely relevant 
to the novel. 

Spengler describes cultures as organisms 
that have their own life process. This view is 
the "mystical Spenglerian" concept of 
culture that Powys alludes to in the preface 
to A Glastonbury Romance. Cultures also 
pass through the life phases of individuals 
and hence Spengler stresses biography as a 
mode of historical study. Powys's three his-
torical novels, Owen Glendower, Porius 
and The Brazen Head (a novel mainly about 
the thirteenth-century Roger Bacon) are pri-
marily studies of "world-historical indiv-
iduals" (as Spengler terms them) who 
dramatise in their own lives major trans-
itional phases within a culture. 

Owen Glendower which preceded Porius 
sets the nationalist revolt of Glendower and 
the Welsh within the context of the history 
of culture in Europe. By absorbing Speng-
ler's perspective, Powys establishes a 
pattern of analogous processes which relate 
the fifteenth-century past to the twentieth-
century present. In saying of the fifteenth 
century in the historical argument to his 
book, that it was "an era of degenerate faith 
and degenerate chivalry" and that "the age 
of Glendower had to get worse before it 
could get better", Powys indicates the basis 
from which to present the movement of 
civilisation through cycles of decay and 
renewal. He says, 

In its strange recurring spirals of advance and 
retreat our tragic caravan of human progress 
was taking just then one of its most dangerous 
'horse-shore curves'.8 

The period of history portrayed in Owen 
Glendower is one of crisis in transition while 
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the "curve" of history, at the time Powys 
was writing the novel, was taking man into 
the aggressive nationalism of World War II. 
The ambivalent role of Owen Glendower in 
relation to the violence of armed rebellion, 
his unwilling assumption of kingly power, 
his destructiveness, eventual defeat and 
partial pacifism reflect Powys's own deep 
ambivalence to power and aggression, over-
come only by the desperate necessity to 
oppose Hitler. 

II 
The historical novels, Owen Glendower 

and Porius (especially the latter) are influ-
enced by Spengler's argument that the 
present can only be understood by align-
ment with the "contemporary present" of 
other cultures. Spengler's world historical 
vision is based on a pattern of cyclic recur-
rence imaged in the pattern of the four 
seasons. He equates consciousness with his-
torical consciousness and opposes a 
dynamic view of world history with a static 
view of the world as comprised of an un-
changing nature or world of mechanical 
forces. "History" says Spengler "is eternal 
becoming and therefore eternal Future; 
Nature is become and therefore eternally 
past."9 

This view of the world as eternal process 
with the eternal future providing its direct-
ion is what is meant by Spengler's physio-
gnomic perspective. The scientific perspect-
ive, the antithesis of the physiognomic, 
focuses upon the "become" or Nature as 
static object. The organic, and all that bears 
sign of direction and destiny, is the object of 
physiognomic observation. In Porius, 
Powys presents the past as the source of the 
present, as enshrining an eternal reality. He 
is thus faced with the task of recreating the 
historical novel for the twentieth century. 

Powys's philosophy of history is express-
ed through structure and narrative tech-
nique in Porius. For example, historiogra-
phy determines the manner with which 
Powys recreates historical context for he 
does so from the perspective of the twent-
ieth-century reader. Powys is not the object-
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ive documentor of history, following the 
scientific perspective, but the physiognomic 
observer of a changing reality. The Speng-
lerian patterns of alignment between phases 
of contemporary and ancient culture help 
Powys to present his new perspectives on the 
relationship between past and present. The 
difference in emphasis is revealed in this 
comment on Spengler's The Decline of the 
West by a writer contemporary with the 
period of A Glastonbury Romance: 

We cannot build up a fantasy history by going 
back and reviving the past. Individual lives 
are an ordered expression of forces and 
processes, physical and psychical. Historical 
study is primarily a study not of being but 
becoming. It is directional.10 

Powys, in some ways a traditionalist 
among moderns, foreshadows in his 
approach to history our current concerns 
with literary hermeneutics. Powys believes 
that the past has to be experienced from the 
perspective of the present. R. E. Palmer, in 
his work on hermeneutics, comments: 

The task of interpretation, then, is that of 
bridging historical distance. When interpret-
ing a text from a past age, the interpreter does 
not empty his mind or leave the present absol-
utely; he takes it with him and uses it to under-
stand in the dialectical encounter of his hori-
zon with that of the literary work. The idea of 
historical reconstruction, or knowing the past 
solely in terms of itself is a romantic myth, an 
impossibility like the idea of a 'presuppos-
itionless interpretation'. There is no such 
thing. Literary interpretation must, like 
theological and legal interpretation, relate to 
the present or die. That in literature which 
cannot be related to us standing in the present 
is dead. The task of interpretation may in 
some cases be to take what seems to be dead, 
and to show its relation to the present, that is, 
the present horizon of expectations and the 
present world of self-understanding." 

Powys seems to be doing in the 1940s what 
contemporary hermeneutics is now trying to 
do in criticism except that he is using the 
form of the historical novel instead of crit-
icism. From the beginning, criticism of 
Powys's historical novels has mistakenly 
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assumed that Powys's main aim is to see, 
feel and clothe in living flesh the events of 
history just as Ainsworth did. For this 
reason, Porius has sometimes been 
adversely criticised for its lack of verisimili-
tude or anachronistic treatment of personal-
ity. But it seems to be the fate of Powys's 
characters to live so fully in such situations 
of special tension and critical transition 
that they perceive the present as "Now'' and 
"Always". 

Powys's recreation of history coincides 
with his retirement to North Wales. Wales 
brought to a triumphant conclusion 
Powys's continuing quest for a way of 
fusing the experience of the past with that of 
the present. Powys's essays in the volume 
Obstinate Cymric (1935-1947) treat extens-
ively the theme of the past and its relation to 
the present. Powys describes how, standing 
amidst the ruins of Valle Crucis abbey, he 
felt more powerfully than at Glastonbury 
"the spirit of what Spengler would call the 
Springtime of our Faustian culture''. Powys 
found in Wales not only an immediate spir-
itual contact with Dark Age and medieval 
culture—mainly through his immersion in 
the Welsh language—but also what he so 
significantly describes as "the curious emer-
gence of twentieth-century life out of a 
remoter and more romantic past" where one 
can find "medieval feelings existing side by 
side with surrealist sensations".12 Powys 
expounds this perception by means of the 
mannerist effects of Porius where he sharply 
juxtaposes the ancient past with modern 
modes of feeling and sensation and where he 
blends heterogeneously Dark Age cons-
ciousness with the sensibility and techniques 
of a Dorothy Richardson. 

The present reality that Powys felt bound 
to link with Porius is the Second World 
War. The stone bearing the inscription 
which provided the direct historical inspirat-
ion for Porius had to be removed from the 
hillside of Clwyd because a firing range was 
operated in its vicinity. Powys's "Romance 
of the Dark Ages" was written with the 
parallels to contemporary events perpet-
ually in mind. For example, on 26 Nov-

ember 1937 Powys wrote to his brother 
Llewelyn about an essay on St Aldhelm in i 
"Somerset Essays"; the essay was about the j 
abiding charm of the pure Saxons: 

And how pure- a blood-strain those old j 
Saxons must have had, ere Celts and Danes of i 
our confused island fevered their blood and i 
darkened their imaginations and attenuated j 
their nerves. (See Hitler on Race).u i 
However, on 1 January 1942, Powys ends j 

a letter to Tom Hart with the statement, l 
"But I think very strongly that Hitler must j 
be fought to the finish". The body of this j 
letter had dealt with his enthusiasm for j 
reading all that he could find about the Dark 
Ages, centring around 500 A.D. j 

The theme of invasion allows Powys to I 
bring together most closely the past and the 
present. It is the Saxon invasion, fought by 
Arthur in a last ditch attempt to save a 
civilisation apparently on the verge of extin-
ction, which forms the historical context of 
a novel in which the voice of prophecy 
invites the reader to think forward to the 
Norman invasion, as well as to Hitler's 
projected one. The essay 'Pair Dadeni' in 
Obstinate Cymric points insistently to these 
connections: 

Never since the Dark Ages, never since at the 
battle of Badon the historic Arthur turned— 
as far as Britain was concerned—The Muse of 
Tragedy into the Muse of Romance has the 
human race been plunged into such a gulf of 
misery and horror as the one it sees around it 
to-day. (86) 

The Dark Ages and the 1930s are periods of 
what Powys, in a Yeatsian phrase calls 
"appalling transition" and their terror and 
horror come not only from mass death and 
destruction but from the agonising birth 
pangs of a new order of civilisation. After 
presenting the political defeat and spiritual 
triumph of the Welsh nation as he sees it in 
Owen Glendower, Powys, like Shakespeare 
in his historical tetralogies, goes back to deal 
with the historical roots of the nation's 
identity: the birth of the Cymry in the sixth 
century. Racial identity, nationalism and 
political power are urgent political themes 
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that form the basis of the historical action of 
Porius. 

Ill 
The present is thus a continually relevant 

factor in Porius but the present is connected 
to a much more objectively delineated past 
than was the case in A Glastonbury 
Romance. It is worth noting that Powys, 
though continuing to make use of Spengler's 
system of analogous cultures, becomes in-
creasingly and critically detached from 
Spengler. In an essay "Welsh Culture—In-
clusive or Exclusive" Powys had referred to 
those who disregard the ' 'living link between 
past and present". Powys is thinking of 
writers such as Spengler, Joyce and Berg-
son. In an essay on Finnegan 's Wake, also in 
Obstinate Cymric, Powys has this to say 
about Joyce: 

What those of our own 'intelligentsia' who 
follow T. S. Eliot and Frank Budgeon in their 
admiration and respect for Joyce are apt to 
forget is that all quarrels with the Joycean 
method are not just philistine stupidity. Rem-
ember that our Wyndham Lewis in that splen-
did book Time and Western Man, boldly does 
what the sophisticated critics lack the courage 
and penetration to do; that is to say he 'gets' 
Joyce and Joyce's autobiographical repre-
sentative Dedalus, fairly if I may so so 'on the 
hop'. (34) 

Lewis's Time and Western Man is a bitter 
attack on the "philosophy of flux"—a phil-
osophy which isolates the moment of time 
and refuses to admit the idea of a real past 
separate from a real present. Lewis also 
attacks Spengler strongly as "the most undi-
luted and intensest specimen of the theo-
rising time mind so far produced' ' . u Speng-
ler exalts Time over Space, relating Time to 
History and Space to causality. The logical 
result of this thinking according to Lewis, is 
the death-blow to the integrity of the indiv-
idual life and the notion of freedom. Time 
thinking also leads to a death of objectivity 
and of any consciousness outside that of the 
individual personality in the present. Lewis 
relates the stream of consciousness tech-
nique in fiction, or the "telling from inside" 

in Proust, Joyce or Gertrude Stein, to the 
time philosophy implicit in Spengler that 
"every new present action modifies the past 
and the past is a living development chang-
ing continually". (228) 

This perspective produces a narrowing of 
consciousness since the reader never en-
counters the past as an "other-than-we-
are", capable of enlarging our conscious-
ness with its difference. Lewis sums up the 
argument by saying, "All history is contem-
porary from the perspective of the finite 
mind only." (448) Despite his early recept-
iveness to Spengler, the J. C. Powys of 
Porius is beginning to find a new validity 
in the perception of the objective difference 
of the past. Powys says in his essay on 
Finnegan's Wake, for example, 

For my own private purposes I have been 
studying this old 'Dark Ages' of the Fifth 
Century, and though you could—as all we 
mountebanks of historical philosophy know 
too well—find a spiral Viconian recurrence in 
the feelings and thoughts of that age and ours, 
I confess the differences are more striking 
than the resemblances (OC, 29, my italics). 

Porius was born as an historical novel 
from a tense conflict between the affirm-
ation of human progress in history on the 
one hand and sympathy for the heroic qual-
ities found in past societies which were dest-
ined to destruction by the historical process, 
on the other. Such a conflict is close to that 
found in Scott—and, like Scott, Powys op-
posed a ruthless and competitive vision of 
progress. In fact, any defence of competitive 
progress was particularly difficult for 
Powys at the time of writing Porius—a time 
when the world seemed full of the powers of 
evil actively preparing to unleash the un-
paralleled destruction of the Second World 
War. Despite the death and destruction 
around him, however, he was determined to 
see the workings of the cauldron of rebirth 
beneath the surface of the fifth century. The 
reader is meant to infer that this hope of re-
birth may be present for the twentieth-
century also. 

What then was the nature of Powys's new 
perspective on antiquity and his new per-
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ception of its relevance and relation to con-
temporary experience? Light is cast on this 
matter by a letter to Boyne Grainger, 22 
August 1949, which praises an article which 
Powys read in The New Yorker Magazine, 
the July issue—on chair making. Here is 
what Powys found to praise in this enter-
taining account of a typical old-style Amer-
ican business venture in rebuilding chairs by 
a Lambert Hitchock, 1826-1840: 

It is modern and it has a touch of Dickens in it 
and yet it has a touch of Oscar Wilde in it. It is 
really, you know, a great and very subtle 
achievement. Much more, O much more than 
mere journalism. It's a new departure in lit-
erary art. I've begun to learn a lot from it for 
my own long, long, long [sic] learned anti-
quarian romance about Corwen in AD 499. 
Yes—I swear to you . . . your sending me this 
curious periodical has been a great help to me 
and is making me bold enough to follow my 
natural instinctive method rather like 
Goethe's Wilhelm Meister where a certain 
kind of sophistication gobbles itself up, the 
head devouring the tail till it finally turns into 
the last word ofasortof queer, idiotic, fascin-
ated, artless, innocence.15 

The article, called "A Reporter at Large: 
The Old Man's Chair", pays homage to the 
artfulness of the prosaic and to the union of 
the utilitarian and the aesthetic. The writer 
describes his visit to a factory dedicated to 
the task of making chairs according to the 
design of Lambert Hitchcock whose business 
had fallen bankrupt. The writer praises the 
new manufacturers for the chairs which he 
sees as handsome reproductions. But the 
manufacturer reflects the idea that these 
chairs are "reproductions" of the original. 
They recreate (not reproduce) the chairs just 
as the originals had been made; the process 
of recreation is distinguished from imit-
ation. A similar distinction could be made 
regarding Powys's "recreation" of the 
Dark Ages in Porius. The Dark Ages are 
other than and different from our age but 
within the culture of this period of the past 
there are principles of "artless innocence" 
which can be rediscovered and recreated. 
Twentieth-century man does not need to 

pretend that his experience is the same as 
that of Porius or Morfydd; neither does he \ 
have to believe in them as genuine Dark Age 
people. They are not reproductions of fifth 
or sixth century people but recreations, in 
our terms, of individuals reconstituted ; 
according to the principles of a vanished \ 
age. 

Powys's special approach to the past det- j 
ermines the special perspective upon history I 
in Porius, a novel in which the remote past is i 
linked to the present by rediscovering and j 
recreating the Dark Ages as a mirror for the j 
twentieth century and as a signpost for the 
future. This special perspective upon the 
past was instrumental in Powys's develop-
ment of the form of the historical novel in 
two ways': first, historical character is re-
created as it unfolds within a dialectical 
opposition of history as becoming and 
nature as become. Second, Powys increases 
the degree of self-consciousness of the his-
torical narrator particularly in so far as the 
narrator opposes history to prophecy. 

In Porius, Powys uses a situation devised 
within the context of a specific moment of 
history to the end of forcing the characters 
he has created to realise their personal dest-
iny. The fulfilment of Destiny is set in 
motion by historical events, which operate 
as a catalyst only in this realisation, for the 
characters have free will despite the restrict-
ions which fate, chance or destiny have 
imposed upon them. 

Powys works from Spengler selectively 
with two central oppositions: the world as 
history versus the world as nature and the 
becoming versus the become. In The Decline 
of the West Spengler writes, "History is the 
actualising of the soul and the same style 
governs the history one makes as governs the 
history one contemplates." (147) Spengler 
perceives a radical gap between nature and 
history, the former being bound over to the 
scientific principle of causality. Powys 
strives to unify this separation, and his 
diagnosis of man's contemporary ills is 
centrally concerned with the gulf between 
man and nature. 
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IV 
Myrddin Wyllt, as the unifying figure of 

prophecy, also attempts to reconcile this 
gap. Myrddin is the central actor within a 
mythic level of the action of the novel—a 
level which surrounds the personal and his-
torical levels. This mythic level opens up the 
possibility of liberating man from a 
predestined future; it also reasserts the 
eternal validity of the past. The theme of 
destiny is the burden of the message that 
man is free to become, to transform and re-
direct the impulses of chance or destiny. 
This freedom can only be revealed by adopt-
ing an eternal perspective, conveyed 
through myth and prophecy. Prophecy adds 
the dimension of the future to the past and 
the historic present. The prophetic perspect-
ive is counterpointed against history in the 
opposing figures of Myrddin Wyllt and 
the Henog. 

Younger than the Henog or Myrddin 
Wyllt, Porius is presented within the world 
of nature but growing in awareness of the 
world of becoming, partly through his relat-
ionship with Myrddin. Porius's initial sit-
uation brings to the fore the dramatic con-
flict between character and destiny, between 
the desire of the individual will and the cir-
cumstances of history, both personal and 
communal. 

Porius, who in the holograph and type-
script versions of the novel is described as 
having "an immense capacity for happi-
ness" has reached "the first great turning 
point of his life".16 He has just learned 
about the murder of Morvran at the hands 
of the fanatical priest Minnawc Gorsant and 
that his bethrothal has been arranged—to 
his cousin Morfydd ferch Brochvael, sister 
to Morvran. Powys comments as narrator: 

And the worst of it was that he had to take, for 
the first time in his life, full, absolute, solitary 
personal responsibility for a choice of action 
that would affect and affect catastrophically, 
every person connected with him. (3) 

Porius is placed in an historical situation 
which impels him towards self-realisation 
through the exercise of responsibility; such 

an emphasis upon responsibility strikes a 
puritanical note which contrasts with the 
opening concern with Porius's potential 
happiness. Powys thus starts with a stark 
confrontation between the realisation of 
personal responsibility which takes account 
of the circumstances of history and the ful-
filment of the individual will. Powys tries, 
nevertheless, to accommodate the realis-
ation of historical destiny by the individual 
will with what Spengler describes as the 
process of "the actualising of a soul". 

The opening chapter presents further 
patterns of opposites which are racial. 
Porius's ancestry is complex and fuses the 
aboriginal and the Roman, elements of 
"Springtime Culture" and of classical civil-
isation. These conflicts are an integral part 
of the landscape Porius contemplates from a 
watch tower above the mound of the Gaer. 
The scene is dominated by the forest of 
Edeyrn, named after a son of Cunedda but 
Porius is to set out for a mound of prehis-
toric earth work conquered by the Pictish 
Celts or Gwyddl-Ffichti, who had been 
displaced by Porius's Brythonic tribe, under 
Cunedda. The native forest people also 
occupy the area. Their presence in Porius 
can probably be attributed to Powys's belief 
in Sir John Rhys's unproven theory that the 
Welsh had displaced an earlier aboriginal 
Iberian people.17 

Porius's ancestry reflects this racial pre-
history. His paternal grandfather, for 
example, married an aboriginal, a "giant-
ess" and thus broke racial taboo. The son of 
this marriage, Iddawc, grandfather to 
Porius, also broke racial taboo and married 
Indeg of the Iberian royal house. 

The details of ancestry force the reader to 
place the historic present of 18 October 499 
in the context of a remote past. Myth adds 
another dimension to the more factually 
oriented history by placing history in an 
eternal context, as the pun on the name of 
the forest (Eternus or Edyrn) indicates. The 
racial and cultural dialectic is expressed 
through the historical process which invol-
ves a confrontation between past and 
present. The October landscape shrouded in 
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rising mist which advances like a human 
presence brings with it a more sinister power 
or, as the narrative voice describes it, "a 
more arbitrary and inscrutable power than 
any vapour between earth and heaven" 
which "had risen from ... the world's past, 
and was threatening not only his own future 
but the future of the two women who ruled 
his life". (6, my italics) Porius's present con-
flict is thus a product of an historical con-
flict and thus partly created by the past. 

However, the historical dialectic is 
expressed in terms of the historic present. 
Porius's relationship with the two women he 
is close to, his mother and Morfydd, creates 
or is accompanied by conflict. His mother, 
Euronwy, for example, sides with the 
emperor Arthur, whereas his father, Einion 
who is lighthearted and irresponsible (the 
source of Porius's "impulse towards enjoy-
ment" perhaps), has opposed the Roman 
alliance, and favours the Brythons. Eur-
onwy is strengthened in her Romanising 
impulse by her old Roman father, the poli-
tician, Porius Manlius. 

Euronwy's dedication to the cause of fan-
atical Christianity and allegiance to the 
priest Minnawc is a strong counter reaction 
against her husband's uncongenial lightness 
of disposition and his alliance with the forest 
people and the "three Aunties", the indig-
enous matriarchal princesses. She thus ful-
fils the dialectical design of the novel. 

Porius, Rhun and Morfydd represent the 
liberating forces in society. Together, they 
combat the fanaticism and authoritarianism 
of man's institutions; this free spirit was 
incarnated in Morfydd's brother, Morvran, 
who had "died a martyr to free thought. . . 
and Morfydd herself had been influenced by 
his atheism". (8) The quarrel between free 
expression and ruthless dogmatism is part of 
the dialectic of history; not only is it omni-
present at all stages of the history of culture 
but it is particularly crucial during periods 
of cultural transition when a culture is at a 
late phase and hardened into what Spengler 
terms "civilisation". 

When Porius awaits the appearance of his 
cousin Rhun in this first chapter, he recalls 

Rhun's worship of Mithras and his interest 
in Pelagius which both arose from his "con-
viction that the logical issue of Pelagianism 
was the rejection of Christ in favour of 
Mithras". (21) The teaching of Pelagius at 
this stage of the novel, points the way to the 
exciting possibility of a free and humanistic 
fulfilment for mankind. Porius quotes to 
himself the Pelagian words taught to him by 
Yssylt: 

'Neither Life nor Death nor Love nor Hate 
nor Angels nor Devils nor Mind nor Matter 
nor Present nor Past—no, nor even the 
Blessed Trinity Itself—has any power to 
meddle with the individual human will. . .' 
(16) 

Pelagius helps to inspire Porius's determin-
ation to express his free spirit and Yssylt's 
words of wisdom express not only a general 
opposition to the constrictions of external 
authority but a will to overcome the 
apparent determinism of history. The 
presence of past and present in the series of 
dialectical oppositions alluded to by Yssylt 
suggests that the dialectical opposition of 
history can and must be transcended. 

Porius, as protagonist, is the central focus 
of these antinomies between culture and 
civilisation, fanaticism and freedom. The 
chapter closes with the appearance of an 
Arthurian messenger, Mabsant ap Kaw, 
with the news that the Henog and Myrddin 
Wyllt appeared at St Julian's fount. Mab-
sant is rather effete and made to look ridic-
ulous. The massive earth strength of Porius 
and Rhun is meaningfully opposed to the 
effete sophistication of "civilisation" in this 
Spenglerian Springtime of culture. The 
holograph manuscript makes the con-
nection between Porius's racial inheritance 
and the current historical situation. Powys 
characterises Porius as a Herculean man 
with a "sluggish and watchful reserve" 
which is the effect of "being plunged from 
infancy into crisscross eddies of racial and 
religious divergence". Although this slug-
gish reserve could make it difficult to draw 
out his views on contemporary historical 
issues like "Ravenna and Rome, Saxon 
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invaders; the policy of the emperor, the 
Monophysite heresy" Porius, Powys indi-
cates, is "singularly adapted to the year 
499". Such "singular adaptation" can be 
useful to the individual confronting twent-
ieth-century exigencies too. 

Porius's visit to the cave of Mithras with 
his cousin Rhun is important for its expan-
sion of the theme of the instinctual freedom 
of the soul and in its definition of evil as a 
blocking of this freedom. The theme is as 
important to 499 A.D. as to the era of D. H. 
Lawrence but Powys prefers to explore it in 
terms of a fifth-century context which 
enabled him to explore the alternate ideol-
ogies to Christian orthodoxy. In his Roman 
Britain, Collingwood indicates that the 
future life of the Roman Empire after its 
withdrawal from Britain and subsequent 
collapse lay in official Christianity as the 
purveyor of Roman authoritarian values.18 

Powys, however, feels that Christianity 
need not have taken such a direction; the 
future could have held other possibilities 
which could still be realised for us. Indeed, 
the authoritarianism of Christianity was the 
greatest stumbling block to an author who 
otherwise respected the mystic strains within 
its theology. 

When Porius visits the shrine of the 
Persian sun-god with Rhun, he is signific-
antly aware of the implications of this act in 
severing "two out of the three great umbili-
cal cords of his life upon this earth, the link 
with his mother and the link with his 
mother's religion; leaving only the third, the 
link with his country, unmenaced and 
inviolate". (29) He thus embarks firmly on 
the first stage of the process of liberation 
from inherited conflicts and opposes not 
only the narrow theological fanaticism of 
Minnawc Gorsant but the narrow fanaticism 
of tribal conflict too. The political and the 
theological or ideological conflicts are firmly 
linked: Porius ' 'had come for many years to 
associate the great Brythonic heretic with 
what he well knew was his whole nature's 
mature revolt against the combined 
authority of his mother and grandfather". 
(36) 

Pelagius is a major inspiration for 
Porius's impulse to "actualise his own 
soul". Pelagius stands for "the spirit of the 
liberty of every separate human soul'' (37)— 
whether opposed by religious dogmatic 
institutions, the imposition of collective 
social value—or by Nazism, one could add. 
Porius owes to Pelagius the imaginative 
impulse that liberates him by allowing him 
to use his imagination to create the future 
through the soul's most inmost desires. 
History is open ended and for that reason 
can be recreated at any point. 

The holograph text fills out—beyond the 
published version of the novel—Powys's 
presentation of Pelagius as Porius's source 
of inspiration. The chief theological topic at 
Porius's school beyond the mountains had 
been "the abysmal gulf between the British 
philosopher's view of Christian religion and 
the orthodox Roman one". Porius thereby 
became familiar with "every argument for 
and against the great Pelagian affirmation of 
the essential goodness of Man's nature and 
consequent upon this of the primal part 
played by the human will in the historic 
march of Fate". According to this philo-
sophy, human history is the product not of 
blind necessity or physical environment but 
of free will. 

Porius gives Pelagius's thought a privil-
eged position in the novel, especially as 
compared to the tenets of Mithraism, for 
example. Persian Mithraism was a 'soldier 
religion' introduced to other cultures by the 
Roman army; Pelagianism, in contrast, had 
a more native British quality for Pelagius 
was a British philosopher whose thought 
may have been influenced by Druids. 

In Rhun's company, Porius falls under 
the temporary sway of Mithras and the sig-
nificance of Powys allowing him to do so is 
two-fold. First, it permits Porius to explore 
an alternative version of truth and to emph-
asise the utility of viable belief systems in a 
multiverse where truth is many faceted and 
can be adapted to a variety of cultural and 
individual identities. Second, Mithraism's 
greater degree of foreignness allows Porius 
to emancipate himself more thoroughly 
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from his native beliefs. In fact, in the holo-
graph manuscript, Porius is inspired by the 
experience of his contact with Mithras to 
make his political decision to join with 
Arthur. Porius now feels involved in 
Arthur's struggle to free Britain from the 
Germanic intruder under the spell of the 
Mazdean God and to realise that his real 
home was Ynys Prydein and not the prince-
dom of Cunedda. 

Powys had obviously taken pains to 
acquaint himself with the Mithraic belief 
system. He utilises such images and symbols 
as caves as places of worship, the dog as a 
companion in hunting and the snake as a 
symbol of earth and nature. Powys also 
explores two important features of the myth 
at the heart of Mithraism. First, Mithras is 
an embodiment of a dialectic of Light 
against Dark: Mithras as champion of light, 
is linked with the Sun. Second, Mithras is 
presented as a god of Time with the head of a 
lion. The exploration of Mithras therefore 
immerses Porius in the mystery of Time, 
whether as images, concept or experience. 

The landscape Porius crosses on his way 
to the cave is a reminder of the eternal nature 
of the past—especially when he passes an 
ancient tree which had commenced its life 
five hundred years before in the days of Tib-
erius Caesar. The twilight hour is also a 
symbol of the mingling of the alchemical 
opposites of Light and Dark, appropriate to 
the context of Mithraic symbolism; Powys 
explores this symbol later in the novel, esp-
ecially in Chapter Fifteen, "Myrddin 
Wyllt''. The river, too, like the Thames river 
in Conrad's Heart of Darkness, speaks of 
the past, gurgling, oozing "as it had done 
when those strange ships, thousands of 
years ago, brought the remnant from the 
lost continent of Atlantis to its mouth". (33) 

After a ritual drink at the cave, Porius 
confronts the image of Cronos itself. He 
sees two small ivory statues, on the moulded 
body of an infant wearing the Phrygian cap, 
rising waist high out of a rock and bearing 
the inscription Ave Invictus; the other of a 
naked man with a lion's head and a snake 
twisted around his body inscribed with the 

single Greek word, Cronos. The latter image \ 
—of great significance in the novel since it j 
alludes to one of its central concepts and I 
provides the name of the closing chapter— | 
binds Rhun and Porius together: 

. . . they were all children of Time, all children j 
of Cronos, and henceforth he and Rhun and 
the dog and the mangled beast-head had a 
bed-rock understanding. (48) 
This vision of Time does not imprison 

Porius in the past: it forces him to assert the 
potentiality that all have to recreate life 
moment by moment and change the trans-
ient nature of reality. The Cave of Mithras 
thus presents the central paradox of the 
novel that the all-embracing value of the 
present moment in time which affords the 
individual the opportunity to "actualise his 
soul" is part of another eternally valid real-
ity, namely the eternal validity of the past of 
which the moment is only a part. 

Porius's individuality, manifest in his det-
achment from Mithraism, Pelagianism and 
Romanised Christianity reconciles the 
claims of past and present in so far as he also 
reconciles the impulses towards self-sacri-
fice, which belong to Christianity, and 
happiness which belongs to the ancient and 
modernist human tradition. 

V 
I would now like to turn to the signific-

ance of Porius's relationship with the two 
characters Myrddin Wyllt and the Henog of 
Dyfed, through whom Powys presents two 
possible ways of perceiving the relationship 
between Time and History. In Porius Powys 
attains a new degree of self-consciousness in 
the writing of history and presentation of 
historical action which is an interesting 
mark of his modernity as a historical novel-
ist. The novel questions not only the nature 
of time and the nature of history but the 
nature of the art of writing an historical 
novel, and, by implication, the writing of 
fiction. 

Porius is faced with a choice of allegiance 
between the two viable approaches to 
history and time. These approaches may be 
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defined as follows: the Henog stands for 
rhetorical elaboration upon the facts of 
historical events, while Myrddin stands for 
the recreation of history by imagination. 
Myrddin also challenges the world of eternal 
destiny by placing it within the context of a 
world of nature predating history. 

Porius is pulled in two directions because 
of his concern with his own identity and his 
commitment to the process of actualising his 
own soul. As he leaves Rhun and the cave of 
Mithras to meet the new visitor to the ford (it 
turns out to be Myrddin), he thinks that 

what he wanted above all was to keep his inner 
identity—the thing that said 'I am Porius ab 
Einion'—intact. He also wanted to remember 
that he had the blood of the aboriginal giants 
in his veins as well as of the forest people! (51) 

Porius is thus a genuinely historical indiv-
idual aware that his identity is rooted in a 
past inheritance as well as in present exper-
ience. But Powys also emphasises that the 
quest of self-knowledge is born out of a ten-
sion between past history and present 
experience. 

The aboriginal aspect of Porius's identity 
establishes a close tie—albeit one that he 
partially resents—with Myrddin, the most 
famous figure from Arthurian tradition and 
too much part of the fabulous aspect of that 
tradition to be presented with the prosaic 
realism of Powys's version of Arthur. 
Porius greets Myrddin as "the emperor's 
famous counsellor, Myrddin ap Morfryn, 
known to some as Myrddin Wyllt, to others 
as Myrddin Emrys and to yet others as 
Merlinus Ambrosius". (56) Powys unifies 
the two traditions of Myrddin as the 
immortal, the "fatherless child" discovered 
by Vortigern in Nennius's account, and the 
Merlinus Sylvester Celidonius of the Vita 
Merlinus. Powys combines these two figures 
into one but emphasises the conception of 
the wild, natural Myrddin by allowing him 
to look like a "herdsman from the south" 
who is "clothed in a shaggy coat of coarse 
wool that descended below his knees, but 
under this, twisted round his legs and reach-
ing from his ankles half-way up his thighs, 

he wore rough cow-hide leggings bleached 
and stained by weather". (54) 

This description combines qualities of 
realism, mysticism and physical homeliness 
and uncouthness with those of magical 
power. When Porius seizes Myrddin, who 
appears to be in a state of physical collapse, 
he receives a mystic vision, an "occult lesson 
in planetary metempsychosis" that is at the 
same time a world historical vision: 

[Porius] grew aware of vast continents and 
countries and cities. He was conscious of the 
unrolling of world-shaking events; of famines 
and plagues, of battles and migrations, of the 
births and deaths of whole civilisations; but 
he also became aware of millions of infinit-
esimal insect lives. (58, my italics) 

The vision is Spenglerian in scope but 
modified by the presence of physical space 
and the physical reality of nature in a state 
before the operations of Destiny and Will in 
human history. Time is not divorced from 
Space but grounded in the physical. Pre-
history is the source of history but signific-
antly devoid of the elements of struggle and 
survival which mark a Darwinian perspect-
ive. Whilst in this trance-like state, Porius 
identifies himself with the Mithraic image of 
the serpent twisted around the body of 
crooked counselling Cronos. At a stage of 
its early unfolding Powys allows his hero to 
point forward again to the end of the novel; 
the art of the narrator creates a prophetic 
mimesis of the process of history itself. 
Porius himself defines the vision as "the 
extreme opposite of what Minnawc Gorsant 
preached every night". (59) The awareness 
of the reality of Nature and prehistory helps 
Porius to counter the temptation to surrender 
the integrity of the individual will to 
fanatical institutions. Such institutions are 
the produce of a world of civilisation or 
Destiny which has replaced aboriginal 
Nature or Culture. 

Such an insight is the positive side of 
Porius, for example, feels as if the Henog 
"attributed to every least detail of what had 
to return to his former Pelagian world and 
to Morfydd. Porius's impulse to satisfy his 
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destiny in the present is countered by his new 
understanding of the reality of the past and 
the current political situation which is the 
product of that past. He cannot simply leave 
the fight against the Saxons and go off with 
Morfydd to Constantinople. 

The political situation that Porius would 
like in some ways to avoid is presented more 
clearly when Porius reaches the tent of 
Gwendydd and Nineue. The tent is located 
near the imaginary mound called "Y 
Bychan" or "The Little One", the reputed 
burying place of Iscovan who was part 
Gwyddl and part aboriginal and whose 
father was slain by Cunedda. Iscovan is 
therefore an aboriginal hero. Powys ex-
plains the significance of the mound: 

The Mound of the Little One became, there-
fore, a rallying-spot for all such local rebels as 
not only hated the Romans but had small love 
for the House of Cunedda. (65) 

Once again Powys anticipated the later 
sections of his novel in the early sections, for 
the mound called "Y Bychan" or "The 
Little One" is the title of the cancelled 
chapter xxi in the holograph and typescript 
manuscripts and occurs before the chapter 
"Blodeuwedd" in the published text. 

Porius's part Roman and part aboriginal 
ancestry determines the nature of his 
response to this traditional rivalry. He is 
torn between the fragmented racial groups 
and is unable to side whole heartedly with 
one or the other. The conflict is heightened 
by Porius's suspicion that the Gwyddl 
Nineue and Myrddin may be implicated in 
the killing of the Derwydd, Llew ap Greid-
awl. The tensions are reduced by the appear-
ance of the Henog of Dyfed at the pavilion. 
Gwendydd immediately sends for her 
brother Myrddin and the historian and the 
prophet are brought into confrontation. 
This opposition is a central antithesis in a 
series of paired opposites which has already 
been noted and which forms an important 
structural pattern in the novel. The Henog 
seems to be a voice reproducing Powys's 
own self-conscious reflections upon the his-
torical pattern he is weaving. This voice is 

heard through Porius's expression of this 
thought as he ponders on the Henog's 
discourse: 

. . . he began to wonder whether there might 
not be in the world of thought the same ele-
ment of pure contrariness that existed 
between people in life, and whether it was not 
enough for them all to be overshadowed by 
the presence of the great prophet of the future 
to set this rival sage off on an impassioned 
eulogy of the past. (84) 

Thus Henog and Prophet between them 
present all of experience flanked by the his-
toric past on the one hand and the future of 
the characters of the novel, as well as that of 
the twentieth century, on the other. The 
Henog has the balancing function of insist-
ing on the reality of past events and thus 
reflects Powys's critical detachment from 
the "Time consciousness" of Spengler. 
Porius, for example, feels as if the Henog 
"attributed to every least detail of what had 
actually occurred a special and curious kind 
of consecration; as though merely to have 
happened made what had happened, 
whether tragic or comic, or even trifling and 
fortuitous, a sacred episode in a symbolic 
rite". (84) The Henog's approach to the past 
is certainly the antithesis of Myrddin's 
attempt to recreate the course of events 
through the power of the imagination. The 
Henog and Myrddin create a tension des-
cribed in the holograph text, in the chapter 
"Nineue" as "a whirling vortex of fatal 
and fearful tension, something resembling a 
cosmogonic tug-of-war between the mag-
netic pull of the past and the magnetic pull of 
the future". 

The Henog's pagan perspective is present-
ed through a literary art which places a 
premium upon style over content. Neverthe-
less, the Henog believes that the past is the 
source of truth which emerges, he says, 
"when a person has turned his back upon 
the future and has begun to unravel in its 
illimitable recession the sacred world of the 
past". The Henog's approach to experience 
strikes Porius as new. It is copied by Neb ap 
Digon who has a habit of delivering tales 
with what Porius describes as a "new-
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fangled trick of describing details without 
any feeling but with a diabolical precise-
ness". (88) This attitude is the counterpart, 
perhaps, of our modern scientific approach. 

A tense confrontation between the Henog 
and Myrddin Wyllt is the occasion for ex-
ploring the relationship between Time, Hist-
ory, and Prophecy. Myrddin is scornful of 
the Henog's ability to possess the truth in his 
Historica Veridica because the truth is 
elusive, flowing like water and melting like 
air. There is no constancy in experience, for 
the present age in which Prophet and Histor-
ian live will be replaced by another order in 
the future which will contain a different 
truth. Myrddin is obviously a Dark Age 
spokesman for a typically twentieth-century 
relativistic view of truth. Moreover, in 
Myrddin's presentation of an age of Aquar-
ius succeeding to the age of Pisces, the 
reader is forced to place his contemporary 
experience against that of the Dark Age 
past. The Dark Age present faces the im-
mediate problem of Germanic invasion: 
Myrddin prophesies that Arthur's success in 
establishing the Welsh tongue will last but 
that the Germanic invaders are to be con-
quered in turn by the Norman French, 
"crueller, craftier and far cleverer than they 
are". And then Myrddin refers to the cata-
strophic reality of twentieth-century world 
warfare and technology. In the age of 
Aquarius "the white dragon from German-
ia will cross the sea to trouble us again". 
(100) 

But Myrddin, the equivalent of twentieth-
century ''time philosophers", is not allowed 
the last word unchallenged. The Henog 
rushes to the defence of the past as a perm-
anent repository of irrevocable truth: 

From the past . . . from which I seek . . . to 
draw the truth . . . comes all we have, all we 
are, all we shall be! . . . it is there forever, firm, 
clear, unassailable, so that all our chroniclers 
and recorders of the future, some wiser than I 
am, some much less wise, may struggle to 
capture the living truth. (97) 

Porius, the bystander to this confusion, 
registers the reader's sense of being present 
at a war between past and future: 

All this while he could not divest his mind of 
the notion that there was an unearthly war 
going on between the whole weight and 
pressure of the world's past . . . and the form-
less, vaporous shapes of the unborn future, 
more formidable still because of their phan-
tom-like terror. (96) 
Porius eventually takes sides with neither 

contestant in the debate. He rather likes the 
implications of the Henog's view that the 
future is completely undetermined with no 
room for a concept of Fate. Porius's main 
allegiance is to a "mysterious mingling of 
Nature's purposes with accident and 
chance". (106) But if Porius appears to side 
with the Henog, he cannot exclude the 
claims of Myrddin who, in the holograph 
text, sees the future as a multiple collection 
of possibilities. His prophecy is prepared to 
deal with "how all the futures are" and even 
his animals "know many creatures, many 
worlds, many futures". (TS) 

Such a view of time brings to the historical 
novel an enlargement of scope and a new 
complexity of perspective. Powys seems to 
have tried to present the past with the same 
attention to style and reverence for historic 
detail that his own Henog recommends and 
he has tried to set his human action within 
the horizons of past and future and to open 
his reader's vision to the manifold directions 
to which accident and chance can turn the 
course of events. Certainly Porius presents 
human experience with a breadth and depth 
which equals that of the most ambitious 
novels of the nineteenth or twentieth cent-
uries—whether we think of War and Peace 
of Ulysses. 

VI 
In Porius therefore, the form of the his-

torical novel is recreated since the reader is 
confronted with an altogether new amalgam 
of history, romance, fantasy and psycholog-
ical recreation of character. Although these 
elements are mingled with mannerist 
abruptness, the narrative does not contra-
dict known facts but allows free rein to 
Powys's literary imagination in a way that 
the earlier Owen Glendower did not. 
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As prophecy fills out rather than contra-

dicts history, so fable and myth support 
history and lead the reader through imagin-
ation to its roots. Powys's expression of his 
historical philosophy is stated most deeply 
in the mythical levels of his novel. Powys's 
conception of history is comprised of a 
dialectical opposition of fact and fable 
through which he reveals the power of the 
prophetic instinct to create history through 
the operations of the imagination. Powys 
recognised, as Vico did, that myth is an 
avenue to the knowledge of the primitive 
peoples. Vico affirmed that myths are the 
science of the ancients and important repos-
itories of truth. Powys recognised similarly 
that before the advent of written records it 
was the mythopoeic faculty that preserved 
the memory of the past and his reverence for 
myth is partly an aspect of his reverence for 
the past. 

Powys steeped himself in all available 
historical sources: mythical, legendary and 
topographical. However, the reader has to 
move between differing narrative levels 
which include historical chronicle, psycho-
logical introspection, and myth in ways that 
force him to question the degree of truthful-
ness of each level. There is a sense in which 
the mythical level does clash with the histor-
ical level in that mythic experience is part of 
an atemporal, eternal level of experience. 
Powys uses this atemporal framework to 
modify the obsession of Western man with 
the Faustian will or the desire to assert 
personal identity in time through history. 
Such Faustian assertiveness he perceives as 
part of the destructive impulse of modern 
history and the energy source of the two 
world wars. Powys thus explores the 

paradox that history explores an eternal 
process outside of time but expressed 
through time. He thus transforms the histor-
ical chronicle into a prophetic medium in so 
far as he incorporates historical experience 
into the continuum of past, present and ; 
future. Since the prophetic voice is expres- < 
sed through one character, Myrddin, whose ' 
perspective is modified by others in a more 
human dimension, such as Porius himself, ! 
Powys neutralises the resistance that the i 
prophetic voice often creates in the reader. 
Powys likes to accompany the reader in his j 
historical quest and to cultivate a narrative I 
voice which takes him into his confidence, 1 
sometimes like a garrulous friend. The pro- j 
phetic depth and strength are incorporated 
into a narrative which yet invites the reader J 
to approach the text in a tranquil and sup- I 
portive spirit. 

The reader nevertheless is able to share in 
a truly prophetic vision of the renewal of the 
British nation—a renewal which has to come 
about as a renewal of peace, whether in the 
fifth or twentieth century. At the end of the 
novel, Porius acknowledges the faith his 
grandfather had ' 'in some sort of confrater-
nity of free souls, binding together the living 
and the dead, and building the foundation in 
the midst of our present chaos, of some sort 
of security". (663) Powys's hope for the 
twentieth century was inspired by the myth 
of the cauldron of rebirth in The Mabinog-
ion but the magical rebirth process is 
dependent on freedom as its catalyst and a 
peaceable union not only in the present but 
between the past and the present. The only 
hope for mankind rests upon the mainten-
ance of this historic process. 
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Dorothee von Huene Greenberg 
Stone Worship and the Search for Community 
in John Cowper Powys's A Glastonbury Romance 

Stones, ancient stone structures, and earth 
impregnated with their remains have a very 
important place in many of John Cowper 
Powys's works. To him, these objects satur-
ated with history represented a combination 
of the self's inviolability and its community 
with the values and beliefs of its ancestors: 
the essential community of the race. That is 
whyin^4 GlastonburyRomanceheendowed 
the ancient site of Glastonbury with its 
historic stone structures and its soil imbued 
with history, with a mystical power, a power 
that could illuminate those that came in 
contact with it and that could one day 
strengthen the whole world. 

Powys had reason to guard his self care-
fully. Before he began writing A 
Glastonbury Romance he had had to 
readjust from the tranquil life of a rectory-
bred English university scholar to the hectic 
existence of a travelling lecturer in the 
United States, far distant from the land of 
his ancestors. During and after those twenty 
five years when he lived in American trains, 
escaping "all human responsibility, all 
work, all serious contact with people, all 
anxiety, all care", he may have wanted to 
find stability in one of the few remaining 
human resources in a fast-changing society, 
his own self, and the fervour with which he 
clung to his self, visible in both his non-
fiction and his novels, reflects this concern. 

Although Powys maintained an open-
minded attitude to other cultures, he bel-
ieved firmly that the individual must be able, 
like a stone, to resist influences from others. 
Thus, he explains in A Philosophy of 
Solitude: 

Delivered from ambition, aiming at interior 
peace rather than glory or success, the 
isolated self, when it is driven to enter the 

society of alien minds, consciously avoids j 
taking upon itself their tone, their colour, \ 
their aura. (56; 61) 

When in contact with others, the self that \ 
has succeeded in achieving this condition | 
becomes "Nothing but a hard, impenetrable j 
crystal, nothing but an adamantine pebble, j 
nothing but a cold, smooth, recalcitrant j 
stone" (56; 63). These words are strikingly I 
reminiscent of Jung's observation that: j 

The unity of the stone is the equivalent of j 
individuation, by which man is made one; we 
would say that the stone is a projection of the 
unified self. This formulation . . . does not, 
however, take sufficient account of the fact 
that the stone is a transcendent unity . . . the 
self . . . is a supra-ordinate totality, neces-
sarily transcendent as well.' 
Powys's concern for individualism is ref-

lected in his choice of several main charact-
ers in A Glastonbury Romance rather than 
one central figure. The diversity of the 
novel's dramatispersonae is impressive, and 
even the minor figures gain tremendous sig-
nificance from the distinctive roles which 
they play. 

Some of the characters in the novel also 
try to achieve an unusual degree of freedom 
of spirit. Thus, John Crow earnestly ent-
reats his mother, 

'Don't let me ever compete with anyone! . . . 
Let me live my own life free from the 
opinions, good or bad, of all other people!' 
(56) 

and Sam Decker, concerned about public 
opinion, imagines himself saying to John, 

That's the 'advice' I'd like you to give me, 
Crow. I'd like you to say 'escape from it all, 
Sam . . . and try to imitate those old medieval 
saints!' (199) 
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But we also come to recognize that Powys 
had what Collins calls a "wistful longing all 
his life to conform, to be merged in his 
fellow men".2 In,4 Complex Vision Powys 
wrote that in "the loneliness of our souls" 
we long, 

to invade, and mingle with other personalities, 
. . . to break the isolation of all personalities, 
and to enter, in company with all, some larger, 
fuller, freer level of life, where what we call 
'the limits of personality' are surpassed and 
transcended. (92) 

He evidently sought an anchor, a union of 
the self with others outside itself. This 
anchor he found, among other things, in 
ancient places with historic mounds, stones, 
stone ruins, and stone edifices that harbour 
memories of the past. For him they not only 
represent the self but also become reminders 
of past races that shared this earth with the 
present, living generation.3 In some of his 
characters, usually those who represent 
aspects of Powys himself, this fascination 
reaches such intensity that it becomes wor-
ship: stone worship. To their worshipper, 
Powys believed, stones grant community 
with the people of the past. 

Powys derived his reverence for the past 
from his father for whom old things repres-
ented high ethical values: 

It was this fierce, inarticulate, irrational 
loyalty to his own, to all the old things, the old 
ways, the old people, the old battle-cries, the 
old causes, the old customs, that my father 
had the power of communicating to me with-
out direct speech of any kind. A savage intens-
ity of emotion, rising up perhaps—who can 
tell?—from some submerged level of Cymric 
pride in defeat that flowed down to him from 
'battles long ago'. {Autobiography, 34) 

Powys goes on to explain how his father 
sought any occasion "to pit the old, the art-
less, the quiet, the natural, the dignified 
against the showy, the artificial, the luxur-
ious, the scientific, the modern!" (34) 
In his Autobiography, too, Powys con-
stantly refers to the thrill he feels in being 
close to places rich in history. This same 
yearning for community impelled him to 

bring to life the inanimate world, such as the 
tree that hears and remembers past conver-
sations. (A Glastonbury Romance, 73) It 
explains, too, his flirtation with Catholic-
ism, his interest in primitive Christianity and 
in Communism, and his own reverence for 
stones. 

Years after Powys published A Glaston-
bury Romance he was to reveal the intensity 
of his devotion to the past in Obstinate Cym-
ric where he wrote: 

I am sure of one thing. It is sheer stupidity not 
to be constantly thinking back, down the 
enormous tracks of time that separate us from 
our ancestor the cave-man. (149) 

Powys revealed his fascination with 
stones first in Wood and Stone, which in 
many ways anticipates A Glastonbury 
Romance. The basic theme of Wood and 
Stone is the one Powys had learned from his 
father—here translated into the "spiritual 
conflict" between "two opposed Mythol-
ogies—the one drawing its strength from the 
impulse to Power, and the other from the 
impulse to Sacrifice" {Wood and Stone, 3). 
But in this earlier novel stone is decidedly the 
negative symbol contrasted to yielding, 
gentle wood. The stones of Leo's Hill repre-
sent the power abhorrent to Powys—the 
brute power of the modern superman, rep-
resented by Mortimer Romer who domin-
ates and exploits and whose name suggests 
the Roman killers of Christ, the man who 
ruled by gentleness. Wood on the other 
hand, the softer material found in the 
forests of Nevilton Mount reputed to have 
harboured "The Holy Rood of Waltham", 
symbolizes the power of traditional Christ-
ianity—the power of sacrifice, of self-aban-
donment, of relinquishment. 

In A Glastonbury Romance, however, 
written seventeen years later, both wood and 
stones are positive symbols because they 
share the ability to transmit the healing 
spirituality of history, perhaps stones even 
more than wood because of their greater in-
herent passivity and ability to withstand 
time. The stones of Glastonbury's historic 
Chalice Hill, its ancient stone churches, 
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chapels, and abbey ruins, and its soil imbued 
with history, become mystic forces. They 
can heal individuals and the word by virtue 
of the passive powers of the unity of all 
times, generations, memories, and tradit-
ions of a race, a race that had endured 
through pagan as well as Christian sacrifice. 

Powys began writing his highly nostalgic 
English novels when he was in the United 
States, a country with a comparatively brief 
history. When he returned to Great Britain it 
was not to resettle in his childhood Monta-
cute in England, but Corwen in Wales, a 
return to the place of his father's ancestors. 
In A Glastonbury Romance he has set his 
most important scenes near ancient sites or 
monuments such as Stonehenge, Chalice 
Hill or Glastonbury Tor. In fact, in this 
novel the setting itself with its prehistoric 
and early Christian associations becomes 
almost the main character of the novel. Six 
saints and three Saxon Kings are buried in 
Glastonbury. King Arthur himself is 
supposed to have been buried there. Merlin 
allegedly practised his magic there. Before 
that the Druids lived there, before them the 
lake dwellers, and before them the ancient 
Britons.4 

Though the Passion prepared by John 
Geard is the climax of A Glastonbury Rom-
ance, the recurring focus on stones makes it 
clear that in this novel Powys's search for 
community went beyond those of Commun-
ism and Christianity to an even larger com-
munity. Powys introduces us to Glaston-
bury via Stonehenge, that mysterious pre-
historic ruin which may have had a part-
icular personal meaning for him because he 
believed it had been built of stones brought 
from Wales, the homeland of his ancestors. 
Here, at the beginning of the novel, Owen 
Evans and John Crow meet. Evans has 
studied as much English and Welsh history 
as Powys himself, so he is able to inform 
John Crow that the stones of Stonehenge are 
micaceous sandstone which the Druids 
probably imported from South Wales. 
Evans is so well informed that he knows that 
the stone that stands in mysterious solitude 
outside the circle is named Hele after the sun 

god. To John, however, this stone is too 
great and mysterious to be limited by a 
name, and he attributes more age and power 
to it than Evans: 

'I believe this stone,' he said dogmatically, 'is | 
far older than the rest. I believe Stonehenge \ 
was built here because of this stone. I think : 
stone worship is the oldest of all religions and | 
easier to sympathize with than any other 1 
religion.' (84) 

John believes that the stones of Stonehenge j 
'just as they were, had become, by mute ere- \ 
ative action of four thousand years, auth- i 
entic Divine Beings" (88). The Hele Stone, j 
whose firm solitude is reminiscent of the iso-
lation Powys sought for his self, "emerged 
out of the obscurity like a gigantic, bare-
headed man, wrapped in a skin or a blanket" 
(85), and John prays to it: "Stone of 
England, guard Mary Crow and make her 
happy" (84). Later, as he is contemplating 
curbing his love for Mary, John says, 

What I really am is a hard, round stone defying 
the whole universe . . . I'm a hard round glass 
ball, that is a mirror of everything, but that 
has a secret landscape of its own in the centre 
of it. O Great Stones of Stonehenge, you are 
the only gods for me! (381) 

When John later visits a similar stone in 
Glastonbury he presses his forehead against 
it: 

The contact of his skull with this stone—and it 
is likely enough it would have happened with 
any stone of a similar texture—put new 
strength into him and cleared the mists from 
his brain. (922) 

This attribution of power to rocks is rem-
iniscent of Carl Jung's discovery, elucidated 
by his close professional confidante Marie-
Louise von Franz, that, 

In Europe 'holy' stones, wrapped in bark and 
hidden in caves, have been found in many 
places; as containers of divine powers they 
were probably kept there by men of the Stone 
Age. At the present time some of the Austral-
ian aborigines believe that their dead ancest-
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ors continue to exist in stones as virtuous and 
divine powers, and that if they rub these 
stones, the power increases, (like charging 
them with electricity) for the benefit of both 
the living and the dead.5 

In his reverence for stones Powys was 
apparently reflecting this ancient unconsc-
ious association of the self with stones and 
thereby with ancestors, his sense of the unity 
of all times and generations. This reverence 
is also revealed in his feeling for ancient 
stone edifices and ruins. Viewing an old 
Saxon church tower dating from a time 
before William the Conqueror, Powys 
exclaims in his Autobiography, "The 
romance of race! Is there anything in exist-
ence that is more poignant than that? "(161) 
This feeling of the unity of all times is 
intensified at the moment when he sees a girl 
peering out of an old gothic window 
(Autobiography, 437). In just this way did 
women peer out of gothic windows and men 
glance up at them in olden times, and Powys 
delights in the sensation that what he sees 
and feels today is much like what his ances-
tors saw and felt then. 

The historic structures of Glastonbury, 
all of them made of stone, have a magic 
about them, and the older they are, the more 
profound the magic. The church in Glaston-
bury, claims Powys, is the oldest church in 
the whole world. 

[T]his fact had been sustained against rival 
churches at the Council of Pisa in 1409, at the 
Council of Constance in 1417, at the Council 
of Siena in 1424, and at the Council of Basle in 
1434, establishing beyond refutation that 
Glastonbury possessed a church that had been 
founded... 'immediately after the Passion of 
Christ'. (A Glastonbury Romance, 562) 

Its value lies less in the fact that it is an old 
Christian church than in the fact that it is an 
old church built on ancient historical 
ground: 

On this spot stood the original Wattle Church 
built by Joseph of Arimathea . . . Here, too, 
was discovered, in comparatively modern 
times, the carefully preserved Well, into 
which the bloodred stream of magical water 

once trickled down from the very slope of 
Chalice Hill. It was to the monkish guardians 
of this mystical spot, doubtless carrying in its 
enchanted soil, fed by the bones of untold 
centuries, the psychic chemistry of religious 
cults far older than Christianity, far older 
than the Druids, that King Ina's charter was 
given. (165-166) 

Proximity to such places can grant im-
mortality. In his Autobiography, Powys 
speaks of three aspects of his life which had 
touched him deeply. The third of these 
refers to, 

those rare indescribable ecstasies that came to 
[him] from old fragments of masonry ming-
led with certain aspects of Nature. These 
usually occurred when there was suddenly 
conveyed to [him] from outside of some old 
building . . . a magical sense of having been 
there before, of having felt these feelings 
hundreds of years before. (434) 

He goes on to describe how on such 
occasions, 

an immortal taste on the palate of [his] spirit 
used to transport [him]; . . the under-sea 
essence behind all our great mystical words, 
behind 'immortality' behind 'eternity', 
behind 'destiny', behind the very 'elements' 
in the worship of Christ. (434) 

Here the Christian notion of eternal life 
which is traditionally projected forward 
into a future world, is projected backward 
into the past through contact with ancient 
stones. Powys can derive the same sense of 
joy that Christians ordinarily feel over the 
idea of surviving death from the sense of 
community with the people of the past. 

For Powys, it is almost as if ancient stone 
buildings continued to have a life of their 
own, the life exuded by the values that they 
have represented for so many generations. 
The ruins emanate influences directed at 
Mat Dekker's house. They are the resonan-
ces of the voices of past generations clinging 
to the stone columns of the ruined abbey and 
still sending out the "wild, liturgical call of 
the old tune—'Save us from Eternal 
Death!' " (387) It is interesting to note that 
Powys attributes to those ancient voices of 
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the "dead medieval throats" a liturgical 
summons. It is a religious chant announcing 
the possibility of eternal life through adher-
ence to the past. 

In A Glastonbury Romance John Crow 
feels a joy similar to that of John Cowper 
Powys when in contact with ancient stones: 

But a fragment of old wall, a broken piece of 
old coping, or, much more, a building like this 
that had retained its own humble, patient 
identity throughout so many generations, 
always held his imagination in a dream-heavy 
trance of curious felicity . . . . This incorrig-
ible and mischievous wanderer drank deep of 
these ancient men's long secular lives under St 
Margaret's bell tower. (331) 

The difference between John Crow's and 
Powys's reaction to the same situation clar-
ifies John Crow's significance in the novel. 
He represents the more modern aspect of 
John Cowper Powys, that part of him that 
resisted attachment to the past, while 
Bloody Johnny Geard represents Powys's 
vital aspect that is capable of making trad-
ition viable in the present. John Crow is the 
perpetual wanderer incapable of reading the 
past like Evans or Bloody Johnny Geard or 
Powys, for while Powys had a distinct sense 
of "having felt these feelings hundreds of 
years before", John only has "a dream-
heavy trance of curious felicity". 

Perhaps because of his faith in the power 
of the Hele stone, John Crow leads a 
charmed life in Glastonbury. He finds a 
wholesome love there, and although Mad 
Bet, the ugly associate of the Holy Grail, has 
decided to kill him, the log that she pushes to 
fell him slips, and he is spared. He event-
ually leaves Glastonbury with Mary, per-
haps to carry a small portion of Glaston-
bury's beneficent influences to other parts 
of the world, and he may also eventually be 
able to experience the clearer sense of com-
munity that his creator enjoys. Whether 
anyone will come again to revive the potent-
ial of ancient Glastonbury, eternal because 
its power is rooted in its stone structures and 
its soil, remains a mystery. 

The whole city of Glastonbury, imbued 
with a soul through its history, comes alive 

in the novel. It has magical powers through 
the memories, traditions, and values which 
it perpetuates. Those who recognize this can 
benefit immensely from its healing power. 
Thus the men who cooperate to establish the 
Glastonbury commune seem to benefit from 
the fact that they first voiced their idea on 
the summit of Chalice Hill. Of all the 
characters, Sam has the deepest sensitivity 
to the powers of Glastonbury's historic soil. 
To him, and perhaps to Powys, the merging 
of matter and spirit, and the deification of 
matter through spirit, is the essence of 
Christianity. Sam explains: 

Matter must be redeemed; and only Christ 
can redeem it . . . . Your making Matter evil j 
undoes the whole thing. It's the Incarnation i 
that transforms Nature. It has been done 
once. Nothing can reverse it. Something has i 
come into it from outside; . . . But It's in it j 
now! You can't get rid of it . . . And every 
atom of Matter feels it. Matter is no longer 
separate from Spirit. It has become the living 
flesh of Spirit. (265) 

His work digging clay for the religious 
figurines brings Sam in daily contact with 
the historic, sacred soil, and perhaps 
because of this he is chosen to have a vision 
of the Holy Grail which teaches the gentle 
lesson of self-abandonment. He gives up his 
selfish love for Nell Zoyland, another man's 
wife, and devotes all his energies to the 
success of the Glastonbury commune, 
spending the rest of his days digging clay out 
of the ground to make the religious statues 
that will bring the healing message of Glas-
tonbury to a waiting world. In performing 
this work Sam has renounced earthly pleas-
ure. It is as though by digging the soil he has 
become one with the will of God, with the 
earth, and all the past generations. He, 

began to realize that the soul of the inanimate, 
the indwelling breath of life in all these 
ancient lifeless things, whereof the town was 
so full, was really moving towards him. (978) 

He yields to the spiritual power of Glaston-
bury and dedicates his life to reviving com-
munity with the past instead of selfishly 
creating his own new family with New 
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Zoyland. Spiritual union replaces sexual 
union, and Sam is granted a mystical exper-
ience of union with all humanity: 

He became vividly conscious of himself as one 
entity among all the rest . . . and he seemed 
able to catch upon the breathing wind, ming-
led with the gurglings and suckings of the the 
water, the cries of pain which at that second, 
all over the world, were rising up. (980) 

It is as if his daily contact with the soil, his 
participation in the essentially communal 
life of Glastonbury, and his sensitivity to its 
spiritual power make Sam eligible for a 
Christ-like sharing in the suffering of all 
men. His submersion of the self has become 
a creative act, for with the clay he digs Sam is 
helping to shape a better world. 

Those who do not recognize the spiritual 
value of Glastonbury's stones represent evil. 
Such is Philip Crow, John's cousin, a 
counterpart of Mortimer Romer of Wood 
and Stone and the personification of the is-
olated selfishness of modern individualism. 
It is he who builds the factory at Wookey 
Hole, and he who flies that modern in-
vention, the airplane Powys abhorred, 
which destroys the mystical peace of 
Glastonbury. He says to himself that, 

Science must soon . . . give into the hands of 
every individual so much power—power of 
creation, power of destruction—that this 
dogmatic doctrine about common ownership 
will cease to have any meaning. (226) 

To Philip, the ruins make Glastonbury into 
an "idle showplace" (224). He thinks of 
them as empty because in his selfishness he is 
unable to respond to the beneficent influ-
ences of the traditions of his race which 
include the teachings of Christianity. By res-
isting the influences radiated from the 
ancient buildings and keeping to himself, he 
has shut himself off from a thousand 
healing rays—from the world around him 
and from the past. 

Philip's only real passion is not that of 
creative love but of lust to destroy the past 
and expand his own power: 

A cold fury of destruction possessed him 
when he thought of Glastonbury. Arthur and 

the Holy Grail, Abbey Ruins and Saint 
Joseph—he was the man to blow them all sky-
high! Communism? A thing of mere distri-
bution of spoils! What did a meticulous 
economy of that kind matter? On, on, on!— 
destroying the past, creating the future—on, 
on! (228) 

The futility of Philip's efforts to create the 
future is demonstrated by his inability to 
create his own family. He has one child, an 
out-of-wedlock daughter by the alcoholic 
Jenny Morgan, but this child loves old 
places, which suggests that she will help 
undo her father's desecrations of ancient 
holy lands. 

Powys suggests that people should stay 
put like stones. On the other hand, stones 
and stone edifices in Powys's world come to 
life, like Glastonbury itself, which to Dr Fell 
and Tom Barter seemed to be "an actual, 
living Creature" (723). The whole city of 
Glastonbury comes alive with memories, 
traditions, and values that should be per-
petuated. Thus Mr Evans tells Cordy that 
Glastonbury is "making history . . . It's the 
future that's important" (830). 
Glastonbury is making history by inspiring 
the world to revive the values of past 
generations. And while the people of 
Glastonbury will eventually return to the 
soil from which they sprang, the dust of 
Glastonbury is shaped into statues that will 
be sent over all the earth to inspire it with the 
message of her people. The community with 
the past will become universal, and the isol-
ation of the self will be alleviated. 

Stones had a powerful fascination for 
John Cowper Powys. For him, they symbol-
ized a clearly defined sense of self and its 
ability to resist outside influences. They 
also, however, exuded the spirit and the 
values of past generations and symbolized 
the collected memories and traditions of a 
race. As such, contact with stones granted 
community with the past and with all man-
kind. In the merging of this twofold symbol-
ism of stones, the self ceases to be an 
isolated, finite entity and instead becomes a 
reflection of, and an indispensable entity in, 
the community of a race and its devoutly 
recollected past. 
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Oliver Marlow Wilkinson 

The Letters of Frances and Jack* 

The letters, between Frances, my mother— 
Frances Wilkinson who wrote under her 
maiden name of Frances Gregg—and Jack 
—my godfather, John Cowper Powys— 
came together after I found Jack's letters in 
a sack in the Citadel in Devonport, Plym-
outh in 1941. 

Twenty-nine years before this, in 1912, 
Frances and Jack had first met. Frances was 
still in her girlhood, and Jack was at the beg-
inning of early middle age. Frances was in 
his audience. She and her friends had gone 
to many of John Cowper Powys's lectures; 
for Jack, as you know, was an event in Phil-
adelphia, one of the greatest lecturers the 
world has ever seen, maybe the greatest, hol-
lowing himself out as a reed to fill himself 
with the subject of his lecture. His audiences 
were vast—so sometimes was the length of 
his lectures: but he held them for hours. 

No wonder my mother, Frances, was 
enthralled. 

No wonder that she brought her friends to 
his lectures, too. 

No wonder they were prayed over by the 
Episcopalian Church of Philadelphia for 
listening to the reckless atheist, that villain-
ous genius, devil's advocate, devil John 
Cowper Powys. Prayed over as they were, 
Frances and her friends continued to attend 
John Cowper Powys's lectures. 

At the end of one lecture Frances went up 
and showed Jack one of her poems. In it 
were the lines: 

Those that sleep upon the wind, 
And those that lie along the rain 

Cursing Egypt. . . 

*A paper delivered to the Powys Society, August 1986. 
Copyright of the Francess Gregg letters remains with 
O.M.Wilkinson. 

Frances Gregg in her 'teens. 
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That entered into his imagination. So did 
Frances. She was beautiful. She had the 
beauty of some American women, delicate, 
strong, the fragility and strength ending in a 
pointed little chin. She and her mother were 
teachers. The women of the family tended to 
become teachers—on the death of their hus-
bands; death by exposure, Indian Wars, 
Civil Wars, gold rushes, prairies, and so on. 
I, myself, have a beautiful rocking-chair 
that went out West three times. The women 
talked as if the family was entirely distaff, I 
remember. 

So, Celtic Jack—shaped by an English 
Vicarage—and Frances Gregg, shaped by 
American adventurers and by women of 
severest rectitude, met in Witherspoon Hall, 
Philadelphia in 1912. 

The first letter Jack writes is to Frances's 
mother, Julia Vanness Gregg. It is Jack's 
version of the letter one writes to a mother 
whose pretty daughter one is seriously think-
ing of seducing. 

My dear Mrs Gregg 
I do hope you didn't think I was dread-

fully unceremonious in asking myself to 
lunch with you on Sunday and even ar-
ranging the Menu. My reliance upon the 
well-known reputation of Southern hos-
pitality must be my excuse. I am so 
anxious to do what I can to launch your 
little daughter into that poetical success 
which she so entirely deserves. She has 
real genius; and it is a shame her verses 
should not be more widely known. She is 
the only poet I have ever met in America 
and I do want to make friends with her 
while I have the chance. There aren't so 
many geniuses in the world that they can 
be allowed to lapse into obscurity. I find 
that I shall reach Philadelphia by a night 
train quite early on Sunday morning. I 
shall breakfast in the Pennsylvania 
Station and then, if I may, I shall make 
my way to your house; somewhere about 
ten o'clock, maybe. There won't be a 
chance your not being both out. After all, 
don't make any porridge for me as I will 
have some for breakfast and I am getting 
a bit tired of it. Eggs, toast and tea will be 

all I shall want. I know enough of the 
tragic history of the South not to be in the 
least surprised at finding high-born and 
cultured Gentlewomen in the purlieus of 
West Philadelphia. 

I do trust I didn't bore either of you by 
my visit yesterday. I did enjoy it so. One 
gets so tired of the 'nouveau riches' and 
the bourgeois parvenue in this country. 
Your little menage is an Eldorado—a new 
America for me. 

Yrs faithfully J. C. Powys 
He had miscalculated the women. The 

mother had started the first school for Ital-
ian immigrants. Both she and her daughter, 
Frances, had had to stand up to the Phila-
delphia Police—the toughest on earth, 
someone told me—two lone women, con-
fronting the police when their charges were 
found dead—one Italian boy had had hoses 
turned on him in his cell, in the freezing East 
Coast winter. Frances had seen lynching; 
not common outside Montacute Vicarage. 
Frances's ancestors had worked in Albany 
with families like the Rooseveldts, in the 
early eighteenth century, and they were, in 
fact, related to the Rooseveldts. I remember 
my mother and grandmother always saying 
that they would write to Franklin Roose-
veldt when they were really in trouble: but 
they never did—except once when my 
grandmother wrote about her pension—to 
the fury of my mother. Frances's mother, 
though, was proudest of her Dutch blood: 
she was invincible, I remember. So was 
Frances. 

In addition, Frances was one of Ezra 
Pound's poets in Philadelphia. Hilda Doo-
little, 'H. D. ' , was her greatest friend. 
Frances had had poems published in The 
Forum. "We were," my mother had 
written, "two girls in love with one another, 
and in love with the same man." The man 
was Ezra Pound. 

I won't anticipate the television program-
me, "Hilda's Book", that tells the story of 
how that book, made by Ezra Pound for 
Hilda Doolittle, and given by her to my 
mother, Frances, and found by me, in that 
sack in the ruins of Plymouth, was stolen— 
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Frances Gregg (right) with her mother, Julia Vanness Gregg. The young woman on the left is " Josie", a
cousin brought up by Mrs (Oliver) Gregg.
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fool that I am—from me, and is now in 
Harvard Library: but that documentary, by 
Frank Wintle, establishes that Ezra Pound 
thought as highly of Frances as a poet, as he 
did of 'H.D. ' . There is this difference 
between 'H.D. ' and Frances Gregg. 'H.D. ' 
said an artist sacrifices everything for art— 
her subsequent behaviour bears this out. 
Frances argued fiercely, "An artist looks 
after people first—those given to your hand 
—and gives what time can be spared from 
life to art!" 

Frances had never before met an English-
man on any but superficial terms; she knew 
nothing exactly about sex, for her mother 
thought she would be better off without 
that. Frances believed that Jack must be a 
typical Englishman, and that his love-mak-
ing was sex. I know that Frances was 
ignorant of specific knowledge about sex, 
then; for years later, I heard my mother still 
denouncing my grandmother for not telling 
her . . . and my grandmother defending 
herself. 

Frances saw that John Cowper Powys was 
a great man; but she could not accept him 
entirely as great. When, for instance, he 
made faces at other passengers in the Ele-
vated Railway, he explained to her that this 
was because they were making faces at him: 
but they were, plainly, not doing anything of 
the sort. Frances saw that there was a 
complex infant in the great man. 

Frances saw that Jack's mind—apart 
from his magnificent lecturing—was frozen 
in a kind of silt of childhood's damnation. 
He was certainly in the grip of manias. She 
did not accept his damnation or his manias: 
except as nuisances, blocks to his work. 

The second letter of Jack's—this time to 
Frances—is on a different note. The address 
is The Hollended, Cleveland: [February] 
1912. 

I leave Rochester at 8.35 tomorrow 
night and arrive at Waynes Junction on 
Sunday morning—How wicked that you 
won't be there then. I wonder if I shall 
find anyone at all awake at your house as 
early as that—a quarter to eight in the 

morning it will be—Anyway I'll risk it— 
but how annoying! You would open the 
door for me in your sleep if you were there 
—for in your sleep you are awake and in 
your waking you are asleep—It is espec-
ially annoying because this train seems 
created for no other purpose than to carry 
me over the Alleghenies straight to your 
very door— 

How slowly that Sunday morning will 
pass! Yet—what am I saying—of course 
it will not—There will be the luckless lady 
who gave you birth—if she did or any 
mortal did—you glaucous-eyed devil's 
daughter! and if I don't make her cry by 
saying that I know you are not really her 
child at all—all will go very nicely— 

I have to lecture on Plato tonight—It is 
not the first time—I think at any rate I 
shall be on familiar ground there— 

Would it were not so! Ha! ye delicate 
evasive ones—Ideas of This & The Other 
—have ye then at last betrayed me into the 
dreadful Absolute—Have the 'Many'— 
the little rivers—the treacherous mani-
fold streams—met then, in their hour? 
And is this the brackish ultimate? O love-
ly-coloured mimicries that flamed so 
bright—were ye all the while, ye treacher-
ous false guides, leading me to this dark 
sea? And henceforth, is there nothing to 
be done but to ebb & flow with that 
strange corpse-queen who lives between 
unborn and the dead? 

Nothing. So be it! And I am glad that 
there is not—'For I love thee, O 
Eternity!' 

Don't forget that I shall have a Box of 
Candies for you, O Planetary Cat! 

Jack was already married: so what better 
than to marry Frances to his fellow Lect-
urer, his 'old College pal', as some Ameri-
cans called him; to Louis Wilkinson, my 
father? 

My mother told me that Jack made them 
fall in love before they met. Jack praised 
each to the other as only Jack could. Jack 
even went on the honeymoon trip to 
England. His letter from shipboard, a full 
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report to Frances's mother, would make a 
book in itself. Because of the suddenness of 
the marriage, it had been agreed that it 
would not be consummated for a year. You 
can imagine Jack's efforts to keep Louis out 
of Frances's cabin, to make sure that Jack's 
sister, Marian, was always with Frances, 
and Jack's growing and desperate jealousy; 
his storms with Louis—then more intense 
jealousy, more intense than he had ever 
thought possible—over his creation, 
Frances and Louis. The third letter, here, to 
Louis, after Frances and Louis had gone off 
to Germany, where Louis was lecturing, is 
written when Jack felt stranded in Burp-
ham: [April] 1912. 

Really and truly our class—this upper 
middle class in England—this class of 
pseudo ladies and gentlemen—is the most 
dilapidated and wretched social pheno-
menon ever produced in the world! 

You really get a sense of shame so poig-
nantly excited as to become positively 
sickening. Any revolution—any—any— 
which would unsettle these little circles 
would be like a second Incarnation. I 
want someone to talk to—a baker, a 
coloured cook, a thief, a commercial 
traveller, a catch-penny musician, a 
vaudeville artist, a German policeman, a 
French Procuress, a Russian spy—in 
other words I long to exchange ideas with 
some sort of natural animal. These 
English—Good God! 'They are neither 
beast nor human, they are neither man 
nor woman'*—they are not even eidola 
or lemures—they are simply Our Class At 
Home. Our three arbitrary classes would 
be the Aristocracy—who would of course 
be exquisitely beautiful, the artists (who 
would always be making love to them) 
and the rest of the people—and among 
these no differences of any sort would be 
allowed. 

Louis and Jack would be of course 
among the rest of the people. 

*"They are neither man nor woman— 
They are neither brute nor human— 
They are Ghouls . . . " 

Edgar Allen Poe, "The Bells" 

At this time, Jack signed his letters to 
Frances with an interlocked capital H and C. 
Louis said he thought it stood for Hellish 
Copulation. They all read each other's 
letters, by the way. The CH really stood for 
Cathy Heathcliff, of Wuthering Heights. 
He signed with CH his next letter to Frances. 

The Vicarage 
Montacute, Somerset 

April 29th [1912] 

No word—no sign—from you yet. 
What is it that I have no letter? Liar, 
Jack! Never have I wanted one so. I 
wonder if the child knows what the first 
days without her have been— 

I do not think you do know child; I 
cannot believe you do—else you would 
have sent me just a card—a sign—any-
thing with your writing on it. Hush! no\ 
this isn't scolding—it isn't—it isn't. What 
is it then? It is only a funny sort of gasping 
noise in the throat of a sea-horse— 

Fool! That is not the vein. 'Cathy, I 
hate you and you deserve Hell-fire for 
this—' 
Frances did write an answer to Jack. In 

rapid succession, Jack wrote several letters 
to Frances. I'll read to you the gist of them. 
These letters of his were not answered, or 
answered only by Louis. 

To Frances in Dresden (Thursday, May 
2nd [1912]): 

At last! . . . Child I thank you, I thank 
you, I thank you. If I were to be killed 
now it would be a seal on such a day as this 
has been ever since I read it. You may 
know now that you have power against 
the whole system of things. You have held 
out your hand and I have got it. It hardly 
matters to me now what happens for I 
hold it fast to the end. I would not allow a 
single word of what you have said to be 
changed—the first letter you have written 
to me and the only letter I have ever had. 
Isn't it funny these situations when you 
can't speak and yet can't not speak— 
like those moments on the ship when we 
didn't know what next. 
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Since about five o'clock a peculiar feel-
ing of happiness has been invading me. I 
walked by myself between hedges of haw-
thorn and ditches full of wild parsley. 
There was there a stock-dove or turtle-
dove; not an ordinary wood pigeon whose 
listless-lewd advice to all sinners to 'go 
one further' must be well known to you, 
but the real bird of Solomon's Song of the 
psalms of David—the mate of the 
Phoenix whose death that strange 
threnody always placed at the end of 
every volume of Shakespeare in so solemn 
and sweet a way invokes.* Now this bird, 
surely invented by all the ghosts of all the 
children who have ever died unbaptized, 
is hardly ever known to be heard earlier 
with us than June but something in the 
hour (Favate Unguis—utter no ill-omened 
word!) some lucky auspice of that part-
icular road, some special benediction of 
the fairies, some miracle, some call of the 
unseen moon, worked upon it so well, 
that, as the wind and the sun went down 
together, its voice—the very incarnation 
of all that mortals mean by 'desire at 
rest'—thrilled through the tree-tops and 
the tender corn-stalks and the white pars-
ley flowers and vibrated over long 
shadows upon the roadway, as though the 
ghost of some supreme touch upon some 
unearthly violin were realising that quaint 
Socratic argument about the immortality 
of the soul and hanging suspended there 
had conquered time and fate and death, 
in one quivering sob of ecstacy. Some 
stammering gentle madman among the 
poets alone could describe the healing this 
sound worked upon me—'such harmony 
is in immortal souls'. Nor has it yet 
departed for nine days now has an evil 
cloud been over me—you have perhaps 
known it—but I think it has entirely gone 
now. 

•"Let the bird of loudest lay, 
On the sole Arabian tree, 
Herald sad and trumpet be, 
To whose sound chaste wings obey." 

(The Phoenix and the Turtle) 

To-morrow I may go to Brighton. 
Brighton! What associations that word 

calls up for me! Make Louis smile by rep-
eating it in your most mock-dismayed 
manner! 

Jack then writes to Louis Wilkinson: 
How the hell have you climbed so high, 

you old bugger, that we can only shuffle 
towards you hat in hand and lips gravely 
composed— 

Not thus once went it, when tongue in 
cheek and lewdly allusive signal we point-
ed you out to one another over the backs 
of half the Dorset herds! The Devil! How 
did you compass it, Archangel, that you 
should have strayed so, as if in one of 
your cider-bred reveries, out of the realm 
of mythology into the realm of awful 
truth? 

You always swore you were, you know, 
really celestial but we were not fools 
enough to believe quite as much as that— 
And now—Plump you go like Prospero's 
bloody plummet full fathom five into the 
very waters of the lost Atlantis bringing 
up the pearl of pearls—richer than all our 
tribe—and wearing henceforth (who can 
forgive you for it?) the isolating talisman-
ic lustre of those moonlit depths! 

'You will feel, my dear' so to me you 
uttered in the dusty corridors of the 
Grand Central between the 3.20 and the 
3.35, 'you will only feel exquisite sorrows 
you know' 

Curse your blood—how the hell could 
you know what I should feel? Why didn't 
you tell me that there was in the world 
such a thing as Jealousy? 

How could I know anything about such 
a thing as that? 

I tell you my dear if I were to write 
down now all my sensations for you you 
would be amazed— 

And I am amazed feeling them— 
I don't know myself; and I don't know 

anyone else. 
What is it Louis? 
It is a weird business, this affair of all 

interest, all pre-occupation, all feeling 
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and all thought dependent upon one little 
silver string! 

I go to and fro like one of those imagin-
ary drug fiends our Americans delight to 
speak of—I must announce to you that— 
curse it! What was I saying? Emperor of 
fools that I am? But, Louis dear, I imp-
lore you—write to me—tell me a few of 
her little sayings, those incomparable 
broken fragments of that White Mass, of 
which the very gods are curious—Tell me 
anything—especially the kind of thing 
that is the most exquisite dagger-thrust— 
there—the handle—here—here—now, 
very now! 

I get profound satisfaction from 
having a great W on all my luggage— 

These little things! 

We who knew these figures read the works 
of researchers, and sometimes we say, "— 
It was not like that. I remember . . . !" But 
our eyes may sometimes have minister-
preted. I remember turning to a particularly 
frightful mistake in Richard Graves's excell-
ent book, The Brothers Powys, and looking 
up, by the number, at the back, who had so 
misinformed him, and finding it was me. 
"Telephone conversation at 3 a.m. with 
Oliver Wilkinson". 3 a.m.!—but it was 
probably my hearing—I was giving a correct 
answer to a different question. But research-
ers can get things wrong, too; and their 
mistakes are enshrined. 

One impression of my childish eyes is of 
two good clean people—Frances and Jack— 
Jack, a mountain of rock, Frances, a rock in 
the ocean. Yet there was sadism as well as 
jealousy. 

Jack writes to Frances: 

Hotel Schenley 
Pittsburgh 

February 13 
St Valentine's Eve 1913 

Whoever else sends you Valentines I 
shall be the only one to send one to your 
Doll. Look here, child—I am obsessed 
with terror lest 'anything should happen' 

to you before we meet. I am not thinking 
now of 'Louis' but of unforeseen accid-
ents. For the sake of everything sacred to 
us both—and by God that narrows the 
field pretty considerably—for I can only 
think of one thing that is altogether that! 
write me one real love-letter soon soon 
soon, so that I shall have something to 
hold on to whatever occurs. I am sick with 
a thousand absurd terrors. The maddest 
thoughts pass through my head. Listen— 
on this day the 13th of February, I avow 
to you that there is nothing in me good or 
bad, lovely or base, sane or capricious, 
that is not yours, from this day on, as long 
as I am I. As it is Valentine's Day I may be 
permitted to say what I like and what I 
please. So from Reverence-Nothing Jack 
to Mock-Everything Frances this queer I 
love letter may go. So would a polar bear j 
from the North Pole wave its sentiment 
on its hind legs with one gesticulating Paw 
to an albatross sitting on the top of the 
South Pole—glossy and content from 
having eaten four British Officers. 

I am at the moment looking at you 
more quietly and gently than you can 
believe and I am good. You are at this 
moment sitting on your heels half on Jack 
and half on the sofa, and I am not criticis-
ing or thinking but simply drinking up the 
desolation of your face. You are looking 
now as you always do at such times, like a 
child who has always lived in a great 
lonely house and forlorn overgrown 
garden among sad strange old faded 
books full of legends and among dead 
things and things not yet existing. If you 
make me talk to you I shall tell you noth-
ing but stories about Dean Swift—how he 
was just fifteen years older than Stella, 
how he taught her out of old folios, and 
especially out of Ovid's Metamorphoses 
—and how she was so brave that once she 
shot and killed an intruder who broke 
into her garden. And I shall tell you how 
they were always together; and yet always 
separated; but how at the end their 
coffins were buried side by side under that 
strange epitaph he wrote—ubi saeva 
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J. C. Powys: a letter's illustration: Jack meets Frances. 

indignatio cor lacerare requit ('Where 
there is fierce indignation the heart 
cannot be torn.') In this kind of way I 
shall talk to you; I mean I am talking to 
you—for I am good and you are only a 
little less sad and shadowy and wistful, 
than your boy-girl doll—and the faded 
pictures into which you have put your 
fancies. But suddenly there is an inter-
ruption. Outside a hawk kills a bird or 
somewhere in a distant room a great clock 
strikes the hour—or the wind gets up and 
begins whistling in the chimney—yes; and 
then all is changed. I am not good any-
more. I am more bad than I have ever 
been, in all my days. And the two big eyes 
of the solitary Frances open very wide and 
frightened, for they see the change and 
half guess what is going to happen. It is no 
use struggling, little one—that great dark 
velvet dress has only three hooks and they 
are so easily, so easily loosened and she is 
so easily—it is no use clinging with your 
hands lifted out of it—and now her long 

arms are bare and as she crouches in the 
corner of the horsehair sofa she cannot pull 
down that white petticoat over her ankles 
because it is a very old one, that she had 
when she was very very little. And then 
the Evil one who a little while ago loved 
her so gently—must needs loosen her hair 
and shake it free, and press it back, O so 
far back, from her forehead—and when 
he has done that—he must lift her up and 
bend her backwards over the heavy oak 
table holding her hair in one hand. And 
with the other hand he gathers her flesh— 
between armpit and breast—as one might 
gather a bunch of wood-anemones and 
crushes it in his fingers, as one might 
crush a handful of wild Thyme or 
Marjoram, and her body, he can feel it all 
the way down, pressed between his and 
the heavy table, quivers in little trembling 
vibrations and little quivering resistances 
—and her hands cling pitifully to the 
collar of his coat—and her mouth 
twitches and her lips move—but he does 
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not kiss her—he only looks at her waiting 
—while his fingers tighten on what he 
holds—waiting till the long pent-up tears 
cannot be held back anymore—and when 
they begin to appear not one of them 
(were there ever such big tears!) is allowed 
to get very far on their way down for he 
drinks them all—all—all—all—for that is 
his peculiar thirst and the only quenching 
of it. Enough! We are good again now. O 
stories! stories! stories! O unsatisfied, 
unsatisfied, unsatisfied! 

I am tired of play! Surely it is impos-
sible for a person to want to get hold of 
another person as I do at this moment 
without it ever happening! There—I can't 
play any more. It is all very well for us to 
talk and talk—but in the end the old bit-
terness returns. We belong to each other, 
and we are not together. We are Frances 
there and Jack here and it is almost 
unbearable. 3 weeks, is it possible to wait 
so long? O Emily-Doll you do not wait 
alonel 

The sadism is cerebral—but translated 
into a poem. Lust—but not in the modern 
encyclopaedia of sex manner. The lust, the 
sadism is translated to some extent to the 
flesh, but any sadistic love making, as 
understood by the analysts of perversion to-
day, would have been inconceivable to Jack 
or to Frances. 

Frances's influence made Jack beat his 
sadism into ploughshares. It is not fanciful 
—if you read the letters—to see that Jack's 
wilderness blossomed largely because of 
Frances's influence. He wrote first because 
of her influence, then to win her by his work. 
That is plain in the letters. 

Frances saw in Jack a man who might lead 
the lonely and the lost out of bondage. She 
wanted him to write for them. Jack never 
wrote as Frances wanted. That may have 
been a good thing. He wrote as himself— 
inspired, incompetent, incomplete, great 
John Cowper Powys; but he does write for 
the odd, the persecuted, the strange, the out-
casts in his way; and in his own image. 

"Does it give you pleasure," Jack asks 
Frances in 1913, " to know that at this 
moment, I am experiencing a suffering of a 
quite damnable kind because you belong to 
dear little Louis instead of me?" 

And, later, 
For the more psychological interest of 

it, I must tell you that I have gone through 
three days of blacker depression than I 
have ever known! I have been—and am 
now—more damnably preoccupied with 
you and your 'little ways' than ever 
before—I am hit—I confess—I am 'in 
love'—and I fear in a way likely to be 
more subversive of my peace of mind 
than ever when the heroic imagery & so 
forth held the field—I put this down— 
and I am sure my analysis is a true one— 
to the fact that formerly, what with Pan-
thers and Borgias and Heathcliffs and 
ideal moods, I got a certain poetic satis-
faction in being capable of such a noble 
passion—and this satisfaction was even 
more active when you were not there than 
when you were, for then I could make 
what I liked of my ideal Frances—But 
now—here I am with a curious weariness 
of anything 'high faluting' or cliche— 
here I am, without even the moral pride of 
being entirely oblivious to ancient prov-
ocations—here I am, sans any sort of 
ideal bluff—and with no inner ideal to 
solace myself with simply and solely 
missing being with a person who suits me 
(whether I suit them or not!) and missing 
it continually— 

Frances and Jack tried, for a short time 
in 1919, to live together—but I've written 
about that in Belinda Humfrey's book 
Recollections of the Powys Brothers. That 
was the time, too, when Aleister Crowley, 
the Black Magician, was persecuting 
Frances, because she objected to his friend-
ship with Louis. I've written about that in 
Colin Wilson's anthology, Men of Mystery. 

There was then her divorce of Louis. She 
refused to take any but the smallest alimony 
(which my father, who was always a careful 
man, reduced even further). We wandered 
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from France, to England, to shacks, cot-
tages, old mansions, beach huts, house-
boats, old rectories—my mother, grand-
mother, sister and I. And my mother did 
write, in the time she could spare for it, and 
her stories were re-published in The Ameri-
can Caravan* and other anthologies. These 
should be published again, with her poetry. 

We children lacked nothing. Frances 
lacked everything. There were times of pros-
perity, though, when Frances was on the old 
Daily Chronicle, and even when she edited 
The Gazette for the John Lewis Partnership. 
We wandered, happily, on to Cornish 
beaches, Suffolk barns, by-ways, enchanted 
dwellings. 

Frances should have written more, of 
course. Much of the time she was writing 
pot-boilers to keep us alive. I remember, 
over those years, Jack writing, and enclos-
ing, often, a pound—or, on Frances's birth-
day, five pounds—except when he was very 
poor—which he sometimes was—and, inci-
dentally, he received financial help, later, 
through my father, Louis, who maintained a 
deep friendship, and as deep an antagonism 
towards Jack for the rest of their lives. 

My whole family read Jack's letters and 
there were often drawings by him in them. 
That pound sometimes saved us from 
hunger, but often we went to the cinema on 
it. One Christmas Eve we had no Christmas 
Dinner—and five pounds arrived from Jack 
—and my mother and I went out in the twi-
light and bought the last goose on the line at 
a knock-down price. 

Letters of the 1920s begin to mention 
Phyllis Playter. My mother always said that 
one thing worse than being rejected by Ezra 
Pound would have been to have been 
accepted by him; she might have added that 
yet worse would have been for Frances and 
Jack to have accepted each other in any kind 
of domesticity. 

Jack admired, very much, Frances's des-
criptions in her letters. She described her 
journeys in Wales in 1937: 

•Alfred Kreymborg, Lewis Mumford and Paul 
Rosenfeld, eds., The Second American Caravan, 
Macaulay, 1925. 

We were three months or more in your 
country, where I bathed in Welsh pools, 
and filled my kettles from its waterfalls, 
camped on its hills, and imbibed at first 
hand its witched gaunt aspect. (Feeling, 
you may be sure, that I was one up on my 
friend of many gestures and few realities.) 

And you probably were responsible for 
all our accidents. Was it not your land? 
And I am not always battling with the 
miasmic vapours of your hatings? Will it 
do if I give you credit, too, for all its 
lovely aspects, and I loved it, I loved it. 
Behind our house [at Towyn], this last 
one and only house in which we lived in 
Wales, the mountains rose steep to the 
sky. At dawn, and I saw them, the sky to 
the West, over the sea, was rose and 
saffron, and straight above a just incred-
ible blue, and then the moon hung, silver 
and vivid just where the sun could not dim 
it because the mountains cast a shadow. 
The house was a crouched little thing, 
with black half doors and the light of our 
fire gleamed from their dark shadows. It 
was always dark inside because the 
mountains shadowed us. Sometimes the 
sun got just to the corner and gilded, for a 
short hour, the corner of an open barn 
stacked with the bracken. Beside the door 
trickled a spring that fell constantly 
through long strands of moss and made a 
spangling sound as it fell into a rock pool 
—made, not for ornament, but the purest 
workaday necessity. It gave one such 
solid pleasure, so much more than if it 
had been arranged to please. 

Our landlady was a horrid little old 
thing like a pretty spider. She was out of 
setting, and screwed into her setting by 
the overwhelmingness of Welshness. She 
was tiny and bent, with quick eyes, and 
hair that stood out straight and thin from 
her barish scalp. She was like a witch 
without magic. When she smiled, it was a 
brilliant, alluring, little grimace that 
lighted her. She had a thin, appalling little 
bastard grandson, and a follower, a most 
sinister young man with popping blue 
eyes, who apparently had loved both 
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mother and daughter. We think they were 
murderers. But their landlord you would 
have loved, a gaunt great Welshman of 
fifty, with a wife just twenty-one. They 
were both so thin, and their dogs were 
mere shadows upon a frame of bones. In 
the winter their sheep die by fifties from 
starvation. They hear them cry on the 
mountains day and night. They are cruel 
and stupid and great church goers and 
with something etherial and lovely about 
them, a blend that makes you look at 
them with tenderness and dread. 

I could have written well in that place 
because it takes that kind of blend of ter-
ror and pain and beauty to set the quiver-
ing point of my spirit where it becomes 
articulate, but my mother was bored and 
restless and the animals in danger. So we 
descended from the sublime to the mere-
tricious and here we are in a summer 
bungalow, a few minutes from the sea. It 
is very bright and sunny, and probably I'll 
go dumb. We did the journey 287 miles in 
one day, sleeping the night in the car in 
pouring rain and very cold. I fried penny 
herrings by the roadside for us in the 
morning, and brewed tea in a saucepan. 
We did not know where we were going, 
and at dark came here in a wild gale, and 
simply forced the caretaker to let us have 
the place. I got faint and could not even 
put the car away so that he could not help 
himself. He was suspicious of us at first, 
but was really kind when he saw that I was 
ill. I really think that another night in the 
car would have killed us. We take the 
most insane risks. Did my mother tell you 
of the night when there were screams 
from a caravan far up the hill and no-one 
would go except me, and how I ran across 
the foggy fields and she came after with 
some women—women mark you. And 
out of the caravan came an idiot, a dwarf 
and a tutor in charge who was wittily in-
solent to me and lighted a cigarette so that 
we stared at each other by that light for 
one moment in which I saw that he was 
beautiful and bad and never saw him 
again, and how crudely I answered his 

breathless and steely blague by procuring 
a hefty policeman from the next town. 

Frances did rescue people—mainly 
children—wherever she went, and animals, 
too. 

The man whom Frances admired most 
was, I think, Ezra Pound—in spite of his 
Fascism, over which she wept. My wife, 
Margaret, used to say that nothing can 
excuse a man who, in any way advocates the 
destruction of a race. We agree with that. So 
did Ezra Pound—at the end of his life. 
"Tear down thy vanity . . . tear down thy 
vanity! . . . " It is Ezra Pound, though, who 
says that artists cannot try only to create 
beauty, unless the artist tries, with the same 
hand, to make beautiful the ugly, to cure the 
ill, or try to cure it. Hence, his application to 
economics. 

Frances adopted that creed of life, and 
made that belief her own, and suffered for 
it. She did suffer! When she was writing "The 
Mystic Leeway"—brilliant autobiograph-
ical snatches that Jack made her write— 
she was constantly travelling, but with a bad 
heart, painful teeth that could not be 
extracted because of her heart, a scar down 
her side from an operation for cancer, to 
remove one breast, and hardly any money, 
and we had had a disastrous fire in which 
most of Frances's manuscripts had been 
destroyed—and still we travelled, and, I 
remember Frances and her mother were 
often convulsed with laughter at the 
situations. 

Jack writes to her in 1941: 

Will you be my Valentine? 
Think of this, woman! Eel of the Redee-
mer! Here is your 'Retort Courteous' 
arrived exactly 24 hours after you posted 
it\ If that's not a miracle these days I'd 
like to know what is! 

How odd that you should have thought 
I had a Wave of wrath & pride. I swear to 
you, old friend, & beautiful but terrible 
Woman, I swear to you on my 

Dying Oath 
that I had no such thing! Well—let's pre-
tend I did have it without knowing... For 
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that'll bring us quickest together & I can't 
bear even 24 hours off your hand to feel 
. . . (what shall I say?) the righteous 
wrath of the 'Terrible Meek''with its coals 
of—no! its blocks of Blue Arctic-Ice from 
those flashing orbs of the Midnight Sun! 

Damn! but I wish I'd kept for you an 
article I've been sent of late (by a mad-
man) about eels & how they live & die . . . 
coming along at the bottom of the Ocean 
from the Pacific Abyss called the Sara-
gossa Sea in the form of embryo eels, like 
salt Newts . . . they have a name like 
'Elfets' that I forget—and then when they 
are big eels & fully grown up they give 
themselves up to ravenous hunger & eat & 
eat & eat—& then suddenly they stop 
eating—and set out! Yes! Set out over 
every obstacle back; down rivers, canals, 
ditches, ponds, floods, rivers, waters, 
back-waters, and across fields even, till 
they get Home to the Saragossa Sea & 
there they Marry & Spawn & Die\ & it is 
their Offspring who begin it all over 
againl 

Just think of that! 
. . . We are once more holding hands— 

or at least touching long finger-tips. Ha! 
for I can't bear you not to begin with any 
kind of Jack at all!—as you did in your 
last letter. So let's 'I forgive you; you for-
give me; as . . . someone said: This is the 
wine.. .this is . . .the bread.' If you don't 
think this is too sacrilegious to be said but 
O dearie I! you probably do! 

Frances answered: 
Jack— 

Just that much but no more because I 
consider you naughty and perverse. But if 
I-you—you I are gooder tomorrow per-
haps I will say Darling Jack thank you for 
your Valentine— 

Can't you see—my perverse one— 
that by my code, law, invention and belief 
—nothing can be 'sacrilegious'. We are 
the god, the direct manifestation. We 
can't, as yet, manage this heady, chaotic 
physical mass, this stuff, this cosmos, 
upon which we have seized, not knowing 

yet how or why, whether by chance, or by 
our undissipated design. Mystery. But no 
use of words or thought can be sacrileg-
ious,—this is my body broken, bread: this 
is my blood, spilt wine—any of us, all of 
us, driving us, betraying, fooling us eVer 
on and on and on toward a perfect expres-
sion of god, a perfect impression of god 
upon this earth mass. Even Christ was not 
that. He only saw the theme, the pattern, 
the intent—not actually believing it, but 
risking all—all—for the possibility. Ah 
well—this eel has travelled far. 

Love, dear Jack—and don't be silly. 
Our hands never let go. Fold your hands 
one upon the other and one of them will 
be mine.— 

I was not angry with you, but your 
letter reminded me of the old sad years 
when I was, I suppose, loved, but when I 
wanted to think, and to be understood. 
Being loved was only second best. I used 
to take it in a fury of trying to forget the 
things that were really at my heart. There 
have to be lovers, but it is dangerous not 
to understand a woman and not to know 
her as she really is. 

She moved her mother and daughter to 
Devonport and got a job as Manageress of 
NAAFI, at the Citadel. While I was going 
into the Royal Navy, she took her frail cargo 
where the bombs might fall. 

I must tell this through my own letter to 
Jack. 

O. Tel O.M. Wilkinson, S.B.916, 
Class 112 W/T 

HMS Collinwood 
Fareham 

Hants 
April 30th 1941 

My dear Signore Jack 
I have very bad and tragic news. I am 

writing to you, you must be one of the 
first to know, of the death of my mother. 
She was killed, as that ghastly and 
never-to-be forgotten telegram told me, 
by enemy action on Monday, April the 
twenty-first, in Devonport. Betty and 
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Nonna were killed also in the same spot. I 
have been down to Devonport and seen 
the bodies of my mother, and of Nonna, 
and I know that death must have been 
instantaneous—so sudden that they cert-
ainly could not have felt any pain, and 
could not even have realised the bomb 
that fell in their very midst. I am glad they 
did not live through the horrifying air-
raids of the next two nights, and then get 
killed. I am extremely grateful that they 
could not possibly have suffered. All they 
had was fear as they sheltered and appre-
hension of three hours bombing, and then 
whatever terrors and changes there were 
in being plunged suddenly into some un-
guessed state. On the twenty-eighth, on 
my mother's birthday, the twenty-eighth 
of April, I was at the funeral, at the 
massed burial of the air-raid victims. 

All three, just like that—it is unrealis-
able—as, just as, my mother said they 
would go, ought to go. She had said she 
wished they would go like that. It's awful 
and terrible and not right, even though it 
was painless, sudden, and a solution of a 
kind. I don't know how all this will affect 
you. I only know that it was your under-
standing, and conspiracy with her mind, 
and stature level with her own, in your 
letters, that were the balm and the breath 
and the only sign of the hand of God to 
her in these last years, these were really 
the only things that gave her consolation 
and some rest and happiness—although I 
don't think she realised it, but yet loved 
you for them. I did love her, Signore 
Jack, love her now. It was something else 
that made that tragedy for her. 

I expect you know she had moved Betty 
and Nonna into Devonport to be near her 
—about a week before this raid. They 
were in a house above the park there, and 
on that night they were there, and my 
mother was at the NAAFI. They say that 
the raid was terrific up to midnight. My 
mother got all her NAAFI people into the 
shelter and there they had to sit while the 
centre of Devonport was literally destroy-
ed by bombs. At midnight there was a lull. 

For some reason my mother began wash-
ing dishes. She then locked the manu-
script of her book in the safe, and told 
them she was going to see how her mother 
and daughter were at Tamar Terrace. 
They tried very hard to dissuade her, but 
she was, they said, very insistent. Devon-
port and Plymouth must have been burn-
ing and smoking by then. The streets must 
have been littered with debris, stones and 
earth. It must have taken courage to go 
through those streets for the half hour's 
walk to Tamar Terrace. She could only 
just have arrived there when the blitz 
started again. I think Nonna and Betty 
were sheltering under the stairs, in a cup-
board perhaps, or, no, I remember the 
Rescue Squad leader told me, in a passage 
. . . Soon after my mother arrived a bomb 
descended into the very spot where they 
were sheltering. It is the only house in that 
road, above the park, which was hit. The 
centre of Devonport does not exist. When 
I arrived there last Friday morning it was 
still smoking and there were no streets 
and no houses. People were being herded 
and fed by soldiers on pavement kitchens. 
Heaven knows what condition those 
homeless people and children will be in 
now that they have had a fourth heavy 
raid within eight nights. 

My mother's only epitaph was her 
name on the casualty list in the very centre 
of battered Plymouth. Priests of five diff-
erent sects took her funeral service. The 
Naval Commander in Chief was at it. I 
was at it in my sailor's uniform. People 
were weeping bitterly over those nameless 
coffins. It was a funeral that would have 
appealed to her mind. 

The only thing is that her room in the 
NAAFI establishment she must have 
loved. It was large and clean and bright, 
and had chests of drawers and bureaus, 
and it had privacy, while its windows 
looked right over the waters of the 
harbour. You could see down the stone-
work into the water, and one could see 
ships passing. 
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Would you like me to send you the 
book [The Mystic Leeway] as you are 
already its magical editor? 

Love from 
Oliver 

Jack answered: 
My dear Oliver 

I thought your letter was from your 
mother till I turned the first page of it over 
and came to your speaking of her birth-
day on the 28th. When it said 'my mother' 
on the 1st page I thought it was the 
Madonna [he always called my grand-
mother 'the Madonna'] and then when it 
said Nonna and Betty I could not make 
out who Nonna was . . . for I never knew 
what you called your grandmother . . . 

I was up the mountain here this morn 
very early before breakfast at sunrise and 
in the larch-wood where I get kindling for 
the fires every day. I thought of her in that 
way we do when a letter from a person is 
awaiting our return—I always have been 
of late every day thinking of her & praying 
for her up in that larch-wood but this 
morning it was more like when you have 
the feeling that there's a letter & when I 
saw yours I was certain it was from her 
. . . And so now, just as you have that 
feeling about the telegram you received, 
so the words 'death of my mother' (which 
I thought was Frances speaking of the 
Madonna) will always be written on the 

air or on a particular segment of the air 
that will come round & round & round 
again, as the earth turns on its pivot & day 
follows night. 

She was always talking of how strange 
it was that the old Triad in Philadelphia— 
her grandmother, the Madonna and her-
self—was now repeated again in your 
grandmother, herself & Betty—And that 
was of course the mystery of the fatality 
of her life.—The strange close link of 3 
women . . .—You & Louis & I were 
outside the circle and had to be . . . & she 
accepted this; for she wasn't 'possessive' 
over you or over Louis or over me in the 
ordinary way women are 'possessive' of 
their men. With her it was, & is quite 
different from that. She and I had quar-
relled on the old, old, old subject of 
Christ & St Paul. I wrote to her 3 letters in 
succession imploring & entreating her to 
forgive me and then after a time a lovely 
letter arrived from her & she had forgiven 
me! and that was the last letter I had from 
her tho' I wrote again and illustrated it to 
amuse her. When she got vexed with me I 
always tried to sue her with pictures for 
there is something about pictures that 
always amused her and the moment I got 
her amused she was ready to forget our 
dispute—At least that is what I hope— 
but who could really understand her. She 
was the greatest woman of genius I can 
imagine or have ever supposed was 
possible. 



Frederick Davies 
Recollections of John Cowper Powys and 
Phyllis Playter: Part One* 
Names meant a great deal to John Cowper 
Powys. At our first meeting he said he was 
going to call me "Frederick" and not 
"Fred"—the name by which I had intro-
duced myself to him—and that I was to call 
him John Cowper. He then embarked upon 
a long and remarkable discourse upon the 
magic and the power of names. Finally he 
made that little room at 1 Waterloo rever-
berate as—in his deep resonant voice—he 
trumpeted forth his own name . . . JOHN 
COWPER POWYS . . . ! Then he smiled and 
said quietly but quite seriously, "With a 
name like that I had to be SOMEBODY even 
if only to MYSELF!" Phyllis, I remember, 
then brought the subject down to earth by 
remarking that more parents should realise 
their great responsibility when choosing 
names for their children since a child might 
be maimed for life by being given an inap-
propriate name. 

Before I continue with my random re-
collections there are two points I should 
mention. First, I must make clear that I 
knew John Cowper Powys only during the 
last two years of his life. But during those 
two years I probably spent more time in his 
company than anybody had, except Phyllis, 
during the last thirty years of his life. My 
friendship with Phyllis continued until her 
death in 1982. Secondly, I must enter a plea 
for your indulgence if the pronoun T 
should appear to proliferate as I proceed. 
These are my recollections of events and 
conversations in which I participated. It is 
therefore unavoidable that I refer quite fre-
quently to myself. I trust this will not give 
any impression of self-advertisement or of 

*A talk given to the Powys Society, August 1986. 
Part Two will appear in The Powys Review, Number 
20. 

seeking after reflected glory. Though I 
admit I have included a couple of references 
to myself deliberately since I feel they reflect 
the regard which I came to believe John 
Cowper and Phyllis felt for me. That is 
something I treasure deeply. 

During my first few visits Phyllis always 
referred to him as Mr Powys and addressed 
him as John Cowper. After I had made four 
or five visits she began calling him Jack in 
my presence. But if there ever happened to 
be other visitors whilst I was there Phyllis 
always, I noticed, reverted to either "Mr 
Powys" or "John Cowper". At first I 
wasn't able to decide whether she did this to 
'distance' herself from him in their eyes—or 
whether it indicated the degree of intimacy 
she desired to have with them. Later, I 
decided it was for both reasons. 

For well over twenty years I drove to 
Blaenau Ffestiniog from Birkenhead in all 
kinds of weather—rain, fog, snow: almost 
every Sunday while John Cowper was alive 
and about every third Sunday until Phyllis's 
death in 1982. Many years after John 
Cowper's death Phyllis recalled the strange 
circumstances which had first led me to their 
door. And I reminded her how she had sat 
me down in a chair next to John Cowper on 
his couch and had then retired to the other 
corner of the little room where she had con-
tinued writing letters. Then, after John 
Cowper and I had talked for about an hour, 
she came over and sat on the end of the 
couch and joined in. 

"I knew then I had been approved," I 
said. " N o , " Phyllis replied, "I had seen that 
Jack liked you." Then she added something 
which I have never known whether to regard 
as complimentary to myself or not. She said: 
"Later, when I knew you, I realised Jack 
had called you to us. I don't know how I 
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would have managed during that last year of 
his life without you." 

Each Sunday I would take a packed lunch 
with me and stop to eat it on the Crimea Pass 
before driving down into Blaenau Ffestin-
iog. On my arrival, about 2 o'clock, John 
Cowper would hold out his arms and clasp 
my hand in both of his. We would talk for a 
couple of hours while Phyllis sat at the other 
end of the room, doing what had become a 
great burden for her—answering letters 
which continued to come from all over the 
world despite the fact that she kept telling 
correspondents that John Cowper was no 
longer able to reply to letters himself. Then 
Phyllis would make tea and we would all 
talk for another two or three hours. If there 
happened to be a lull in the conversation or if 
the topic didn't interest him, John Cowper 
—though still alert to all that was going on 
around him—would withdraw into himself 
or suddenly begin declaiming poetry. Most 
frequent were the first four stanzas of 
Swinburne's "Sapphics". Very softly at 
first, his eyes closed: 

All the night sleep came not upon my eyelids 
Shed not dew, nor shook nor unclosed a 

feather, 
Yet with lips shut close and with eyes of iron 

Stood and beheld me. 
Then the next stanza gradually louder: 

Then to me so lying awake a vision 
Came without sleep over the seas and 

touched me, 
Softly touched mine eyelids and lips; and I too 

Full of the vision. 
During this stanza his eyes would open, his 
arms rise, the long fingers would stretch out, 
curved, tense—as if they were part of the 
poem and the voice—and with incredible 
speed and force and power the next two 
stanzas came—like the pealing notes of an 
organ above the pounding beat of drums. 
The power he put into the first word of the 
third stanza "Saw . . . " was overwhelming. 
Z/ewas seeing—and made me see: 

SAW . . . the white implacable Aphrodite 
Saw the hair unbound and the feet unsandalled 
Shine as fire of sunset on western waters; 

Saw the reluctant 

Feet, the straining plumes of the doves that 
drew her, 

Looking always, looking with necks averted, 
Back to Lesbos, back to the hills whereunder 

Shone Mitylene. 

I must have heard John Cowper declaim 
those lines twenty, maybe thirty, times. And 
now I can never think of those words . . . 
"White, implacable Aphrodite" . . . but I 
hear that tremendous voice—and under-
stand how he was able in America to hold an 
audience of two thousand people under a 
magnetic spell for two hours—without a 
microphone. 

He would also break forth without warn-
ing into one verse from Byron: 

For the sword outwears its sheath 
And the soul wears out the breast. 

And the heart must pause to breathe, 
And love itself have rest. 

But this was said so slowly, each word 
lingering—vowels long-drawn-out—his 
voice the music of heart's-ease and the quiet 
acceptance of the end of all things in eternal 
rest. 

Perhaps it was when he had once recited 
that verse that I asked him how he would 
define love. I must have asked him many 
foolish questions. He answered: "I expect, 
Frederick, that is something only two people 
who have been together for forty years can 
know." I have always remembered that, 
because Phyllis of course was in the room 
and they had at that time been together for 
nearly forty years. 

One Sunday I brought my copy of Milton 
with me and asked John Cowper if he would 
read me his favourite poem "Lycidas". He 
held the book close to his one good eye—and 
in that little warm room, in which the tiny 
electric fire was always burning, and with 
the wind and the rain beating against the one 
small window, I listened to what only Beet-
hoven and Mozart have been able to give me 

Yet once more, O ye laurels, and once more 
Ye myrtles brown, with Ivy never sere 
I come to pluck your berries hard 

and crude . . . 
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When he reached the lines, 
For Lycidas is dead, dead ere his prime, 
Young Lycidas, and hath not left his peer, 

I heard such music in the human voice it was 
as if Powys had become Milton: creating 
those lines from the depths of his anguish 
for his lost friend. And—at the same time— 
I realised John Cowper was no longer read-
ing the poem from the book. He was reciting 
it from memory. At the age of eighty-nine he 
recited the whole of "Lycidas" from 
memory. 

A few weeks after I began visiting him, we 
began a game. I would say a line or two of a 
poem and he would 'cap' them. Not once 
did he fail to. I thought I had caught him out 
when I began Longfellow's poem, 

I stood on the bridge at midnight. 

I had hardly got the word "midnight" out 
before he was continuing, 

As the clocks were striking the hour . . . 

And he went on and finished the poem from 
memory. And—what surprised me even 
more—was very pleased I'd struck on one of 
his favourite poems—and poets! He went 
on, with Phyllis joining in: 

By the shores of Gitche Gumme, 
By the shining Big-Sea-Water, 
Stood the wigwam of Nokomis, 
Daughter of the moon, Nokomis. 
Dark behind it rose the forest 
Rose the black and gloomy pine-trees, 
Rose the firs with cones upon them. 

And 
Down the rivers, o'er the prairies, 
Came the warriors of the nations, 
Came the Delawares and Mohawks 

It seemed he knew most of "Hiawatha" by 
heart. And so did Phyllis! There is no doubt 
that John Cowper had a most phenomenal 
memory. His mind—to use a phrase I think 
of Kenneth Hopkins's—was "an echoing 
chamber" for poetry. At the age of 88 and 
89 he still had total recall of all the poems he 

had learnt by heart as a boy and a young 
man. 

One Sunday he did something for me 
which Phyllis said she'd never known him 
do for anybody. I had brought with me my 
copy of The Confessions of Two Brothers. 

I asked him to read to me two pages which 
I had particularly liked. I still turn to those 
pages and hear them in the manner he read 
them—and try to say them to myself in the 
way he read them: 

To escape from myself, to escape from hum-
anity, to escape from everything that 
obtrudes and challenges and exacts and is 
attracted and repulsed—such is the secret of 
my hidden craving. That is why the moon 
appeals to me . . . It is when the moon rises 
over wide stretches of level sand at the sea's 
edge, that one can most easily sink away, out 
of the body of one's prison, into the large 
magical horizons, where the weariness of 
thought is purged, and the heart is at peace. 

'For the sword outwears its sheath, 
And the soul outwears the breast; 
And the heart must pause to breathe; 
And love itself have rest.' 

When he finished reading, he sat silent 
and motionless. After a while I said quietly, 
"Thank you." He looked up, smiled, and 
handed me back the book. 

I could never get him to talk about his 
years in America and Phyllis told me she 
thought his memory of those years had 
begun to go. But he would talk often about 
his father (never about his mother) and 
about his youth at Montacute. He taught me 
his old Sherborne School Song and the little 
room would vibrate as we all sang it together 
—the sonorous Latin words given a vivacity 
and martial rhythm by the stirring tune. 

Once after he had sung it, John Cowper 
dozed a little and Phyllis told me how glad 
she was to have me there as I brought him 
back to her again. During the week, on their 
own together, she said she sometimes won-
dered where he was. She had begun to feel he 
was no longer there with her. 

Involuntary memories appeared to come 
often to him—and the desire to communi-
cate them. But there was obviously some 
voluntary or involuntary censor at work. 
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For example he would occasionally refer to 
his wife but always as "my son's mother". 
Yet never did he refer to his son. And though 
it perhaps needed a stimulus to activate it, 
the memory of the poems he had learnt by 
heart as a youth and young man was pheno-
menally alive. And his mind was still amaz-
ingly active and alert and avid for 'connect-
ions'. One Sunday, as I was talking to 
Phyllis just after I had arrived and had 
shaken his hand which he always held out 
eagerly to me, I noticed him gazing at me 
intently. Suddenly he exclaimed, "I know 
who you remind me of, Frederick! A dear 
OLD Friend of mine. LORD RUSSELL." 
"God forbid!" I said. "Not Bertrand 
Russell?" Phyllis laughed and said, "Bertie 
came to visit him in the week. That's what's 
made him see the resemblance. And Jack's 
right, you know. You do resemble him." I 
decided not to protest. 

Little by little I gained a picture of how 
John Cowper spent each day. He would be 
out early walking on the mountains; the rest 
of the morning would be spent replying to 
letters; during the afternoon he would 
continue writing the novel he was engaged 
on, and in the evening he would read what he 
had written to Phyllis. I asked whether 
Phyllis made comments on what he read to 
her. His reply was: "Yes, indeed she does." 
I have learnt since, from reading his Diaries, 
that John Cowper's debt to Phyllis was far 
greater than I or most people can have 
imagined. Here are three sentences from the 
1930 Diary which will be published soon 
after Christmas I hope: 

"All my philosophy came into being since 
I met her." 

"I could write for her alone and some 
remote, very remote prosterity." 

"She said at breakfast today that she got 
more satisfaction in her Life Illusion by 
helping to write the Six Massive Books that 
we project than by 'travelling about 
Europe'." 

It came as a revelation to me, as it will to 
others, that it was Phyllis who suggested the 
Cybele ending to A Glastonbury Romance, 
that it was she who suggested the character 

Magnus Muir in Weymouth Sands, that it 
was Phyllis who did indeed help "to write 
the Six Massive Books that we project". 
Though, actually, it turned out to be five 
that 'they' wrote at Phud Bottom. 

I asked John Cowper if he ever planned 
his novels beforehand. Never, he said. 
When he took up his pen each morning he 
would read through the last few lines he had 
written the day before and then go on 
writing. He was telling himself a story. He 
never knew what might happen next. It just 
happened. If it wasn't for the fact that pub-
lishers set limits to the number of pages in a 
novel, many of his books could have gone 
on for ever. He told me that when he had 
decided upon the main characters and their 
relations to each other, he gave little consc-
ious thought to the writing of the novel. 
Sometimes characters said or did things that 
surprised him. I found confirmation of this 
in his Diaries. In the entry for 14 September 
1931 he writes about the trouble his char-
acter Sam Dekker is causing him: 

And Sam has got so damnably real a person to 
me. Without my consent his mind is growing 
under stress of events—when I told him to 
keep as he was—and have assumed all along 
he would never change! But here is the Bugger 
changing and doing it every moment my 
attention wanders! 

Although he had little time for Freud's 
theory of the unconscious, there seems little 
doubt that 'tapping' his unconscious is the 
only feasible explanation of John Cowper's 
method of writing. And that could be why 
he was seldom quite sure—as the Diaries 
show—of the merit or value of what he had 
just written and why he relied so much—as 
the Diaries again make so very clear—upon 
Phyllis's opinion of what he had written. 

In the Autumn of 1962 I found that the 
couch in the downstairs room had been 
replaced by a single bed. It had a black 
coverlet and on this John Cowper would lie 
as he had on the couch. He always wore a 
sports coat and cordurory trousers. His 
curly white hair was usually thick above the 



62 Recollections of J. C. Powys and Phyllis Playter 

high cheek bones. It must have grown very 
quickly for sometimes I would arrive and 
find that Phyllis had cropped it quite short. 

Always it was his eyes which greeted me. 
Always I received their ineffable—slightly 
quizzical—smiling welcome and the cool 
clasp of his long hands. If other visitors 
happened to call I used to feel strangely 
embarrassed to hear his voice greeting them 
loudly. It made me feel he was putting on an 
act—being over-effusive. I could never 
imagine him ever greeting Phyllis like that. 
And that thought made me feel that with me 
also he could let himself be himself. 

Each Sunday, about an hour after we had 
had tea, he would say: "Help me up, Fred-
erick." And with his hand on my shoulder, 
towering above me, he would walk out into 
the little kitchen to the lavatory, where I 
would wait until he came out. 

* * * 

After John Cowper's death, Phyllis told 
me that he had been able to visualise places 
where he had never been. And they had 
found—in one of the novels written in 
America—that he had given a perfect des-
cription of a place in England which he had 
never seen. I have since wondered whether 
John Cowper was able to acquire such 
knowledge by out-of-body experiences and 
whether he himself knew—or suspected— 
this. If so, after the libel action against him 
over A Glastonbury Romance, he may have 
begun to fear that he might again unwitting-
ly make use of knowledge of people and 
places acquired during out-of-body exper-
iences if he continued to write novels with 
modern settings. Such a fear could have con-
tributed to his decision to write historical 
novels. 

Theodore Dreiser relates in his autobio-
graphical book, A Traveller at Forty how 
John Cowper would never talk to him about 
the out-of-body experience which Dreiser 
describes in that book. And when I mention-
ed it myself to John Cowper he said it was so 
long ago he could not recall the incident. I 
think it is very probable he knew that he 
possessed psychic powers and was fright-
ened of them. I remember I once told him I 

had been visiting some friends and that they 
had been experimenting with an ouija 
board. I remember he was very upset when 
he learned that I had joined in and made me 
promise never to do it again. He said nobody 
should ever play with such forces. They 
could be very dangerous. 

The little old clock on the dresser-cum-
larder in their little room had a loud tick-
tock. On one occasion when Phyllis and I 
were talking together and I thought John 
Cowper was dozing, his deep voice exclaim-
ed, "The clock has stopped!" It had! We 
had not noticed its silence, but J. C. P. had. 

Phyllis had asked if I would relieve her 
burden by acknowledging some of the letters 
J. C. P. received on his ninetieth birthday. 
Each week for several weeks she sent me or 
gave me between twenty to thirty letters. I 
wrote briefly to most, saying that since Mr 
Powys was no longer able to reply person-
ally he had asked me to write to say how 
much he had appreciated their letter. Some 
required a longer reply. I still have a few of 
the more interesting letters. 

I had visited Katie in her little cottage in 
Buckland Newton in Dorset the previous 
summer and had spent a delightful after-
noon walking and talking with her. She was 
highly-strung and dynamically uncon-
ventional in manner, speech and dress. An 
accident when riding had caused her to talk 
in an uneven manner. This exasperated her 
and the words she addressed to her leg would 
have made a navvy blush. I felt immediately 
at home with her. 

I have never forgotten her tribute to 
Phyllis: "If our mother had searched the 
world over she could never have found a 
better girl for Jack than Phyllis". 

In her last letter to me she wrote: 

I shall be at a Nursing Home at Cerne for 4 
days—for I have not been at all up to things 
. . . so always walk in . . . if not go to the last 
house of this row from me and Miss Spicer the 
owner will tell you about us—I will finish now 
as I have lots to do, only at present my head is 
dull and I can't concentrate. Please forgive 
me. 

Yours very sincerely, 
C. E. P. Powys (Katie) 
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Until he was nearly sixty John Cowper 
suffered from attacks of epilepsy. For many 
years during his travels in America, Phyllis 
told me, he had to carry on him tablets and 
written instructions in case he had an epli-
eptic attack while on a train or walking 
along a street in a strange town. After she 
met him the attacks decreased and after 
about 1930 ceased altogether. 

In her eighties Phyllis talked to me 
increasingly of her childhood in Kansas and 
her youth in Boston. Like John Cowper, she 
was completely self-sufficient. Many times 
she told me she had no need of people and 
was perfectly content as long as she had 
books. She put this down to her lonely child-
hood when she had no other children as 
playmates. Memories of the vastness of the 
prairies and of the sky above them came 
back vividly to her. But she always said she 
didn't want to go back to America, since so 
much would have changed there. 

There were two memories she told me of 
several times—without realising it. When 
she was four years of age she had meningitis 
and would have died but for an old Indian 
remedy. She was wrapped alternately in very 
hot and very cold wet blankets. And in her 
teens in Boston her father bought a quite 
expensive horse and carriage and she would 
describe, as if she were re-living it, sitting 
beside him as he drove down the tree-lined 
avenue in which they lived. 

A few years after John Cowper died she 
received an invitation from the municipal 
body of Pittsburgh to attend the centenary 
celebrations there of the railway her grand-
father had built. For several weeks she was 
undecided whether to accept it or not. She 
finally decided not to because "it would all 
be so different there now from when I had 
known i t" . 

Phyllis told me also that just before she 
met John Cowper she had twice tried to 
commit suicide and probably would event-
ually have done so but for John Cowper. 

While John Cowper was still alive I once 
asked Phyllis why she effaced herself so 
much—in fact to such an extent that she 
allowed some people to think she was merely 

John Cowper's housekeeper. I pointed out 
that on his ninetieth birthday there had been 
no mention of her in all the articles written 
about him in the national press and in liter-
ary magazines. She replied that that was the 
way she had always wanted it. She had never 
wished to receive any reflected glory from 
John Cowper's work and renown. I find 
that in a letter to me dated 29 October 1962 
she returns to the subject and ends her letter 
thus: 

No, no, it is not at all abnegation with me—I 
don't really understand why I can't bear to be 
included in J. C. P.'s fame. I only know I have 
a desperate desire to be dissociated from it. 
He coined the term 'anti-narcissite' about 
himself. It is more like that in another sense— 
a mania— 

Yours always, Phyllis. 

I had the impression that J. C. P. felt that 
he and his brothers and sisters owed their 
father and mother a great debt, and yet also 
bore them a great grudge, for having 
brought him and them into the world. 
Facing him was the portrait I had brought to 
them after Katie's death of his father sitting 
eating at the breakfast-table at Montacute 
Vicarage, painted by his sister Gertrude. 
The resemblance between J. C. P. and his 
father was very striking. J. C. P. would sit 
looking at this portrait and then enumerate 
the names of all the eleven children of 
Charles Francis Powys, his deep resonant 
voice making them an illustrious roll-call: 
summoning them, the children of the Vicar 
of Montacute, to pay homage to their 
father. Yet, one of his favourite sayings was 
"Nobody asked to be born." 

I once asked John Cowper which was his 
favourite among all his novels. He said 
Morwyn was. He was extraordinarily 
pleased when I told him parts of Morwyn 
had moved me more deeply than anything in 
his other novels. Other people I know, do 
not rank Morwyn highly, and consider 
J. C. P.'s genius was mysteriously uneven. 

One weekday it was about 11 a.m. when I 
called. It was a very hot and sunny morning 
and the front door of the little house was 
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wide open. I found John Cowper sitting on 
the couch reading. He told me Phyllis had 
gone shopping. I stayed talking to him for 
about ten minutes, then, as Phyllis hadn't 
returned and some friends were waiting in 
the car, I left. The book he was reading was 
Littleton Powys's The Joy Of It. On my 
previous visit I had found John Cowper 
reading The Girl of the Limberlost by G. 
Stratton Porter. 

John Cowper, in his old age, had taken to 
reading again the children's novels he had 
read when he was a child. Several times he 
had asked me why I did not try my hand at 
writing a story myself. Eventually, I said 
jokingly I would write a children's story for 
him to read. He did not let me forget. The 
following two visits he reminded me of what 
he had taken to be a promise and suggested I 
bring what I had written each week and read 
it to him the following Sunday. Thus motiv-
ated, I began writing a novel for children— 
the first attempt at original work I had ever 
made. Each Sunday I read to him what I had 
written during the week: sometimes only a 
couple of pages, sometimes several. I can 
still hear his strong, deep, warm voice inter-
rupting me to exclaim: "O I like that, Fred-
erick! I do like that!" or "Imagine that! O 
that was good! Very good!" I was still 
reading it to him in Blaenau Memorial Hos-
pital when Phyllis had joined him there to 
recuperate after her operations at Llandud-
no Hospital. But I did not finish it in time. 
He never heard the ending. After he died, I 
made the effort and finished it. It was pub-
lished in 1965 under the title The Lucifer 
Stone. 

At the end of July 1963 I took a school 
party to Switzerland and Italy for three 
weeks. Phyllis was then still convalescing in 
Blaenau Ffestiniog Memorial Hospital but 
expected to be able to return to 1 Waterloo in 
about a week's time. On my return from 
abroad I wrote suggesting that—as I would 
be driving to Salisbury the following week— 
Phyllis, if she was well enough, might like to 
come with me and I would drive her on to 
stay with Mrs Penny at Mappowder and 

Miss Gregory at Morebath in Devon. I had 
visited both of them the previous summer. 
Phyllis replied: 

1 Waterloo 
Blaenau Ffestiniog. 

August 22nd 1963 

My dear Frederick, 
I was very glad to have your letter this 

morning, and the card you wrote from Venice 
came a day or so ago. 

I have been home about two weeks and it is 
getting a little easier as time goes on. I really 
feel quite well—in health if not in spirits—and 
I am looking forward to going with you next 
week. I can be ready on Tuesday—but 
Wednesday or Thursday would be the same so 
you must decide as it suits you best. Could I 
make it any easier by meeting you somewhere 
else? Say the Junction—Llandudno Junction 
—or Rhyl or Colwyn Bay? There is a 9 o'clock 
train that leaves here for the Junction. I have 
no idea how you travel south—but if it is very 
much out of the way to come to Blaenau and 
you could suggest a better meeting place on 
the way, let me know. 

I have written Lucy1 and Miss Gregory2 of 
the possibility of my coming next week—and 
they are very pleased and grateful to you for 
making it possible. 

But how far is it to drive to Miss Gregory? It 
seems to me it would be an enormous distance 
though I know Lucy and Katie used to drive 
there and back on one day. 

Really Frederick—you have been more 
kind and have done more than any one else in 
all these tragic months. It is always in my 
mind. You don't say anything about your 
own health—your eyes? Are you all right"! 

Let me know which day you will start. 
Yours always, 

Phyllis 
Would you look up in the Liverpool Directory 
the address of a cargo ship line I once saw 
advertised. The Ben Line. They had a new 
ship called the Bengloe which carried ten 
passengers. 

1 Mrs Lucy Amelia Penny, John Cowper's youngest 
sister. 

2 Phyllis always referred in conversation to Alyse 
Gregory as Miss Gregory. She said it was one of her 
"peculiarities" to be so addressed. 
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I drove to Blaenau for Phyllis and then on 
to Salisbury where Phyllis stayed the night. 
Then I drove her to Mappowder in Dorset 
where we picked up Lucy and then on to 
Alyse Gregory at Morebath in Devon. I 
drove back to Salisbury, and collected them 
about a week later. Phyllis then returned 
with me to Blaenau Ffestiniog and I drove 
on to Birkenhead. 

The letters Phyllis wrote me during the 
ensuing years amount to nearly one 
thousand sides of notepaper. Her letters 
make fascinating reading with their striking-
ly perceptive comments on authors and 
artists, on books and paintings, set against 
their recurring theme of John Cowper 
Powys and his work. 

One Sunday some years after J. C. P. had 
died I arrived to find Phyllis very excited. 
During the week she had noticed through the 
window a little man wandering up the lane 
slowly, as though he was looking for some-
thing. Then there was a knock at the door. It 
was the little man. He introduced himself. 
He was Elias Canetti. He had explained that 
he wanted to see where John Cowper had 
lived. Phyllis said she had had a wonderful 
afternoon talking to him. Without either of 
them knowing it, both men had greatly 
admired each other's work. It had been at 
John Cowper's recommendation that I had 
first read Auto-da-Fe. In 1981 Elias Canetti 
was awarded what many people have always 
thought J. C. P. should have received: the 
Nobel Prize for Literature. 

After John Cowper's death the number of 
people who 'beat a track' to the door of 1 
Waterloo increased each year. Phyllis 
greatly enjoyed receiving them and talking 
to them about John Cowper. Whilst John 
Cowper had been alive Phyllis had always 
tried to recede into the background. After 
his death she gradually became—and I think 
enjoyed becoming—much more accessible 
to visitors, who were thus able to see her as 
the great lady she had always been all the 
time she had kept herself hidden in the 
shadow of John Cowper's overwhelmingly 
magnetic personality. I remember still with 
admiration the way she coped with two 

unexpected visitors who knocked at the door 
one Sunday whilst I was there and stayed 
about twenty minutes. I didn't know who 
they were and it was quite obvious Phyllis 
didn't. When they had gone I thought it best 
not to make any comment. Nor did Phyllis 
offer any. 

The lady did all the talking. Her husband 
did not speak but sat very erect, looking 
slightly uncomfortable. Phyllis maintained 
her gracious, dignified manner under the 
barrage of questions about John Cowper, 
none of which had any connection with his 
books. Two of the questions in particular 
have remained in my mind—they were so 
extraordinary: "Was it true that the people 
of Blaenau Ffestiniog had always brought 
their newly-born children for Mr Powys to 
'name'?" Phyllis smiled and said she 
couldn't remember that having happened, 
but names had meant a great deal to Mr 
Powys and he had always been very fond of 
children. " . . . Was it true that when Mr 
Powys went for his walks the miners at 
Blaenau used to bow and call out to him 
'Hail, great Magician!' " I was looking at 
Phyllis and she carefully avoided my eyes. 
She was sure they had never done that, she 
replied. This incident reminded me of some-
thing George Steiner had written in a letter 
to me shortly after John Cowper's death: 
" . . . it is imperative that a full-scale 
biography of J. C. P. be authorized before 
legend and fake erudition rush in . . . I dread 
the nonsense you and I will live to see talked 
and written about Powys!" 

And so it is perhaps worth emphasising 
that—though I realise these recollections do 
not contribute much to any better under-
sanding or appreciation of Powys's works— 
they may, I hope, help to set the record 
straight on some matters and so dim-
inish—in Professor Steiner's words—"the 
nonsense you and I will live to see talked and 
written about Powys". 

I will conclude with three pictures of 
Phyllis which have remained engraved on 
my memory. After John Cowper's death, in 
the sixties and early seventies, Phyllis would 
come to Liverpool for a few days and we 
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would go to the theatre. On one such occas-
ion she said she would like to see the Kard-
omah cafe which John Cowper used to visit 
with Tom Jones—as he mentions in Auto-
biography. The Kardomah was then still in 
existence and we had a cup of coffee on the 
first floor. On leaving, as we descended the 
wide staircase, Phyllis stopped half-way 
down and stood surveying the crowded 
tables of the first floor below us. I suddenly 
sensed what she was doing. She was absorb-
ing the atmosphere. But what she couldn't 
have noticed—or if she had was quite 
unconcerned about it—was that almost 
every face below was looking up at us. 
Phyllis was wearing a long black cloak 
which stretched right down to her ankles, 
and an extremely wide-brimmed black hat. 
With her pale oval face and her large, dark-
brown, almost spherical eyes, she was 
indeed a most striking and distinguished-
looking person. 

The second picture dates again from the 
days in the sixties and seventies when I used 
to meet her in Llandudno. We would have a 
meal and then a browse round Mr Hughes's 
secondhand bookshop. But she would never 
let me wait to see her on the train back to 
Blaenau Ffestiniog. If the weather was good 
I would leave her sitting on the promenade 
facing the sea. To make sure she was all right 
I would drive round and then drive back, a 
couple of times, until it was time for her 
train. Each time she would be sitting there, 
so still, a small figure in black, gazing out to 
sea. And I would drive on along the promen-
ade without stopping. 

And the last picture is in Blaenau Ffestin-
iog Memorial Hospital the week before she 
died. She was sitting tiny and frail, beside 
her bed, gazing at one snowdrop standing by 
itself in some water in a drinking glass on the 
bed-side table. 

WELSH ARTS COUNCIL REVIEW OF 
PERIODICALS: LETTERS INVITED 

The Welsh Arts Council has commissioned 
Rhodri Williams to conduct a review of all 
periodicals that receive Council funding—A5, 
Anglo-Welsh Review, Barddas, Barn, Y 
Casglwr, Y Faner, Llafur, Poetry Wales, The 
Powys Review, Planet, Taliesin, Y Traethod-
ydd, Envoi, Frames, Momentum, The Journal 
of Welsh Ecclesiastical History. The research 
will be a contribution to a more general inquiry 
into publishing in Wales to be undertaken 
shortly. 

The aim of the review is to examine how 
effective and appropriate is the Council's 
support and to consider ways of enhancing each 
magazine's ability to achieve its objective and to 
reach its maximum readership. The scope of the 
review is therefore wide-ranging and will attempt 
to pay attention to all aspects of periodical pub-
lishing. 

Readers of The Powys Review are invited to 
contribute to the review by sending their com-
ments to Rhodri Williams on one or any number 
of the grant-aided periodicals, or on what they 
would like to see happening in the world of 
periodicals. Comments can be brief or lengthy— 
all contributions will be welcome. 

Rhodri Williams, 
Periodicals Review, 
Welsh Arts Council, 
Museum Place, 
Cardiff, 
CF1 2NX 
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Mr Weston's Good Wine, 
T. F. POWYS, with a new introduction by 
RONALD BLYTHE. 

Hogarth Press, 1984, £3.95 (paperback). 

Mr Weston's Good Wine was first published 
nearly sixty years ago in London and the next 
year (1928) in New York. Ironically, like 
Powys's other fiction, it is better known today in 
translation on the continent, especially in 
France, than it is in England and America. At 
least five books of his fiction seem to be in print 
in French translation, two of them published in 
the last few years: Mr Weston, Unclay (De vie a 
trepas), Captain Patch, Innocent Birds (M. 
Bugby fait peur aux oiseaux, 1983), and Mr 
Tasker's Gods (Bruit et silence, 1984). Any 
opportunity to introduce Powys to a new gener-
ation of readers is surely welcome, especially a 
new edition of his best novel, published under 
the distinguished imprints of the Hogarth Press 
and therefore Chatto & Windus, the chief pub-
lisher of his fiction since May 1923, when they 
brought out The Left Leg. 

Will Mr Weston, come judgement day, turn 
up in the Georgian pantheon with Ulysses, A 
Passage to India, Women in Love, To the Light-
house, and The Sound and the Fury! Certainly it 
is Powys's most original novel; and all his fiction 
is, even detractors agree, "unique" either "dans 
l'histoire de lettres contemporaines" (Henri 
Fluchere, Preface, Le bon vin deM. Weston) or 
"in the whole history of the English novel" 
(H. E. Bates, Fortnightly Review, 1 Oct. 1932). 
The only issues are the nature and the merits of 
his originality. 

Critics who dislike Powys's fiction believe his 
originality to lie in his attempting to be a natural-
ist or at least a realist but succeeding only in 
writing very unpleasantly unfaithful depictions 
of reality. Edwin Muir, for instance, reviewing 
Mr Tasker's Gods, tells us that a writer 
"becomes one-sided when he accepts . . . [atyp-
ical] incidents as typical of human life; when the 
world of man-eating pigs, murders, tortures, 
and rapes is portrayed by him as the everyday 
world" {Nation and the Athenaeum, 7 Mar. 
1925). Adverse criticism of Powys's fiction is full 
of strictures on his simplified one-dimension-
al, unmotivated, mannered, undeveloped, dis-

torted, crude, incredible, pasteboard characters, 
on his lack of coherent action, and on his general 
failure to depict life faithfully. And even some 
favourable criticism takes Powys to be a natur-
alist or realist, withal a successful one: Marc 
Loge, for example, speaks of "ses tres realises et 
tres remarquables tableaux de la vie rustique 
anglais moderne" and of "l'extraordinaire con-
naissance que Powys revele de la psychologie 
paysanne" (Revue politique et litteraire, 3 Sept. 
1927). 

The truth is, of course, as some of Powys's 
critics have recognized, that he is neither a 
naturalist nor a realist but a symbolist and, 
among symbolists, an allegorist and that under-
standing of his fiction has often been blocked by 
the belief that he "has just been trying to make a 
kodak record of Dorset life . . . " (Hamish Miles, 
review of Mr Weston, Saturday Review of Liter-
ature, 7 April 1928). His symbolism has its roots, 
not in France, but in the native tradition of alle-
gory and humours that begins with Piers Plow-
man and Everyman and runs through Jonson, 
Bunyan, Addison, Fielding, Goldsmith, and 
Austen down to Dickens. It is here that Powys's 
great originality lies, and in his language, largely 
in the popular tradition of English prose—close 
to the folk speech of the countryside, simple and 
direct, yet capable of subtlety—the language of 
the Elizabethan pamphleteers and of the 
Authorized Version and Bunyan, rather than of 
polite letters or intellectual discourse. 

Powys's allegory is of two kinds. In both, 
there is a symbolic surface populated with 
concretes: persons, animals, vegetables, miner-
als, artifacts. In both, the interactions of these 
concretes are a key to the meaning or theme or 
"significacio". And, in both, there is a subsur-
face populated with things that bear one-to-one 
correspondences to the concretes on the symbol-
ic surface and whose interactions correspond to 
the interactions of the concretes. But there the 
similarities end. In one kind—let's call it stand-
ard allegory, because it is the staple of fiction 
generally and therefore not usually thought of as 
allegory at all—the concretes on the surface 
correspond to abstractions on the subsurface (to 
virtues or vices, for example, or to such things as 
love and death). In the other kind—what 
William Hunter calls twisted allegory, because it 
is traditional allegory with a difference (The 
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Novels and Stories of T. F. Powys, 1930)—the 
concretes on the surface correspond to other 
concretes on the subsurface (to God, for 
instance). It is in the creation of this twisted alle-
gory that Powys's greatest originality lies. 

In the only novels in which Powys uses twisted 
allegory systematically—Mr Weston, Innocent 
Birds, and Unclay—he mixes it with the stand-
ard. On the symbolic surface of Mr Weston, for 
example, the light and the dark wines correspond 
to love and death on the subsurface, but Mr 
Weston and Michael correspond to God and the 
archangel. 

What accounts for the twist is the difference in 
the ways in which the two kinds of allegory 
figure themes. In the standard, the abstractions 
on the subsurface are the real subject of fictional 
discourse: Mr Weston is a novel about love and 
death. In the twisted, however, the concretes on 
the subsurface are not the real subject: Mr 
Weston is not a novel about God and the arch-
angel. Powys did not write this novel to retell Old 
Testament myth, any more than Joyce wrote 
Ulysses to retell Homeric, or Eliot The Waste 
Land'to retell the grail legend or to displace Miss 
Weston's From Ritual to Romance. 

Reinforcing the traditional suggestions of the 
twisted allegory in Mr Weston are devices remin-
iscent of The Pilgrim's Progress. Many of the 
characters and places have allegorical names or 
names that suggest allegory: Grunter, Folly 
Down, and Dodder; the Bunces, the Meeks, the 
Mumbys, Miss Pettifer, and Mrs. Vosper. Mrs. 
Vosper, moreover, is characterized, not only by 
her lecherous and voyeuristic activities, but also 
by a miniature allegory: "She lived upon the 
mountain called Lust. And there she fed happily 
upon the act of the beast, that is likewise . . . the 
act of God" (p. 83). 

And Mr Weston invokes tradition in numer-
ous other ways. Its point of view is omniscient, 
and the narrator does not hesitate (as any other 
Georgian's narrators would) to refer to readers 
("We take much pleasure in reminding our 
readers", p. 281). Its characters, like Powys's 
characters generally, are usually characterized, 
for once and for all, and by their moral rather 
than their physical qualities, upon their first 
appearance; and they rarely develop: "Miss 
Gipps was a lady whose manners were loving 
ones. She was one of the pure in h e a r t . . . " (p. 7). 
In any case, most characters are flat; often they 
express or symbolize their virtues or vices in one 
or a pair of humours, interests that give not only 
pleasure but meaning and direction to existence 

and that sum up all there is to say about their 
characters. Mr Bird, for instance, preaches 
Christianity to the beasts of the field, like Saint 
Francis of Assisi, and loves Jenny Bunce (pp. 36-
37); Mrs Bunce pickles onion and owns a grand-
father clock (pp. 112-113). Mr Weston and 
Michael are, of course, exceptions; their symbol-
ic identities are—and this is a source of great 
pleasure—revealed gradually and with the subt-
lest art by hints scattered throughout the first 
fifty pages: for example, Michael "had risen to 
high distinction in the firm, having once . . . 
quelled a mutiny that arose among the workers 
in Mr Weston's bottling department . . . " (p. 
16). Furthermore, a wealth of allusions and ref-
erences links the novel to the past, especially to 
older literature: to Wordsworth (pp. 49, 139), 
Cowper (102,273), Fielding (118), Goethe (175), 
William Law (187, 280), Coleridge (208), Dr 
Johnson (280), Swift (282), Bunyan (283), and, 
of course, Austen's Emma—not just through 
Powys's title but the narrator's ironical tone 
("such amiable people as Mrs. Vosper", p. 88). 

But it is the language of Mr Weston that most 
invokes tradition. First of all, the very use of the 
Dorset dialect for the speeches of uneducated 
characters—Grunter, for example—has much 
the effect that it has in Hardy and Barnes, of 
reminding us of how much ancient history lives 
in fictional Wessex. Second, Powys uses modern 
words in archaic ways, especially what William 
Empson calls complex words, words that can 
denote a considerable range of attitudes or feel-
ings and are, hence, particularly susceptible to 
ironic use {The Structure of Complex Words, 
1951). Among Powys's favourites are merry and 
naughty (and their adverbial and nounal derivat-
ives). In Mr Weston, they often have archaic 
overtones of sexuality: "Mr Grunter had none of 
those winning and amorous characteristics that 
are said to go . . . with a merry and a naughty 
life" (p. 134); " . . . he [Mr Grobe] looked . . . at 
the picture of Alice, who used to display herself, 
in all her naughtiness, so merrily before him" 
(305). (Compare Powys's epigraph, from The 
Pilgrim's Progress, to Mr Tasker's Gods: 
" 'Besides, who could have thought that so near 
the king's palace there should have lurked such 
naughty ones? '" . ) Finally, Powys uses some 
archaisms and biblicisms in Mr Weston, some-
times as part of the key to the twisted allegory. 
Notice how, for instance, the following speech 
of Michael is at once appropriately biblical (the 
italicized phrases, from Isa. 53: 3) and approp-
riately modern: " 'He is despised, and I will add, 
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if you have no objection, he is rejected of men''' 
(p. 35). There are also archaic constructions: 
uses of forms of to be instead of to have to con-
struct the perfect tenses ("life is begun", p. 20; 
"it was fallen", 307), of a as a prefix for parti-
ciples ("Then it was that reality . . . was sent a-
packing", 120), and of an archaic inversion that 
puts the latter part of a compound subject after 
the verb ("the evening was come and darkness" 
(60). 

As I have suggested, the dominant tone of the 
narrative and the description in Mr Weston is 
ironic. Indeed, Powys achieves an ironical 
understatement pervasive here and in his fiction 
generally by using two kinds of irony: stylistic 
irony (a disparity between what the words mean 
and what the writer means by using them) and 
structural irony (any other disparity—between, 
for instance, what characters get and what they 
deserve). This understatement Powys achieves in 
two ways. 

One way is by an ironic tension between the 
symbolic surface and the subsurface in standard 
allegory. In Powys, water is the most common 
symbol for death (though in Mr Weston, of 
course, the dark wine takes precedence). It is the 
most usual means by which death comes to the 
good: " ' the folk of Folly Down' " , Mrs 
Grunter tells Mrs Meek in Mr Weston, " 'do like 
drowning best' " (p. 270); and Ada Kiddle, foll-
owing Mrs Grunter's advice, drowns herself in a 
pond there. The ironic tension arises because, 
traditionally, water has a quite different 
symbolic role. As a primal element—the origin 
of all living things, a necessary condition of all 
life, and a therapeutic agent—it is a fertility 
symbol and, as the commonest cleanser, the 
chief symbol in purificatory rites: a symbol of 
life and love, birth and rebirth, rather than of 
death. But, for Powys, "God's best gift" is not 
life or love, but death; and the approval—and, 
ironically, the symbol—that the generality of 
mankind reserves for life and love he bestows 
upon death. 

The other way in which Powys achieves 
ironical understatement in Mr Weston is by 
keeping his characters at a distance from himself 
and, consequently, from his readers. This he 
does by simplification of his characters—they 
are too simplified, distorted, and lacking in 
verisimilitude, too artificial, for either him or his 
readers to identify with them—but also by 
management of point of view. By permitting 
ironic commentaries and overtones, while at the 
same time allowing reported speech and neutral 

description and narration, the omniscient point 
of view becomes a device of stylistic irony: 

. . . Squire Teedon . . . one Christmas Eve, 
carried into the Angel parlour a large sack full 
of tom-cats and threw them to roast alive 
upon a faggot of dry furze, to the immense 
entertainment of all the party assembled. One 
protest—for one of the cats happened to be 
hers—was received from Mrs Tobiah, the 
stout landlady, who had never been known in 
all her life to refuse a gentleman a certain 
favour, and so wasn't afraid of them. Mrs 
Tobiah remarked that Squire Teedon should 
be sat in the fire himself for doing such a deed, 
though, as soon as Mr Teedon put his arm 
about her and kissed her becomingly, she 
smiled and said that she 'wouldn't, for the 
world, that any part of such a fine fellow 
should be burnt,' and proceeded to listen, 
with as much pleasure as the rest, to the sizz-
ling of the cats' fur. 

The Angel parlour was hardly changed 
since those happy days . . . (p. 115). 

Powys in no way forces his readers' response to 
the horror implicit in this situation. First of all, 
since Mrs Tobiah's reported direct and indirect 
speech carries much of the burden, the method is 
largely scenic: the omniscient point of view 
verges upon the dramatic. Second, the authorial 
description has a dramatic flavour, an air of 
objectivity, that helps the reported speech 
preserve distance. There is, for one thing, a good 
deal of neutral, objective description and 
narration: "carried a large sack full of tom-cats 
and threw them", "put his arm about her and 
kissed her". For another thing, Powys reveals 
characters' thoughts and feelings in such a way 
as to suggest that the revelations are inferences 
that any observer would make from their behav-
iour: "to the immense entertainment of all the 
party", "with as much pleasure as the rest". 
Apart from two ironic modifiers—"becoming-
ly" and "happy"—Powys seems to provide 
nothing but speech and action, seems to keep 
within the limits of pure drama. 

Though the dominant tone of Mr Weston and 
Powys's other fiction is ironic, that is not his 
only tone. Much of his finest prose has an 
elevated poetic tone best defined by analysis of 
two examples: 

(1) . . . Miss Gipps|saw|a nFw vis|ioii oTlife,| 
happy|and joy|ous, all love|aiid no shame,| 
with|mal|ice and mean|ness and enlvy 
departed forevje? (p. 11). 
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Notice the polyphonism (the slow, generally 
anapaestic movement, indicated by the scan-
sion), the post-positives (everything following 
"a new vision of life"), and the antithesis and 
other parallelism ("happy and joyous" and 
"malice and meanness and envy", "all love" 
and "no shame"). 

(2) [l.a] Outrage them [the dead, Mr Grobe 
reflects], [l.b] destroy them, [l.c] cut them 
with knives, [1.x] and they take no hurt. [2.a] 
Cast a corpse from the highest cliff into the 
deepest sea, [2.x] and the fall will not trouble 
it. What tyrant, what trouble, what sorrow, 
can harm the dead? They rest from their 
labours, they have drunk the best wine (p. 
248). 

Notice the parallelism (indicated by the bracket-
ed numerals and letters in the first two sent-
ences), the imperative conditionals ("Outrage 
. . .destroy., . c u t . . . Cas t . . . " ) , the repetition 
of a word ("them"), the anaphora ("What . . . 
what. . . what. . ." , "They . . . they . . . " ) , the 
rhetorical question (the same sentence), and the 
alliteration ("tyrant . . . trouble"). The elevated 
poetic tone of both passages is, of course, 
appropriate to their contexts: Miss Gipps has felt 
the divine influence of Mr Weston, and Mr 
Grobe is feeling the divine influence of Mr 
Weston's dark wine. 

Mr Weston everywhere invites comparisons, 
both with Powys's other fiction and with other 
authors' work. Collectively, the characters and 
the settings in Powys's oeuvre constitute a myth-
ical world, much like Faulkner's Yoknapataw-
pha County. At least fifty of his characters, 
major and minor, appear, or are alluded to, in 
two or more stories or novels. Fewer than fifty 
mythical villages or towns suffice for the settings 
of the one hundred and forty-two published 
works of fiction, and fewer than a dozen do 
service for perhaps three-quarters of these 
works. Luke Bird, for instance, has a prominent 
role, not only in Mr Weston, but in "Abraham 
Men", Unclay, "Ducky", and "Feed My 
Swine"; Lord Bullman, not only in Mr Weston, 
but'mFables, Kindness in a Corner, "God", and 
''The Two Thieves". And the villages and towns 
of Dodder, Dodderdown, Little Dodder, and 
Folly Down—bearing family resemblances in 
their names as well as in their topography and in 
the manners and mores of their inhabitants— 
turn up again and again. But though each of 
Powys's fictions illuminates every other in the 

way King Lear illuminates Antony and Cleo-
patra, each is an artistic unity in itself. 

A contrast that Mr Weston invites is between 
its god and the most famous one in English liter-
ature. Far from being like the god of Paradise 
Lost—imperial, self-righteous, vindictive, hum-
ourless, pontifical, egotistic, insecure, jealous of 
His prerogatives, worried about His image, and 
often angry with and hostile towards man— 
Powys's god is a wise, urbane bourgeois who is 
at home with His divinity yet modest, diffident, 
and a bit amused by it; ironical and witty about 
men yet compassionate and loving; sometimes 
lonely, sometimes sorry that He cannot drink 
His own dark wine. 

One might expect the introduction to a new 
edition of a novel to focus primarily upon the 
novel itself and upon its relationships both to the 
author's other work and to work by other 
authors. What is there about the novel that 
makes it worth reading? What are its beauties? 
Its distinctions? In what ways is it a traditional 
novel? In what ways, avant-garde? 

Henri Fluchere's introduction to his trans-
lation of Mr Weston (1950) does most of the 
things one might expect. Unfortunately, Ronald 
Blythe's introduction to this new edition does 
few. He does, invoking Sylvia Townsend 
Warner, acknowledge Powys's "uniqueness" (p. 
ix), but without venturing to identify it—adding 
that none of the literary Powys brothers have 
much in common with Woolf or Forster or with 
the Edwardians Bennett, Wells, and Galsworthy 
(p. vii). He does praise Mr Weston for "the . . . 
delicacy of its references, a kind of definite 
feather touch" (p. xi), for its "most brilliant 
comic invention", "Folly Down's gargantuan 
ignorance, its meticulously maintained state of 
unknowing" (p. xii), and for its "faultless 
allegorical language" (p. xiii). He does mention 
An Inter-pretation of Genesis and Soliloquies of 
a Hermit as showing Powys "moving towards 
the darkly witty God-or-man arguement of Mr 
Weston's Good Wine" (p.xii). He has however, 
little else to say about the novel itself, except to 
para-phrase it extensively, and nothing else 
about its relationships to Powys's other fiction 
or to other fiction of the period. Instead, he 
focuses—perhaps half of the introduction— 
upon Powys himself and his family, especially 
John and Llewelyn. 

Much of this biographical matter is the famil-
iar, tiresome treatment of the three brothers as a 
literary trinity, Powysdom in three persons: 
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At the heart of all three Powys brothers lay 
what might be described as a Natural 
mysticism, that sensuous searching and prob-
ing of this life, this earth (p. vii). 

Although so individual and so different, 
John, Theodore and Llewelyn project a unity, 
a blood vision which continues to synchronise 
whatever they are writing (ibid.). 

It is not easy to say what these dark assertions 
mean. In any case, they are quite unsupported 
and, worse, pointless. 

Even more pointless is what Mr. Blythe infers 
about Powys's psyche from Mr Weston: 

. . . Mr Weston, deputising for the author, 
says, 'We have forgotten Miss Nancy Gipps.' 
She is the first of these 'affectionate and for-
giving' women who populate Powys's erotic 
imagination and who he can hardly bear to 
fall into the clutches of the mainly brute males 
who either ignore them or pursue them like 
quarry (pp. x-xi). 
T. F. Powys's English village . . . is his own 
village-bred sights and deeds and dreams 
reduced to the common pattern of country 
life and made to animate an insular com-
munity. The characters are all the things he 
fears or desires (p. xi). 
Was this [the "terrible handicap in Folly 
Down" of possessing "a vision which went 
beyond the parochial view of life"] the reason 
why Mr Grobe the rector did not send his 
daughter Tamar (the height of the author's 
girl-fantasies) away to school (p. xii)? 
Mrs Vosper . . . is a heartless, voyeuristic 
bawd who, it has to be said, also procure's 
[sic] keyhole excitements for the author him-
self. But they are artistically deliberate excite-
ments and all part of a black comedy in which 
Powys's creative eroticism has to find literary 
expression (pp. xii-xiii). 

Passing over the question of who is at what key-
hole, let me simply point out that such inferences 
from prose to psyche commit two fallacies. 

One is the fallacy of circularity. Why should 
we interest ourselves in T. F. Powys? Because he 
wrote good novels. Why are his novels good? 
Because they reveal so much about him. 

The other is the fallacy of unprincipled in-
ference. An inference is a conclusion (there is 
fire, say) drawn from at least two premises: one 
an observation (there is smoke), the other a prin-
ciple (where there is smoke, there is fire). Doubt-

less there are principles by which we may infer, 
from reading a novel (an observation), what its 
author intended it to mean (that Powys, for 
example, intended Mr Weston to mean, for one 
thing, that death is a greater blessing than love). 
Among these principles are the rules of the lang-
uage of the novel (as formulated in a grammar or 
a dictionary). Perhaps there are even principles 
by which we may infer some of what its author 
believed (that Powys believed that death is a 
greater blessing than love). But, so far as I know, 
there are no principles by which we may infer, 
from reading a novel, something about its 
author's psyche. May we infer, from reading 
Ulysses, that Molly Bloom (or shall we nominate 
Gerty MacDowell?) was the height of Joyce's 
"girl-fantasies"? Or that Joyce's "erotic 
imagination" was populated with Molly and 
Gerty and perhaps with Mrs Riordan as well? Or 
even that he had one? Such inferences are purely 
gratuitous: one inference is just as valid (or in-
valid) as any other, even if they contradict one 
another. 

MARTIN STEINMANN 

A Furnace, 
ROY FISHER. 

Oxford University Press, 1986, £4.95 
(paperback). 

A Furnace is a long poem in seven movements, 
with an "Introit" and an integral Preface. Like 
most of Roy Fisher's writings, its location is 
Birmingham and the country of the north Mid-
lands, but, in certain respects, it is a remarkable 
development of themes which he has been 
exploring since City (1961). This is due, partly, 
to the profound understanding of John Cowper 
Powys, which the poem both shows and uses. 
Roy Fisher describes A Furnace in the Preface 
as, "an homage, from a temperament very diff-
erent from his, to the profound, heterodox and 
consistent vision of John Cowper Powys", and 
dedicates the poem to his memory. He either 
quotes Powys or refers to him obliquely on 
numerous occasions in the poem. He makes 
formal and thematic use of the method of the 
lost poem of Atlantis, mentioned in the novel of 
that name, in which landscape is superimposed 
upon landscape rather than rhythm upon 
rhythm. And above all, he uses the Powysian 
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concept of imagination, and amply repays the 
debt to Powys "for such understanding as I have 
of the idea that the making of all kinds of 
identities is a primary impulse which the cosmos 
itself has; and that those identities and that 
impulse can be acknowledged only by some form 
or other of poetic imagination". 

The initial strangeness of A Furnace, as, to 
some degree, of all Roy Fisher's writings, is due 
to his traditional treatment, with acute poetic 
intelligence, of untraditional materials. That is 
to say, he explores and perceives his Birmingham 
locations as their first poet, and treats them as we 
are not used to an industrial city being treated, 
although we are familiar with similar use of more 
"natural' ' places. Thus, he presents the transact-
ion between self and world, in the city whose 
"objective" existence shapes his mind, and his 
"subjective" transformation of it; and he 
presents the city as a source of primordial 
energy, with which nature underlying transitory 
historical forms manifests itself in "timeless 
identities". The result is a poem of considerable 
philosophical subtlety, which is sometimes 
necessarily difficult and elusive, but produces 
immediately striking identities: 

Massive in the sunlight, the old woman 
dressed almost all in black, sitting out 
on a low backyard wall, 
rough hands splayed on her sacking apron 
with a purseful of change in the pocket, 
black headscarf tight across the brow, black 
cardigan and rough skirt, thick stockings, 
black shoes worn down; 

this peasant 
is English, city born; it's the last 
quarter of the twentieth century 
up an entryway 
in Perry Bar, Birmingham, and there's 
mint sprouting in an old 
chimneypot. No imaginable 
beginning to her epoch, and she's 
ignored its end. 

Roy Fisher's imagination is a furnace, which 
persuades "obstinate substances to alter their 
condition and show relativities which would 
otherwise remain hidden by their concreteness". 
The authentic strangeness of his Birmingham is 
accordingly its revelation as a place of process 
and hidden connections, in which gigantic indus-
trial structures and odd secret corners alike 
disclose their making and unmaking, both mat-
erially and as mental constructs. The history 
which the poem contains, as a kind of Poundian 

epic, is as much the history of the willed and 
imagined city, in terms of the mental system 
behind the forces that constructed it, as it is the 
history of the iron and concrete structures 
themselves. Moreover, it is the history of 
perception, as the city shapes its inhabitants' 
minds and determines how it is seen. The great, 
broken things of modem Birmingham in A 
Furnace are flames of Heraclitean fire, and the 
poem has a visionary quality, which arises 
appropriately from what the eye of convention 
sees as the most prosaic features of the city: 

old industrial road, 
buildings to my left along the flat 
wastes between townships 
wrapped in the luminous 
haze underneath the sun, 
their forms cut clear and combined 
into the mysteries . . . 

For the most part, the poem's images are "cut 
clear"; they are not static, however, but present 
identities materializing from the flux, and are 
"combined into the mysteries"—the creative 
and destructive energies of nature, in which the 
human imagination participates. Things are not 
what they appear, but are mouths, entryways, 
for this energy. 

A Furnace is at once metaphysical and polit-
ical in its exploration of the gap between appear-
ance and reality, and between the governing 
authorities' manipulation of language and in-
vention of laws, and the human and natural 
world they impose on and bind into their system. 
Roy Fisher opposes his sense of' 'another world/ 
not past, but primordial,/everything in it/simul-
taneous, and moving/every way but forward" to 
the myth of progress on which the modern city 
has been built. As a young man in the Fifties, he 
knew in Birmingham' 'the dead weight of the old 
imperious/racket thrashing on/across its own 
canted-up wreckage". Under Joe Chamber-
lain's sense of the city, he sees it continuing "to 
seethe/and divide itself by natural law". Roy 
Fisher's city is "a headless/relativity of zones", 
and "unstable, dividing, grouping again/differ-
ently, giving the slip to being/counted, mapped 
or ever recognised/by more than one head at a 
time". It is a city unknown to authorities and 
historians, but which the individual imagination 
born to it may know. Like Powys, Fisher is not 
afraid of "chaos", but sees in it "natural law", 
the primordial energy coming through where 
old, conventional signs and structures break 
down. Among its manifestations are the human 
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identities which the official city reduces to 
ciphers. A Furnace may remind us that Roy 
Fisher is also a jazz musician, and he improvises 
harmonies and discords from the flow of primal 
energy, manifest in identities that are timelessly 
made and unmade. 

A Furnace is an English poem, which may be 
better understood in America, by readers of 
William Carlos Williams and the Objectivists; 
but its roots are in English Romanticism. Like 
the American Objectivist George Oppen, 
another major poet of the city, Roy Fisher is in 
the tradition of William Blake. This means that 
he has a sharp sense of the connections between 
outer and inner worlds, between mind and 
matter, and between metaphysical system, 
material force, and mental image. His vision of 
the end of the age of urban industrialism has 
been sharpened and subtilized by Blake's vision 
of its beginning. Like Oppen, he has a powerful, 
bleak vision of what we have come to, as the 
system on which the industrial cities was built 
collapses: 

This age has a cold blackness of hell 
in cities at night. London 
is filled with it, Chicago cradles it 
in ice-green glitter along 
the dark of the lake. Birmingham Sparkbrook, 
Birmingham centre, Birmingham Castle Vale 
hang in it as holograms. For now 

Puritan materialism dissolves its matter, 
its curdled massy acquisitions; dissolves 
the old gravity of ponderous fires 
that bewildered the senses, 

and for this 
glassy metaphysical void. 

But the world of nature adjoins the city, as well 
as underlying it, and the poem contains at least 
one passage of equivalent power which invokes 
the spirit of the north Midlands countryside. 
This is the presentation of the landscape assoc-
iated with Gawain and the Green Knight at the 
end of the first movement. At this point, but not 
only at this point, the England of A Furnace 
touches the England of Mercian Hymns. Roy 
Fisher and Geoffrey Hill are both poets in the 
Modernist-Romantic tradition, which has both 
the energy of imagination, as John Cowper 
Powys understood it, and an acute critical 
awareness of its own procedures. 

A Furnace is a poem to return to, not to grasp 
in its entirety in the first few readings. There are 
places in which I do not follow it yet, and the 

view given of it here is necessarily partial. In 
time, it will be read in different ways, and, as 
with any poem of substance, some of the read-
ings will illuminate but none will exhaust its 
meaning; and in time, as it is understood and 
absorbed, so its overall "success" may be 
measured against its ambition, and the relative 
unevenness of its movements discussed. One way 
in which it may be read, much more fully than I 
have read it here, is as an act of homage to John 
Cowper Powys. And since I have emphasised 
that Fisher pays his debt to Powys by using and 
transforming what he has learned from him, I 
shall end with another word about the debt. It 
seems to me that Fisher's confidence in his imag-
ination, and especially in its command of the 
strong but oblique autobiographical impulse 
that places him among the things of his world, has 
been newly enhanced in A Furnace by Powys's 
example. In this poem, he transcends the art of 
seeing, which is one of his greatest gifts, but also 
a source of anxiety on account of the voyeuristic 
tendencies of the spectatorial stance. In A Fur-
nace, the Powysian concept of imagination 
enables him to release the energies inherent in his 
primary materials, in ways that imagistic and 
visual techniques alone could not effect. The 
result is both a fine tribute to Powys, which is all 
the more effective for revealing the continuing 
creative life of his ideas, and a major develop-
ment in the art of one of the best living English 
poets. 

JEREMY HOOKER 

William Blake, 
EDWARD LARRISSY. 

Basil Blackwell, 1985, £3.95 (paperback). 

This contribution to a series edited by Terry 
Eagleton sets out to provide a clear approach to 
the formal problems of William Blake's puzzling 
and demanding work, but one has to say that this 
careful, modest effort does not manage to meet 
such an urgent need. Like many recent studies, 
the writing goes round the central problems of 
Blake's preoccupations rather than tackling 
them direct. Larrissy puts forward Blake as 
"England's greatest revolutionary artist". He 
presents material on the eighteenth-century 
Whig conception of "chartered rights", "char-
tered liberties", Tom Paine's protests on "the 
rights of Man", the conditions of the masses in 
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the great cities and the impact of the revolution-
ary thinkers; Voltaire, Rousseau, Mary Woll-
stonecraft, Montesquieu, as well as the compo-
sers of radical ballads. Even the eighteenth-
century version of the Puritan Visions of John 
Bunyan by George Larkin. There is no respons-
ible student of William Blake's achievement who 
would deny his revolutionary sentiments or their 
expression. But do these represent the most 
absorbing and weighty of his convictions, his 
basic interpretation of life? Those which 
animate the bulk of his work? And within what 
context are the most radical of his convictions to 
be placed? 

Any perceptive study of the climate of thought 
of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cent-
uries would recognize that even political and soc-
iological theories of protest more often than not 
were set within some framework of theological 
doctrine. Groups of like-minded people tended 
to evolve distinctive creeds of their own, in a 
fashion following on seventeenth-century sect-
arianism. Modern secular attitudes had not yet 
spread widely. Many of the doctrines developed 
in reaction to contemporary scepticism have 
later come to be labelled "occult". Some did 
take on this colouring during the nineteenth 
century and there were strands within these 
earlier traditional systems moving more in the 
direction of the magical rather than the strictly 
spiritual or mystical. But they were certainly not 
the preserve of cranks. Respectable theologians 
disturbed by the increasing Rationalism and the 
growth of a heartless Capitalism turned towards 
devotional movements within Protestantism, 
particularly those connected with Pietism. 

One of the most prominent of these theolo-
gians in the mid-eighteenth century was the Non-
juring Anglican divine William Law. He gather-
ed round him a circle of disciples who rejected 
the worldliness of the clerical establishment and 
had a passion for genuine spirituality. He coll-
ected the works of the spiritual writers through-
out the ages, and meditated deeply on them. His 
admirers followed suit, and John Byrom, for 
instance, left a very representative library of 
such books to Chetham Hospital attached to 
Manchester Cathedral. Two other followers, 
George Ward and Thomas Langcake assembles 
the material William Law had accumulated from 
the works of the German Lutheran visionary 
Jacob Boehme and produced the four volume 
compilation of English translations of those 
works which came to be known as the "Law 
edition". As the early nineteenth-century literary 

gossip and diarist, Henry Crabb Robinson 
mentioned, Blake was an admirer of these 
volumes and especially of the elaborate cut-out 
illustrations included, produced by the German 
artist Leuchter who had been commissioned by 
Dionysius Andreas Freher, the original compiler 
of the Behmenist studies that Law had taken 
over. 

More widespread and far better known was the 
Evangelical Movement promoted by the Wesley 
brothers and by Whitefield. Figures like these 
were hotly championed by Blake who defended 
them in his epic poem Jerusalem against the 
Deists. But Wesley himself who had been 
strongly attracted to this mystical line, at the 
same time disputed with Law on the grounds that 
such preoccupations tended to distract from the 
primary moral concern, the need for salvation. 
Still, many early Methodists shared the enthus-
iasms of Law's disciples and, again, it was 
natural that many Quakers were attracted in the 
same direction. Jacob Boehme's system of relig-
ious symbolism, operating partly along the 
alchemical lines he derived from the sixteenth 
century medical philosopher Paracelsus, was in 
fact one of the inspirations of the creed of the 
"New Church" which had arisen out of the doc-
trines of the Swedish scientist Emanuel Sweden-
borg, whose mind had later turned towards 
Theology. (It seems to have been through his 
early contact with Swedenborgianism that 
Blake first encountered Boehme's thought.) 
These circles, then, included many serious minds 
and a number of gifted ones. Many of Blake's 
artist friends were attracted to the Swedenborg-
ian creed; John Flaxman, Osias Humphrey and 
his patron Thomas Butts, and he may have 
moved over the river to Lambeth to be close to 
the group from this circle accustomed to meet at 
the chaplaincy of the Female Orphan Asylum 
there. So this mentality is one that commands 
philosophical respect, though it certainly 
contains unorthodox ideas. 

During his lifetime Blake had friends and 
contacts of many different persuasions and 
affiliations. He co-operated with the practices of 
John Varley, the astrologist, with how straight a 
face it is difficult to say. Increasingly reluctantly 
he worked for the eccentric patron William 
Hayley and later showed considerable sympathy 
for the High Church views of his young artist 
friend Samuel Palmer. But if one looks carefully 
at the thought revealed, more and more clearly in 
Blake's poems and in the designs of his art work 
it is the particular interpretation of the doctrines 
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of the Creation and Fall, with the following 
Redemption, derived from Genesis and from 
Milton's Paradise Lost, developed to unortho-
dox extremes within the voluminous med-
itations from the Bible Boehme published in 
German from 1612 onwards, and which, before 
too long, were translated into impressive English 
prose, that is reflected in his symbolism. 

The concept of an Eternal Nature, mirrored 
in a translucent, spiritualised created Nature 
and a Human Nature with spiritual command, 
unhindered, over all physical powers. Then 
crashing into a Fallen Nature, constricted into 
narrow limits, divided into warring sexes and 
reduced to a bestial condition. This vision of 
reality enabled Blake to accommodate his 
protest against a cruel world, which yet managed 
to keep a balance within its own extremes, and a 
cramped Human Nature at odds with itself. It is 
this protest, together with an indignation against 
its effects in a corrupted society, which is the 
main subject of his oeuvre. This leads to a belief 
in Redemption through the creative Imagin-
ation, and, also, increasingly, through the sac-
rifice of Christ. 

What Larrissy has rightly emphasized is that 
ideologies of this kind were especially attractive 
to groups within the artisan class. They were 
certainly not the only believers but in their eyes 
the devotional cults of the seventeeth century, 
the breeding ground of such symbolic systems, 
were greatly preferable to the cynical rationalism 
and pursuit of the good life which marked the 
upper classes. It is not only Muggletonians, 
descendants of the Ranters and followers of 
Joanna Southcott who could be included in this 
generalization. Again, for an artist working 
within the printing trade, widely and deeply read 
as Blake was, doubtless dissatisfied with the 
Ossianic and Shakespearian settings with which 
he began; it was nothing extraordinary that, in 
looking for a mythology to give a narrative to his 
vision in prophetic verse, he should have chosen 
to use, primarily, the version of Greek myth 
from a Neo-Platonic viewpoint in Thomas 
Taylor's translations of Plato's works and those 
of his followers. Moreover, this was a period of 
Neo-Classicism in artistic taste. 

At the same time, as Larrissy has correctly 
divined, Blake could not accept the emphasis on 
Mind, the pure Intellect, which is the essence of 
Platonism. An attitude which is perfectly natural 
in an artist, whose skill was exercised in many 
ways Plato had not approved, and for one living 
and working in the Age of Romanticism; a time 

when the appreciation of the Imagination as a 
faculty had come into its own. Moreover, an 
artist influenced by the system of Paracelsus, a 
physician much concerned with psychosomatic 
medicine, vividly aware of the creative power of 
the Imagination in the arts as well as in healing. 
Any consideration of Blake's Notebook 
comments on The Vision of the Last Judgment 
confirms his ardent belief in "The World of the 
Imagination" as "The World of Eternity", and 
the notes to his copy of Berkeley's Siris equally 
display his suspicion of the Platonic doctrine of 
intellect. But it can be seen that the use of 
alchemical symbolism by those minds coloured 
by Neo-Platonic and Hermetic traditional 
thought reveals a very different attitude from the 
purely Platonic. The first Contrary in Plate 4 of 
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell states a 
directly challenging proposition, for example: 

Man has no Body distinct from the Soul; for 
that called body is a portion of the Soul 
discern'd by the five Senses, the chief inlets of 
the Soul in this age. 

Since the final aim of alchemy was the union of 
matter and spirit, of sulphur and mercury, the 
eagle and the serpent, such a conclusion is not 
unexpected. In fact this section of Blake's satire 
echoes the teaching of the seventeenth-century 
alchemical philosopher Francois Mercure Van 
Helmont in his 1694 Seder Olam. 

Spirit and Body are not contrary Essences, as 
many do vainly and falsely affirm; for every 
created spirit is corporeal, having in it the true 
essence and nature of a Body, viz it is an 
extended Body, bounded, circumscrib'd with 
place, moveable etc. 

Although Blake absorbed the artistic, philo-
sophical and political influences affecting the 
Romantic Age, almost like litmus paper, 
whether Celtic myth, Eastern thought, Druid-
ism, the Atlantis myth, Hellenic imagery or a 
belief in the rights of Man, the true heart of his 
thought and its expression in visual images, lies 
in a Behmenist interpretation of the biblical and 
Miltonic presentations of the Creation, Fall and 
Redemption of Mankind. Thus Larrissy could 
not be further from the truth in maintaining that 
Blake's relationship with the tradition of Parac-
elsus and Boehme "was critical and cavalier", 
although, certainly Blake never used any system 
without challenging it and sometimes turning it 
upside down. Larrissy has circled round this 
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central core and sometimes touched it, but he has 
not mastered it, and so has not been able to grasp 
its relevance. Still, his study does emphasize 
some undoubtedly important points. 

DESIREE HIRST 

The Hidden Script: Writing and the 
Unconscious, 
DAVID PUNTER. 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985, £14.95. 

This book is about fear, particularly fear of the 
future. It continues work done in Punter's ear-
lier The Literature oj Terror (1980), which dealt 
with gothic fictions from the late eighteenth 
century to the 1970s, but advances to new terrain 
in terms of both subject and approach. The fears 
which Punter's probings uncover are produced, 
broadly speaking, by technology and nuclear 
weaponry, but the configurations these fears 
assume in cultural texts, and the ideological 
workings of those texts are, he argues, specific to 
the advanced industrial societies of the late 1970s 
and 1980s. The first section of the book treats 
major writers, all producing futurist fictions: J. 
G. Ballard, Angela Carter, Doris Lessing, Kurt 
Vonnegut. Later sections explore, among other 
things, the poetry of W. S. Graham, the fiction 
of Pynchon and Barthelme, and a series of "cul-
tural snapshots", of, for example Tommy, 
Dallas, and memorial verses in a local news-
paper. The list of contents is far from being can-
onical, and indicates that one of the questions at 
issue in this book is the fate of the "literary" 
itself. Punter's proposal is that to arrive at a 
proper understanding of literary texts they 
should be placed alongside productions of the 
larger body of what he calls the "social text". 
This involves him in the difficult task of putting 
into active intertextual relationship literary and 
other texts, the discourses of theory, and the 
economic and material shapings of history in a 
"discourse within and upon the unconscious". 
One of the questions at issue throughout the 
book is the validity of these interrelationships 
among history, text and theory, and as a result 
one of the ways in which the book may be read is 
as a deliberation upon the usefulness of the 
discourse which flows from these interrelation-
ships. Ultimately however, the test of usefulness 
is political, as what is being explored are the 
workings of the unconscious in social life itself. 

The reading of the "hidden script" of the un-
conscious is focused on what Lacan calls the 
subject, and particularly the unconscious fears 
of the subject in the face of the immensity of 
technological power, the conflicts of gender, or 
the loss of being in the extensive systems of state 
and institutional surveillance. Punter writes in 
difficult prose of intricate articulacy, which 
frequently advances along perilous metaphor-
ical defiles. The energy for the writing comes 
from a materialist criticism which is thoroughly 
infused with insights of Freud, Foucault, 
Derrida and Lacan, although the bodies of 
theory which no doubt lie behind the writing are 
generally referred to in notes at the back. Atten-
tion is focused on the sustainability of the critical 
discourse itself. This in turn renders the dis-
course provisional, constructed, self-conscious, 
and offers the reader the opportunity to enter 
into a dialect with the text through its hiatuses, 
disclosures or tropes. It also ensures that 
attempts, such as my own below, to summarize 
Punter's arguments are almost certainly 
reductive or misleading. 

Two examples may illustrate the kind of read-
ings that Punter produces of the subject's fearful 
adaptations. The first concerns Ballard's Con-
crete Island (1974) in which a man finds himself 
stranded on an island formed by surrounding 
motorways. Unlike Robinson Crusoe who sets 
out to exploit and subdue his island, Ballard's 
man merely comes to adjust to his desolate 
patch. His previous life fades away; he embraces 
passivity as a preferable alternative to the power-
lessness of his old life; and he produces his own 
fantasized meanings of his old life on the island 
which have no connection with the real world 
around him. In short he abandons his hold on 
the real. Fears of a different sort are proposed as 
underlying the story, told by Vonnegut, of the 
American Indians at a political convention. In 
this case the agents of social threat are actually 
present in the shape of television producers. The 
Indians sit absolutely still throughout the 
convention because, of course, they know that 
their slightest movement will be turned into 
caricature, that they will be stripped by television 
of their own meanings and have them replaced 
with guilty or vengeful substitutes which suit the 
television audience better. The Indians devise a 
bizarre means of survival, like the man on the 
island, which ensures subjective integrity at the 
cost of social immobility. Punter reads these 
fictions for their unconscious workings, and in 
doing so brings together his political and psycho-
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analytical concerns. The Vonnegut story shows 
surveillance as a source of power and ideological 
control, the power of Lacan's "gaze" to trans-
form the subject into an object, and place him/ 
her in a powerless subject position. 

Punter's explicitly defined critical position 
sets out to resist the blandishments of decon-
struction, which would have the world constit-
uted by discourse alone, and asserts instead that 
class and gender are powerful sources of know-
ledge. A key text here is D. M. Thomas's The 
White Hotel (1981). The theoretical relations are 
with Foucault and Lacan who see the notion of 
bounded, whole individuality as an empty 
fiction, and project instead a dispersed, 
dissolved subjectivity. Thomas's fiction exploits 
the potential for fear implicit in these theoretical 
projections, and plays particularly on uncon-
scious feelings of helplessness in the face of terri-
fying history, and the fear that subjective 
fantasy may be uncontainable and might well 
end up embodied in historical reality. The fears 
are centred particularly on questions of gender 
since the subject in question is a woman, and the 
actions of the book are those of patriarchal 
power (including its writing). For the male 
reader, Punter argues, the novel's power to 
disturb lies in the fact that impotence seems the 
only (fearful) alternative to the actual holocaust 
that male power has brought about in European 
history, and the extinction lying in wait from the 
fantasy of nuclear defence. The horror of The 
White Hotel, furthermore, lies in its power to 
realize and implicate the death instinct of the 
male reader and lead him to a historical dead-
end. On the evidence of The White Hotel, and 
the futurist texts, there is a struggle going on at 
this moment in our culture at the level of un-
conscious symbolizations against the emergence 
of the feminine. 

Punter puts to good use the insight offered by 
Foucault that power operates in modern 
Western society in surveillance rather than in 
sovereignty, and the corollary that the subject of 
surveillance is offered pleasures to compensate 
for his/her subjection. It is part of the ideolog-
ical function of horror movies and futurist 
fictions that they allow us the space to feel both 
the fear and the compensatory pleasure. If the 
unconscious fear is being subjected to someone 
else's system of surveillance, then the chance to 
be at the controls oneself may be sufficient to 
keep us still—even if only in fantasy or if the 
machine is just for pin-ball. In the central section 
of the book the reader is brought into the critical 

matrix as a subject over whom the ideological 
struggles of the text may be played, and as one 
who is simultaneously offered pleasure, specif-
ically textual pleasure, as the lure to win agree-
ment to the text's (unconscious) ideology. In a 
discussion of Close Encounters of the Third 
Kind (1977) the fear is of invasion and the com-
pensatory textual pleasure offered to the (male) 
viewer is to be able to identify with "the mascul-
ine 'spirit of adventure' . . . validated and trans-
formed into a wished-for experience of new 
worlds . . . The aliens arrive, not with a message 
of change, but with confirmation, in the shape of 
the returning lost, most of whom are military 
heroes, that the aspirations of the West are in 
tune with cosmic design." The film's designs on 
the viewer are to manoeuvre him into identific-
ations with a future of good technology and 
benevolent authority figures and seal that pact 
with a fund of pleasure. An exchange is effected 
of fear and fantasy between text and audience to 
reposition the audience in such a way that the un-
conscious fears generated by the film are 
assuaged, and a resolution of them is offered 
which is ideologically acceptable. Films and 
fictions which can win allegiance in this way have 
no need for repression. 

One of this book's unconscious assumptions 
seems to be that to uncover the workings of the 
unconscious, to offer up the messages of its 
secret language, represents an attempt to 
counteract its power. The supposed workings of 
the unconscious are placed within the reader/ 
audience's range of conscious perception, and 
are themselves subjected to the reader's own 
gaze. Punter, however, is too scrupulous not to 
admit that the analyst who attempts to expose 
the unconscious workings of the social text 
always lags behind the productivity of the state 
and its adjuvants to produce new images to 
maintain the status quo. What the book offers, 
nonetheless, is a critical practice which repre-
sents one way of making some purchase on the 
real world at the level of consciousness, even if 
always belatedly. It deserves to be studied as an 
example of a way of thinking which may be ex-
ploited by other critics, as much as for what it has 
to say about its particular texts. 

LAWRENCE NORMAND 
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The Return from Avalon: A Study of the 
Arthurian Legend in Modern Fiction, 
RAYMOND H. THOMPSON. 

Greenwood Press, 1985, £29.95. 

The Return from Avalon is in essence a cata-
logue raisonnee of the use of Arthurian motifs in 
prose fiction during the last hundred years. Over 
two hundred works are cited in the "Selected 
Primary Bibliography'' at the end, some of them 
both familiar and centrally Arthurian, but 
others either all but unknown, or else connected 
with ' 'King Arthur'' only tenuously or to the eye 
of faith. In these circumstances several criticisms 
are all but inevitable. Professor Thompson 
rarely has time to develop an analysis of any one 
major work; minor works often have to be fitted 
in where they are most convenient, regardless of 
distortion; having accepted that Arthurian 
allusion is enough to gain entry to the book, 
almost any reader will be able to think of books 
that should have been included (such as Bernard 
Malamud's famous baseball story, The Natural, 
with its team "the Knights", its coach "Pop 
Fisher", and its epitaph on the hero, "he coulda 
been a king"). However such criticisms only 
indicate the nature of the book. What one has to 
ask is not "is this good criticism?" but "how 
good is this as a survey?" 

Much depends on the categories which 
Thompson imposes on his material. Of these 
there are five: retellings, realistic fiction, histor-
ical fiction, science fiction and fantasy. There is 
very little to include under heading one, other 
than John Steinbeck's The Acts of King Arthur 
(1976), and even that, one might remark, veers 
sharply from its original close dependence on 
Malory to something much closer to category 
three. Categories two and four prove in different 
ways to be unsuccessful. Arthurian science 
fiction is difficult to distinguish from Arthurian 
fantasy, and Thompson finds himself including 
in that chapter such disparate works as C. J. 
Cherryh's Port Eternity (1982)—a standard 
science fiction story on an Arthurian pattern, 
rather like Malamud's The Natural—and Poul 
Anderson's Three Hearts and Three Lions 
(1953), a romance of Ogier the Dane set in an 
"alternate world" to which the hero is trans-
ported in exactly the same fashion as Mark 
Twain's "Connecticut Yankee" (though his 
work is treated later as fantasy). There is, in 
brief, not enough real science fiction to make a 
good category here: while by contrast the use of 

Arthurian memories in "realistic fiction" may 
lead one anywhere from Powys's^4 Glastonbury 
Romance to Le Carre's Mr Smiley, with no 
simple way of unifying the material. 

The valuable chapters, accordingly, are those 
on historical fiction and on fantasy, both of 
which Thompson breaks down further. Histor-
ical fiction is divided first into sections on works 
set in the Dark Ages and in the High Middle Ages 
(as it were, the times of Arthur or of Malory), 
while the latter section is further subdivided into 
works of psychological, sentimental or comic 
interest (etc.). What seems to be missing here is a 
willingness to explain changes in fashion. It 
looks as if the real force behind those works set in 
a closely-imagined post-Roman Dark Age is— 
for British or perhaps English authors only—the 
very strong implicit parallel with the withdrawal 
from Empire in our own day. Certainly that par-
allel is overt as early as Kipling's Puck ofPook's 
Hill (1906), though since that work never 
mentions Arthur, Thompson leaves it out. 
Nevertheless the possibility is never probed, any 
more than are the changes in scholarship which 
gave Arthur a new historical plausibility (per-
haps misplaced) from the turn of the century on-
wards. Even in a survey one might expect an 
author to pause for a while and remark on 
trends, on attractions, on the creation of a 
market: this Thompson is slow to do. 

A further evitable fault shows up in the long 
section on fantasy, which is marked by intense, 
determined, moralizing piety. It may be that 
fantasy has to be defended by claims that it 
"develops character", or that it "allows us to 
discover the fullness of evil, so that we can 
combat it more readily in real life", though this 
reviewer has seen no trace of either happening in 
himself. However, in a tradition which includes 
such ferocious works as C. S. Lewis's That 
Hideous Strength or T. H. White's The Once 
and Future King, it is disconcerting to be told so 
often that the "lesson" or "message" of one 
work after another is "to care for others . . . to 
mean wel l . . . to have a true heart", to follow the 
way of "compassion and self-sacrifice". Did 
Lewis's Merlin demonstrate a "commitment to 
love and responsibility for other people"? In the 
story he appeared to be responsible for having 
large numbers of people eaten by bears, and the 
superficial moral, at any rate, was "serve them 
right"! White, too, is never other than ambiv-
alent about violence; and that entirely realistic 
ambivalence is in great part reponsible for the 
success (and political maturity) of his work. 
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Thompson's book does provide a list of titles 
and resumes for the interested reader to explore 
further. One has to say, though, that its categor-
ies are not always convincing, while the whole 
enterprise is severely hampered by a twentieth-
century blandness from which (as much as from 
twentieth-century unscrupulousness) modern 
"Arthurians" would probably prefer to escape. 
One has to add that a certain exposure to Monty 
Python and the Holy Grail might have proved 
salutary. Thompson is never anything but defer-
ential to Mark Twain, and quotes with no sense 
of irony his remark on "the deep reverence 
which the natives of [Britain], ancient and 
modern, have always felt for rank". It is hard 
not to think of the mud-stained peasants who 
respond to the declaration of " I 'm King 
Arthur" with cries of "Who's he? We never 
voted for him!" But the hierarchies of modern 
American academe are probably too strict for 
this to be found funny. 

T. A. SHIPPEY 

Early Verse by Rudyard Kipling 1879-1889, 
Edited by ANDREW RUTHERFORD. 

Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1986, £19.50. 

Kipling is, for men of letters, a case, a problem. 
No one really doubts, I think, either that his gifts 
were great or that his reputation is inadequate: 
that he is not one of those writers whom we, as 
men of letters, draw on, refer to, intellectually 
live by. We concede his gifts, but they don't 
arouse us as lesser men's gifts do. We just don't 
like him—we don't like his poems and stories, 
however clever we see they are. Our responses 
are blocked against him, our appreciations don't 
work freely. 

There have been several attempts to cure us of 
this block, and interesting ones, but they all leave 
the job to be done again—they don't take. Per-
haps all we need is for someone to devote his 
life-energies to writing about Kipling over and 
over, as Leavis wrote about Lawrence over and 
over, until we all saw the point. But perhaps one 
can say something to the point even on a small 
scale. 

Of course our resistance to Kipling has to do 
with his chosen role as Bard of Empire. British 
literature in our century has been anti-imperialist 
(and there are plenty of precursors for that anti-

imperialism among the writers of previous 
centuries). But this is not a matter simply or dir-
ectly of politics: Kipling's rhymes and rhythms 
themselves offend us—because they seem meant 
to carry imperialist feelings—and so do char-
acters like his Soldiers Three, and his elliptical, 
evasive, shifting, kaleidoscope style. However, 
though imperialism itself is not the point, we 
may renew our responses to him by looking at 
imperialism from a new angle—more as he 
looked at it. 

As Andrew Rutherford points out, Kipling 
was horrified, on humane grounds, by the 
number of Indians who died from preventible 
disease and starvation. He was also horrified by 
the failure of Indian representatives on munici-
pal committees who neglected practical imrove-
ments like sanitation. Conversely, he admired 
the English in India because they did work hard 
at such matters; and if we had been there, we 
would no doubt have felt similarly. However, let 
us look more particularly at his feelings about 
the fate of women in Indian society. 

He has a poem of 1887 entitled "For the 
Women" which deals with the dangers of child-
birth for Indian women. 

You know the 'Hundred Danger Time' when, 
gay with paint and flowers, 

Your household gods are bribed to help the 
bitter, helpless hours; 

You know the worn and rotten mat whereon 
the mother lies; 

You know the sootak room unclean, the cell 
wherein she dies— 

Dies, with the babble in her ear of midwife's 
muttered charm, 

Dies, 'spite young Life that strains to stay, the 
suckling in her arm, 

Dies in the three-times heated air, scorched by 
the Birth-fire's breath, 

Foredoomed, you say, lest anguish lack, to 
haunt her home in death. 

For Kipling, and for other people at the end of 
the nineteenth century and later, there was a 
connection between imperialism and feminism. 
This poem appeared in the Civil and Military 
Gazette, on the same page as a report of the 
laying of the foundations of Lady Aitchison's 
Hospital for Women in Lahore, which came 
under the auspices of Lady Dufferin's Fund. 
But there is no reason to doubt Kipling's person-
al sincerity. Devoted as he was to his mother and 
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Englishwoman, writes with a refreshing under-
standing of Welsh aspirations, one is slightly
uneasy at the use of terms such as "patriots" (p.
57) in reference to Glyndwr's followers, and at
the characterization of Owain as a "great pat-
riot" (p. 155), with "his belief in a Free Wales"
(p. 77). It is not helpful to view the conflict
simply as a struggle for liberation, though in
fairness to the author she is only reflecting the
standpoint of such authorities as Sir John Lloyd
and (to some degree) Professor Gwyn A.
Williams. It is often forgotten that the "rebel-
lion" had something of the character of a civil
war: thousands of Welsh troops fought on
behalf of the Crown, and many of the Welsh
nobility were bitterly opposed to Glyndwr.
Moreover, what of Owain's own motives? We
tend to draw a discreet veil over his early career
as a loyal servant of the Crown, fighting against
the Scots and the French. There are signs that his
capture of Mortimer in 1402 awakened a desire
to play the role of kingmaker—the latter's
nephew, the Earl of March, had a stronger claim
to the throne than did Henry IV; again, what are
we to make of a "patriot" who wished to annex
much of western England according to the terms
of the Tripartite Indenture of 1405? It may be an
extravagant notion, but one wonders whether

Glyndwr's ambitions extended to the throne: the
chronicler Elis Gruffudd seems to have thought
so, with his story of Owain having risen too
early, a hundred years before his time; Gruff-
udd, writing c. 1530, alludes here to the Earl of
Richmond's success in 1485: the landing of
French troops at Milford Haven in 1405 and the
subsequent march to Worcester seems to presage
Henry's own landing near Milford, with French
support, and the march through mid-Wales to
Bosworth Field. This identification with Henry
VII is not a comforting one for the Welsh
Nationalist.

Mrs Allday's book, though reliable (in the
main), is not without error: "Gruffydd of Gwen-
wynwyn" (p. 3) should read "Gruffudd ap
Madog" ob. (Gruffudd ap Gwenwynwyn of
Powys, ob. 1286/7, was Llywelyn ap Gruffudd's
adversary); Cunedda's men (p. 37) had migrated
to Gwynedd from Manaw Gododdin (a kingdom
in the south-east of Scotland) not Northumbria
(cf. p. 41), and were scarcely Celts of a different
stock; Owain's "wizard" was "Crach
Ffinnant" not "Crach Ffynant" (p. 57);
"Vrynwy" (p. 60) should read "Fyrnwy";
though attributed to Iolo Goch, the cywydd
dealing with the comet of 1402 (p. 79) is not his
work: "Trefelo-y-Clawdd" (p. 81) should read
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The grassy mound of Sycharth near Llansilin, site of Glyndwr's fortified manor house.
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seeking refuge in England and English literature. 
They had inherited the traditions of nineteenth 
century Boston, the American city of "values", 
beleaguered by the frontiersmen. Boston values, 
under that pressure, shifted from the ethical to 
the aesthetic in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, and James and Eliot were therefore 
better prepared than English men of letters for 
the war against the frontiersmen, and for the 
construction of something new to replace 
Victorian humanism. 

These themes, which seem to me the major 
themes of modern literary history, can be clearly 
traced in the relations between Kipling and 
James and Eliot. James was one of the two or 
three guests at Kipling's wedding, and he wrote 
an enthusiastic essay introducing an early coll-
ection of Kipling's stories. But soon, of course, 
he turned against him; while Eliot, immediately 
after the War, read the funeral service over 
Kipling as a poet, and as for the prose told us to 
read Conrad instead. Perhaps if we see Kipling on 
this battlefield, where the Palladium of literature 
itself was in dispute, we shall feel strongly 
enough about him to break the block in our 
responses. 

MARTIN GREEN 

Edward Thomas: A Portrait, 
R. GEORGE THOMAS. 

Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1985, £12.95. 

Professor George Thomas has worked long and 
successfully in the field of Edward Thomas 
studies. His short essay in the British Council's 
series of monographs is masterly, his edition 
of the Collected Poems of Edward Thomas 
scholarly, thorough and unlikely to be super-
seded. Now we have his account of Edward 
Thomas himself, an account for which many of 
us have waited a long time. Let us say at once that 
it has been worth waiting for and that any future 
students of Thomas are going to have to rely 
heavily on this careful, detailed and objective 
work. 

By this time there is no need to justify such a 
life. Thomas's poems, so little known for many 
years, have grown steadily in reputation, their 
qualities of clarity and gentle strength become 
increasingly apparent. One can make a strong 
case for seeing them as the most single influential 
body of verse on contemporary English poetry, 

an opinion which would have been laughed at 
forty years ago but one early recognized by Prof-
essor Thomas. Durable, quiet, without strain, 
they seem to be at once the singular voice of a 
most unusual artist and also to speak for an 
England which has so recently vanished that we 
can still recognize and regret its passing. 

But we can write of the qualities of Thomas's 
poetry without ever truly defining them. Clear 
they may be, direct they no doubt are, but some-
thing in them evades definition, there is some-
thing mysterious about them. And the same is 
true about his life. 

I have little doubt that George Thomas has 
given us all the facts, checked them, arranged 
them in order. He has very wisely given us almost 
without comment the man's essential and almost 
inexplicable sense of loneliness, set out without 
judgment his curious inconsistencies. One could 
not wish for a more coherent sequence of days. 

Yet inconsistencies there certainly are. We are 
told—and given the evidence for it—that 
Thomas loved his home, that a settled home was 
essential for him to have any peace at all, but at 
the same time we learn that he took every chance 
of leaving it, even to the extent of renting rooms 
miles away from his house, or staying with 
friends, or going on long perambulations while 
his wife and family stayed home and wondered 
where he was. 

Of course, his wife and family may have been 
the trouble. Thomas seems to have had a strange 
attitude towards his wife from their earliest days. 
His letters to her from Oxford before they were 
married contain irritable instructions about 
money . . . "you should have a sovereign left; 
add to this the wages of the next month to come 
. . . and there should remain fully a sovereign, 
which considering our needs for the future . . . 
should go to the bank . . . What your present 
needs are, is another thing, but surely 10/-
should cover them . . ." . And so on. Yet he him-
self in the same letters will tell her of his wine-
bibbing and living it up, of his interest in a 
beautiful boy, or (in a letter to Hooton, it is true) 
of" . . .the number ofpretty women and gir ls . . . 
I delight in looking a t . . ." . Edward was in debt 
for wine, clothes and books, while poor Helen 
Noble was instructed to save from her nurse-
maid's wages. More and more one is made to 
realize the possibility that Thomas's marriage, 
necessary since Helen was expecting a child, was 
almost unrelieved disaster for him. 

At the same time he could not have had a more 
loyal, more complete, more sensitive wife. One's 
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admiration for her strength and compassion, 
well known to those who have read her own 
account of their life together, must be increased 
as we learn of the many difficulties she encount-
ered. George Thomas has shown with great 
delicacy how effectively she matured when 
Thomas became infatuated with Hope Webb, a 
"mature schoolgirl of seventeen" as Professor 
Thomas describes her. What letters Helen 
Thomas wrote to her husband at this time! " . . . 
Is it to be the friendship of a middle-aged man, a 
man of letters etc. etc. and a simple schoolgirl, 
the sort of idyllic affair your biographers will 
dote on—a passionless, innocent, intimate, 
avuncular, loverish affair that makes one wish in 
reading the biography that T had been the girl 
. . . Or is it meant to slip unconsciously into 
something more, with sentiment in it, and heart 
openings, and in fact a love affair, or what? It 
puzzles me . . ." 

Well, Professor Thomas doesn't dote on it, 
but he does show us Helen Thomas fighting for 
her life and at the same time consoling and 
supporting her husband, and he does show us 
how this relationship, central in many complex 
ways to Thomas's life, changed and deepened 
and, as far as Helen was concerned, involved 
long self-examination and subsequent assump-
tion of responsibility. Indeed, one of the curious 
results of reading this biography, for this reader 
at least, is a realization that Helen Thomas, even 
in these letters, is a better prose writer than her 
husband, more direct, more varied, in every 
sense more real. In fact, more responsible. 

Perhaps, too, this is an example of another 
curious aspect of the portrait. Thomas, despite 
the wealth of detail, remains shadowy and flat, 
while he seems surrounded by vital and three-
dimensional human beings. Not only his wife, 
but his father comes firmly off these pages, and 
this has surprised me greatly. I had sided with 
Thomas against his father, seeing Philip Henry 
Thomas as probably a reactionary and insensit-
ive parent unwilling to recognize and support his 
son's artistic temperament. We learn, however, 
that he was a man of splendid gifts, able, a fine 
public speaker with a wide range of topics which 
included literature. He had a knowledge of three 
languages, an interest in philosophy and was 
active all his life in Liberal politics. He was, 
moreover, utterly practical and helpful as far 
as Edward was concerned, supportive when 
Thomas went up to Oxford and even more when, 
while still an undergraduate, his son had to get 
married. He seems not to have deserved 

Edward's ill-feeling, and certainly not the savage 
poem, " P . H. T ." , in which Edward Thomas 
boasts almost of not having any love for his 
father. The blurb informs us that there are many 
discoveries in this volume, and I would agree. 
This quiet revelation, this revaluation of Edward 
Thomas's father, is one of them and not the least 
important. From a Welsh point of interest, it is 
also enlightening to read just how frequently 
Thomas visited Wales, and (this may be a 
personal response) how English he remained 
despite these visits. 

It is not difficult to see Thomas as a tragic 
figure, melancholy, obsessed by a sense of 
personal failure, deeply involved with himself 
almost to the exclusion of other people. From 
this distance we can see that he was, in fact, 
almost completely mistaken; he was deeply 
loved, he was a very successful literary journal-
ist—perhaps the most influential critic of poetry 
in the country—he earned more money, in 
relation to salaries of the time, than perhaps he 
realized. All this doesn't make his unhappiness 
any the less real and regrettable. His late and 
unclouded friendship with Robert Frost, care-
fully documented here, was welcome solace for 
him as well as helping to confirm his growing 
belief in his own ability as a poet, and there 
seems, in his letters to Eleanor Farjeon and 
others, a note of wry optimism, a recognition 
that his work was real and good, when once he 
began to write his verse. He might have been 
secretly happy, alone despite the fact that he was 
among regiments of men, relieved of responsib-
ility and therefore of anxiety, writing for him-
self. Or perhaps writing for another self, Edward 
Eastaway, even further removed from sad 
Edward Thomas. 

Professor Thomas's account brings an admir-
able sense of inevitability to Thomas's last years, 
a sense almost of direction to a life which in some 
ways had been a relentless yet almost aimless 
search for something, a perfection maybe, a 
recognition, of which Thomas was himself not 
completely aware; although he was always aware 
of the negative aspects of his situation, that he 
lived where he did not want to live, wrote what he 
did not want to write, searched and never found. 
In every way George Thomas has written a most 
tactful and sober biography, leaving most of the 
conjecture to his readers. Yet I finished it oddly 
unsatisfied, despite my admiration. It is not 
merely that the poet has escaped along some 
deep country lane. That I half expected and can 
understand, since the man hid from himself 
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even. It is that the events of his life, whether great 
or small, seem to possess on the page a similar 
importance. Somewhere a point of balance is 
missing. And oftentimes the writing is flat, 
sometimes even vague to the point of obscurity. 
What does George Thomas mean, for example, 
by "the diffidence of an acute observer"? I can 
scarcely believe he thinks the two qualities 
linked. Very occasionally there is a small falling 
away from the meticulous grasp of detail which 
otherwise distinguishes this volume. "It was 
their first London home," writes Professor 
Thomas of the house in which Edward Thomas 
was born, "after their marriage in Wales some 
time in 1874-5." But where in Wales, and when, 
did Philip Henry Thomas and Elizabeth Towns-
end marry? The detail is mostly so firm and 
confident that such very occasional uncertainties 
worry us, apart from the fact that Philip Thomas 
seems so good a man that I should like to know 
him safely married. 

Oh, like Keats, Edward Thomas caught (like 
Keats, at Oxford), a venereal infection. His 
parents were told that his illness was 
"exhaustion following his preparation for the 
Schools" and his father paid all the doctor's 
bills. Despite George Thomas's painstaking 
accuracy in the painting of this portrait, there 
might well be a less attractive one in somebody's 
attic. 

LESLIE NORRIS 

Sorrow For Thy Sons, 
GWYN THOMAS. 

Lawrence and Wishart, 1986, £3.95 (paper-
back). 

' 'The world's making a special job out of us two. 
They might pickle us and peddle us around under 
the noses of future generations to prove that as 
bad as they may think things are for them, things 
were a devil of a sight worse for us . " So observes 
one of the principal characters in Gwyn 
Thomas's novel. In fact the pickling has lasted 
fifty years, but at last the peddling has come. Dai 
Smith's introduction explains that Sorrow For 
Thy Sons was originally written in the mid-1930s 
for Victor Gollancz's competition for "the best 
genuinely proletarian novel by a British writer". 
The question that will arise for modern readers is 
why it didn't win or why, at least, it wasn't pub-
lished. At the time it was explained to the author 

that the publisher's readers were disturbed that 
"some of the physical descriptions were so real-
istic as to produce actual nausea", and Thomas 
was advised to remember that "as your audience 
will be 99 per cent more or less tender-stomach-
ed, you will frighten them all away if you write in 
this fashion". As Thomas himself phrased 
Gollancz's response, the book's "commercial 
prospects were nil unless he could issue a free 
pair of asbestos underdrawers to every reader". 
The text went away into a drawer and its post-
humous appearance now is owed to the efforts of 
Lyn Thomas and Dai Smith. 

As Dai Smith indicates—and further develops 
in his recent essay in Wales: The Imagined 
Nation—the response of the Gollancz firm 
illuminates aspects of the project of the proletar-
ian novel of the period. The project may have 
been envisaged as a novel by and about the work-
ing class, but less certainly as a novel for them 
(although this one certainly is). It is in fact a 
curious but familiar paradox of Gollancz's cul-
tural popular-frontism that Sorrow For Thy 
Sons should have been rejected on the grounds 
outlined above. One only has to glance at Goll-
ancz's feather-smoothing introduction to the 
Left Book Club edition of Wigan Pier, pacifying 
and defending the middle-class socialists and 
interest-groups caught in some of George 
Orwell's less statesmanlike rhetorical broadsides 
(Quakers, feminists, vegetarians, sandal-wear-
ers, nudists, fruit-juice drinkers) to understand 
the broader strategies of the moment of which a 
book like Sorrow For Thy Sons could become a 
victim. Thomas, however, does not so much risk 
alienating particular components of a popular 
front as gamble with standards of taste and retic-
ence. It is the Catch-22 faced by the genre in the 
period: remember your publisher and the comp-
osition of the book-buying audience and you 
have a chance of your book being published; 
forget them and you don't; but remember them 
too much and the project risks compromise and 
charges of embourgoisement. It is a familiar 
problem: should the writer sacrifice his honesty 
of vision to seize the chance of contributing to a 
real shift in attitudes towards people's lives? 
Integrity stands the test of time and has the 
possibility of the greatest achievements on its 
side. But there can be little solace in a novelist's 
unpublished proletarian novel: like turning up 
for the revolution on the wrong day. I often 
wonder if Walter Greenwood used the word "in-
carnadined" to describe a bleeding nose because 
of his own stylistic uncertainties or because he 
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had been recommended to cut down his use of 
the word "bloody". Certainly Greenwood 
manages to perform gymnastic contortions in the 
second chapter of Love on the Dole by way of 
suggesting the danger of incest in overcrowded 
houses, while allowing the blind reader every 
opportunity not to see. (One has to deduce that 
the adolescent Sally and Harry share not only the 
same room but the same bed.) Greenwood may 
have made concessions, but his book was pub-
lished, and, whatever the final estimate of its 
radicalism, lived within the culture to play a part 
in the politics of the 30s and of postwar Britain. 

Nevertheless, today's less tender-stomached 
readers of Sorrow For Thy Sons may have to 
work to establish the original sources of offence. 
Might "physical descriptions" have been code 
for subversive sexual morality? Did the problem 
lie in the fact of Alf the unemployed miner 
eventually rebelling against the canons of purity 
and living in sin with his dying fiancee; was it the 
authorial condoning of the adultery of Alf's 
brother Hugh, the working-class scholarship-
boy, with the colliery-official's wife; was it 
Thomas's burning acknowledgment of sexuality 
as a human right, and anger at its mutilation, 
finding expression in the episode of Alf's bitter 
satisfaction of himself and the hounded and sex-
driven Annie? Or perhaps it really was the 
physical descriptions—the month-long un-
changed sheets which greet one on the first page, 
the soiled shirts and trousers, the grimy finger-
prints on the cheese-plate—and the references to 
bodily processes, which were perceived as threat-
ening to alienate the sympathetic but distant 
reader who wanted a respectable object for his or 
her sympathy. Such references, of course, are 
seldom without their point, seldom uninformed 
by Thomas's colloquial wit and wry insight 
which is in turn the wit and insight of a distinct 
people in a distinct history. Schoolboys in a 
game of spitting at a spider's web prompt the 
remark "What those fellows need is a lung 
disease and two spider's webs. Then they'd be 
happy". The Labour Exchange is described as 
"more congested than a lungful of phlegm". 
Does one censor memories of lung diseases in the 
valleys, of the world of the "No Spitting" 
notice? Does one condemn such a topic being 
used as the vehicle of a joke when the joke is the 
accommodation made by those living with the 
experience, and such experiences their immed-
iate quarry of metaphors? Hugh writes to his 
brothers about the people he encounters for the 
first time when he goes away to university and 

whom no amount of persuasion can convince of 
conditions in the valleys: 

Here we have people who are satisfied and 
stable, not hungry and afraid. The highest 
thrill most of them get is taking magnesia 
because they are dyspeptic. The world where 
people drink spirits of ammonia because they 
are starving is more than a closed book to 
them. They look at it as a horrible mystery, to 
remain in ignorance of which they would 
sacrifice three-quarters of their earthly goods. 
They not only like things the way they are, 
they consider it criminal that an alternative 
arrangement of things has been spoken of in 
whispers by their pale-faced brothers of the 
pits, foundries and fields. 

Hugh and Thomas address the same audience, 
and Thomas perhaps resignedly predicts the 
downfall of his book on the altar of their fastid-
ious standards. 

Episodes and motifs in Sorrow For Thy Sons 
will resonate with other proletarian novels. Alf's 
tubercular financee, the coal-picking episode 
and the demonstration lead one, for example, to 
think of Lewis Jones. But perhaps what most 
distinguishes the novel is Thomas's wonderfully 
timed and energetically surreal humour which 
particularly emerges in dialogue. Alf, swearing 
at the collapse of a cardboard-bottomed coal-
bucket, is overheard by his religious minded 
neighbour who sticks his head out of the 
window: 

'I heard foul language, brother.' 
'That was me, brother.' 
'You?' 
'I said me.' 
'Your tongue is not as clean as the morning.' 
'You try handling that bloody bucket.' 
'I've handled sin.' 
'What's that like?' / r : " 
'Worse.' 
'Has it got a cardboard bottom?' 
'Wouldn't know that.' ,^_ 
'Tell me when you find out. It makes all the 
difference.' 

The Apostolic withdrew. 

Memories of a fat schoolmaster: 

'There was always a slit in the back of his coat 
to give his arse plenty of room to move about. 
There was talk of painting the countries of the 
Empire on the seat of his trousers to save the 
Education Committee the price of a globe, 
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but they found they'd have to use part of his 
stomach to get Australia in. He said he didn't 
want no convict hanging around his navel.' 

Thomas's humour—which reads as a built-in 
reflex of his language and its rhythms—works to 
trip the struttings of selfishness and self-right-
eousness and the self-importance of petty 
officialdom. It also speaks of a kind of personal 
freedom in the characters who use it, a critical 
spirit and a capacity, defensive as it may be, for 
riposte and resistance. Characters not given to 
humour—such as Herbert the shop-keeping 
brother and Roger the lodger (yes, indeed)— 
flow with the tide ebbing life away from the 
community. But in the end humour cannot stem 
events. Sorrow For Thy Sons lacks the single-
minded political confidence of, say, Lewis 
Jones's We Live (as a comparison of the titles 
alone suggests), and there is no denying the 
cul-de-sac in which the plotting leaves the 
characters and the valleys themselves. (Was it 
this dark end, as Dai Smith suggests, which was 
particularly responsible for Gollancz's unhap-
piness with this "proletarian" novel?) Exper-
ience wears down ideals and faith. Hugh's letter 
to Alf from university still retains a faith in the 
amplitude of existence and the values of the lives 
of those reared in the valleys ("richer than the 
gods themselves") while at the same time begin-
ning to appreciate the almost absurd, juggernaut 
dimensions of the ruthlessness he finds 
underlying the trivial surfaces of dominant 
society. But Hugh's last letter to Florence Beatty 
is a dark transformation of himself in the face of 
"the lengths to which injustice is prepared to 
go". As Steinbeck's hero departs in The Grapes 
of Wrath he melts into "the people"; Hugh 
becomes unemployment: 

They should rip out the testicles and the 
tongue from the body of every unemployed 
person to complete his abnormality instead of 
leaving him with the illusion of effective life 
and robbing him of the substance. Don't 
consider me as a human being, capable of 
running luxury buses between the two distinct 
depots of good and bad. Mark me down as a 
historical force, a flesh and blood symbol of 
everything that unemployment is. As such, I 
am denied the majority of human rights. In 
return I claim the abstract right to commit any 
crime, however vindictive, needless or brutal, 
on the head of any person, and feel no sense of 
regret or responsibility for it. 

Sorrow For Thy Sons will be read as a Thomas 
novel, as a Welsh novel and as a proletarian 
novel. In the latter context its appearance will 
modify estimates of the range of the form and 
enhance appreciation of the power of feeling 
that it harnessed. If it had been rediscovered in 
the 50s, it might well have been read as evidence 
of how' 'things were a devil of a sight worse'' for 
Alf and his generation. Read in the 80s it still has 
something of that force, but now it also inter-
sects with the history of the present in a more 
disturbing way. Perhaps the book is not late 
after all. 

PETER MILES 

Selected Poems, 
FLEUR ADCOCK. 

Oxford University Press, 1984, £4.95 (paper-
back). 

ASelected Poems that covers ten years concisely 
shows a poet's growth. Fleur Adcock was witty 
and acerbic right from the start, as in "Note on 
Propertius" on page 1. In her poems the words 
themselves work—they don't just tell—as in an 
early elegy that illustrates many of Fleur 
Adcock's characteristics, "Flight, With 
Mountains", 

Tarmac, take-off: metallic words conduct us 
Over that substance. 

In the plane that takes her to a funeral she is 
"Carried too far by this blind rocketing" and 
finds there is 

Only air to hold the wings; 
Only words to hold the story 

and then "Words wither; meaning fails;/Steel 
wings grow heavy". 

Fleur Adcock works from the immediate and 
moves into meditation. She seems to begin with 
now, and, after a few cautious, reasoned steps, 
lets imagination carry her out into uncertain 
darkness. She uses style in great variety and she is 
not afraid to be prosy: 

Headlines announced it, over a double column 
of type: 

The cabled facts, public regrets, and a class-
ified list 

Of your attainments— 
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but she's not afraid to let go and involve reader 
with poet in that sudden dizziness where words 
outreach fact and detachment— 

Further by days and oceans than all my flying 
You have gone 

neither 
Rope, nor crumbling ice, nor your unbelieving 
Uncommitted hands could hold you to living. 
Wheels turn; the dissolving air rolls over. 
An arc of thunder. Gone is gone forever. 

Her poems are never solemn. Even in early 
poems, a tendency to literary, romantic language 
is controlled by a cool eye and a sharp tongue, 
particularly on the subject of relationships be-
tween men and women. She is strictly formal. 
She rhymes traditionally but with so light a touch 
that it is usually not noticeable. She counts sylla-
bles and lines, and verses sit in patterns on the 
pages. But she breaks out of these strictures with 
a strong colloquial eloquence which is stylistic-
ally her own. 

Fleur Adcock has an inventive mind and often 
it is difficult to know whether to take her stories 
as fact or not. Is "Incident" a true story? Is it a 
tale told well so that it transcends an original 
incident to become a raconteuse's piece? There is 
a dream within this story, and Orpheus, and 
Alice "all the cave-myths" . . . "of tunnel or 
tower or well". The falling asleep seems true but 
the waking seems symbolic rather than actual. 

Whether her poems tell true stories or not is 
only important if we worry about it. I ask the 
question to establish that a reader may need to 
enter a whole world in which fact and symbol 
and myth have equal weight in reading this coll-
ection. We need to try on a style and way of 
seeing and a set of myths that are Fleur Adcock's 
own. I do not often, in reading her work, find 
myself responding with a "Yes, it's like that for 
me", but am convincingly drawn into believing 
her nevertheless. She is often more interested in 
the strange than the commonplace. Equally, she 
is interested in people who seem bizarre to her, 
such as "The Man Who X-Rayed An Orange", 
obsessed with "mysticism, occult physics, / 
Alchemy, the Qabalah". While trusting the 
man's story she remains her cool-eyed self, 
"none of us mentioned self-hypnosis/Or halluc-
inations caused by lack of food". Such poems 
give her excuse to examine something from a new 
angle, to lift an orange to the light, to watch 
spiritual ecstasy, and the poem gladly uses the 
levitating orange and the spiritual experience of 
the man who tells of it, and it casts light on her 

own tall tales and dreams. What does it matter if 
the orange levitated and grew translucent or not, 
as long as language can tell it? 

Placed immediately following this cool obser-
ving poem, is the detachedly entitled "Compo-
sition for Words and Paint", a sensitive, 
sensuous love-poem of immediate physicality. 
Next comes "Regression", a fable that somehow 
tells a truth, as parables do, and then " I Ride on 
My High Bicycle'', a dream-poem, and after that 
a group of bitterly witty love-poems. These 
poems are all from before 1967, but they set out 
her themes and create the scenes on which she 
has consistently worked, merely getting verbally 
better and better, wittier and sharper and wiser, 
more likely to make us dizzy with a swift trans-
ition from cool wit to a dazzling idea or an 
emotion too fierce to contain or a vision too 
strange to understand. I think it is her technique 
to dart from the ordinary into the unknown. She 
sums it up herself in "The Water Below": 
"Always beneath the safe house / Lies the pool, 
the hidden sea / Created before we were". 

However, sometimes the fables prove difficult 
to this reader. "Gas" , from the 1971 collection, 
is still beyond me. 

Her landscape ranges wide. There is New 
Zealand, land of her birth and youth, and Ire-
land, ancestrally hers, and London, where she 
lives, India where she has travelled. "Home is 
London; and England, Ireland, Europe" 
("Instead of an Interview"). Otherwise, indoor-
scapes, gardenscapes, dreamscapes. 

There are many and various love-poems and, 
as the book progresses, more and more elegies, 
death-poems, poems that confront mortality, 
notably in "The Soho Hospital for Women", 
where she brushes with death and is spared, and 
writes compassionately of those less lucky. But 
there are none so alive as those who confront 
death, and her poems describe pleasure as vividly 
as any poet I know, as in "Prelude": 

Is it the long dry grass that is so erotic 
waving about us with hair-fine fronds of straw 

and 

Then imagine if the summer rain were to 
come, 

heavy drops hissing through the warm air, 
a sluice on our wet bodies, plastering us 
with strands of delicious grass; a hum in our 

ears. 

Of the 26 new poems the penultimate "Blue 
Glass" is my favourite. Here a girl, any girl, 
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("Janey or Sharon") hides in an attic to enjoy a 
necklace of blue beads she has stolen. 

the blue bead necklace, of sapphire 
or lapis, or of other words she knows 
which might mean blueness; amethyst, azure, 
chalcedony can hardly say how it glows. 

Here she is, as usual, as sensuous about the words 
themselves as about the deliciousness of the 
beads and the guilty pleasure of their theft. 

The attic has become 
her bluebell wood. Among their sappy grasses 
the light-fringed gas-flames of bluebells hum. 
It has been said that Fleur Adcock is a cold 

poet. Nothing could be further from the truth. 
She is coolly intelligent and scholarly, certainly, 
but it is poetry that passionately relishes a whole 
world of mind and senses. 

GILLIAN CLARKE 

Linguistic Criticism, 
ROGER FOWLER. 

Oxford University Press, 1986, £12.50 (hard-
back), £4.95 (paperback). 

For some years now Roger Fowler has been 
prominent in developing a social dimension to 
linguistics, a linguistics, that is, which examines 
the practice of language within society. In Ling-
uistic Criticism he introduces a new readership to 
this work and demonstrates through a variety of 
examples its value to the criticism of literary 
texts. Arguing against a special status for the 
language of literature, against the notion of a 
poetic language, Professor Fowler argues in 
favour of an analytical method drawn from 
linguistics, a method which is both systematic 
and comprehensive, and which, by employing 
aspects of linguistics alive to social context, can 
account for literature as social interaction. The 
critic who is well-grounded in the independent 
discipline of linguistics, he argues, is better able 
to validate his or her readings of a text. 

Having outlined his position, Fowler refines 
and develops his argument in three foundation 
chapters. "Language and Experience" shows 
language as the repository of a system of ideas, 
most obvious in the way vocabulary categorizes 
and orders the world. Although, for example, 
pets are admitted to the sitting-room and wild 

animals excluded, the fact that cobras (it seems) 
can be placed in either category shows that such a 
distinction is cultural rather than natural. Voc-
abulary, therefore, is a store of cultural know-
ledge, a knowledge which resides prior to the 
individual and, in its entirety, beyond the indiv-
idual. Nevertheless, though individuals are 
socialized into the language and therefore the 
experience of a particular sector of society, 
depending upon such factors as education, geo-
graphy, and sex, the individual does, Fowler 
argues, have the capacity to use language 
creatively and thus to create new knowledge. 
And whilst our own culture may expect to find 
this creativity in those texts it labels literary, 
Fowler asserts that it is inherent in all language 
use, in newspaper headlines as much as in Pope. 
Creativity is an ordinary aspect of language. 

In "Language and Criticism" Fowler draws 
attention to two drawbacks of language as a 
social practice, legitimation and habitualization. 
Because language extends beyond the individ-
ual, its world-view is to a great extent an official 
one, its meanings authorized by dominant inter-
ests within society. And because language is such 
a conventionalized coding, its categories tend to 
be adopted unconsciously. Repression and pre-
judice can thus be masked under the guise of 
common sense. It is the function of criticism, 
according to Fowler, to make these conditions 
clearer, to analyse the social and moral presup-
positions inherent in language, and to extend the 
scope of criticism beyond a self-contained 
scrutiny of so-called works of art. Linguistic 
criticism explores language as a social practice. 

"Linguistic Practice", the last of Fowler's 
three foundation chapters, returns to the 
creative aspect of language use. Here Fowler 
employs the Russian Formalist concept of 
defamiliarization, the use of a range of linguistic 
techniques to revitalize perceptions of the world, 
yet differs from the Formalists by emphasizing 
not just the psychological effect of defamiliar-
ization but also its sociological consequences. 
However, because even defamiliarizing tech-
niques are repeatable they too can become hab-
itualized. Linguistic criticism has therefore an 
important role to play not only in analysing con-
temporary discourse, but in resuscitating older 
texts by setting them within their original 
context. 

The remaining chapters deal in some detail 
with specific linguistic approaches helpful to the 
linguistic critic. "How Texts are Made" exam-
ines the structuring of sentence and text, the 
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transformation of propositional meaning into 
syntactic form and the ways in which sentences 
cohere into a text. "Extra Structure, Extra 
Meanings" considers foregrounding and paral-
lelism as two processes which convert text into 
socially significant discourse. "Text and Context" 
moves away from textual patterning to show 
how language use responds to various types of 
context, the situation in which the utterance 
takes place, the context of social conventions, 
and the context of the subject matter; whilst 
"Some Aspects of Dialogue" focusses on 
sequencing, illocutionary acts, and H. P. Grice's 
notion of implicature, all ways in which speaker 
and addressee interact through language. The 
two final chapters of this sort, "Point of View" 
and "Meaning and World-View", broaden the 
argument by showing how language structure 
refers directly to the way in which the world is 
perceived. 

Since Linguistic Criticism is intended as an 
introduction to a linguistic approach to crit-
icism, it understandably avoids delving too far 
into contentious areas, and there would be little 
sense in raising here some of my reservations 
about the consistency of Fowler's argument. 
Nevertheless, there are two related points worth 
making regarding its success as an introductory 
text. 

The first is that Linguistic Criticism is more of 
a book by Roger Fowler than a comprehensive 
introduction to the use of linguistics to literary 
criticism. In other words, the strength of the 
book lies primarily in the particular stance taken 
by its author, his conviction that the language of 
literature has to be related to an overview of 
language as social practice, and not in any role as 
a compendium of linguistic technique. Ling-
uistic Criticism thus needs to be read alongside 
other introductions to the field, a fact Fowler 
himself draws attention to in his preface, and 
indeed, he not only supplies a usefully annotated 
bibliography, but often uses texts analysed else-
where to show the distinctiveness of his own 
approach. Yet even if readers must go elsewhere 
for an elementary grounding in linguistics, it is a 
pity space could not have been found to include 
examples for readers to practise the variety of 
techniques Fowler does discuss, as can be found 
in other introductions to what I still prefer to call 
stylistics. 

This comment is perhaps the result of the slot 
the book is intended to fill as one of a range of 
OPUS introductions to various disciplines. My 
other point, however, though related, has more 
to do with an aspect of linguistic technique which 
could have been more strongly stressed, the com-
parative nature of stylistics. Central to Linguist-
ic Criticism is the notion of defamiliarization, to 
the degree that defamiliarization underpins the 
concept of creativity, creativity being the way in 
which language as social practice can implement 
social change. Defamiliarization in turn depends 
upon foregrounding, the manner in which certain 
textual structures are emphasized through 
unusual regularity. Fowler quite rightly points 
out how difficult it is to give any general guid-
ance upon what constitutes an unusual regular-
ity, since, in the absence of a normative use of 
language, context is all important, but his 
abandoning the problem to his reader's intuition 
is unsatisfactory. The notion of comparison is 
vital to stylistics, and what one chooses to 
compare a given text with very largely determin-
es what textual structures one would be inter-
ested in. For example, I might justifiably 
compare a diary entry with another by the same 
diarist (to compare textual cohesion, say), with a 
letter by the diarist dealing with the same event 
(to compare modality), or with a diary entry by 
another diarist, contemporary (to compare lexis) 
or of another period (to compare syntax). Styl-
istics, in short, is easier to demonstrate than to 
practise, and though Fowler draws attention to 
the comparative nature of language use, those 
readers without access to supervised discussion 
are likely to succumb to a certain vertigo as the 
text they try to analyse shifts according to what 
they compare it with. Again, provision of 
examples for the reader to analyse might have 
helped demonstrate that stylistic analysis 
depends upon choice, and that choice in turn 
depends upon a certain closure of the text. 

But these reservations apart, it needs to be 
stressed that Linguistic Criticism is a forceful 
introduction to a systematic and socially directed 
approach to literary studies, and though not self-
contained, its appearance in paperback on pub-
lication ought to assure it of its distinctive place 
alongside other introductions to both linguistic 
and stylistics. 

ANDREW HASSAM 
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