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C h a r l e s  W i l l i a m s 's  A n t i - M o d e r n i s t

D e s c e n t  I n t o  H e l l

L y d i a  R .  B r o w n i n g

In  t h e  N in e t e e n t h  C e n t u r y  e ss a y  "S e l f  R e l ia n c e ,” R a lp h  W aldo E m erson  
exhorts h is  audience, "T ru s t thyself: every  h e a rt v ib ra tes  to  th a t iron  string . [...] 

D o n o t spill th y  soul: do  n o t all descend; keep  th y  state; stay  a t ho m e in  th ine  
o w n  heav en " (1164, 1173). T o d ay 's  re ad e r could  in te rp re t th is  sta tem en t as the 
su m m atio n  of m o d e rn ism 's  id ea lized  in d iv id u a lism ; an d  in teresting ly , C hris tian  
au th o r C harles W illiam s crea ted  an ill-fated  character in  h is novel, Descent into 
Hell, w ho  m a y  h av e  reg re tted  such  advice.

T h a t character is L aw rence W entw orth , a scho larly  h is to rian  an d  
s taunch  in d iv id u a lis t, w ho  p refe rs  iso lation  as a w ay  of life. W en tw orth  takes 
g rea t p a in s  to  av o id  h is  n e ighbo rs  a n d  co lleagues on  Battle H ill, b u t h is 
in d iv id u a lism  tru ly  cu lm inates in  th e  creation  of an  im ag in a ry  succubus: unab le  
to  fo rm  a m ate ria l re la tionsh ip  w ith  the  y o u n g  A dela  H u n t, he  defies all realistic 
an d  re la tiona l d em an d s  by  fo rg ing  h is  o w n  illu so ry  one. T h rough  h is  rejection of 
h u m a n  so lidarity , W en tw orth  n o t o n ly  beg ins p re fe rrin g  the  g hostly  to  the 
corporeal, b u t also th e  false to  th e  factual; an d  like liars w ho  tell so m a n y  
falsehoods th ey  can no  longer d is tin g u ish  tru th  from  fiction, W en tw orth  
su m m o n s A d e la 's  p h an ta sm a l im age so m a n y  tim es, fabricates historical 
kn o w led g e  to  com pete  w ith  h is academ ic peers  so often, th a t rea lity  finally  
ab an d o n s  h im  to illusion. B ecause of this, E m erson 's  dom estic  "heav en "  inverts  
in to  an  inescapab le  hell for W entw orth , confirm ing  the  trad itio n  of m o d e rn is t 
in d iv id u a lism  as th e  stu ff of d am n a tio n  for W illiam s. So w h ile  E m erson  m ay  
h av e  m a in ta in ed  th a t h u m a n s  could  overcom e a so rt of "d escen t"  b y  re ly ing  on 
them selves, W illiam s m a y  have re to rte d  th a t such  self-reliance w eaves the  very  
"m o o n -b rig h t rope" to  he ll (Descent into Hell [DIH] 51).

In  DIH, it is th e  sp iritua l d im ension  of Battle H ill w h ich  m akes 
W en tw o rth 's  ea rth ly  d am n a tio n  possib le. H ow ever, W illiam s d ep a rts  from  the 
typ ica l fan tasy  m o d e  of h is Ink lings colleagues; by  b o rd e rin g  on  a gen re  th a t 
sm acks m ore  of m ag ical realism , h e  m akes h is  "o th e r w o rld "  ind is tinc t from  
ea rth  as w e k now  it. In  line w ith  h is theological a n d  m etap h y sica l leanings, 
W illiam s creates a fan tasy  w o rld  w h ich  b lu rs  th e  d is tinc tions b e tw een  m ystica l 
ac tiv ity  an d  reality , w h ere  th e  sp iritu a l p lan es of one w o rld  fu rtive ly  in tersec t 
w ith  o u r o w n  m a te ria l one. This lite ra ry  m o v e  d isso lves th e  d iv ide  be tw een  the 
m ag ica l a n d  the  physical, fo rcing  sp irit a n d  m a tte r  to converge in  an  am b iguous
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w ay. C hoosing  such  a lite ra ry  se tting  m a y  h av e  b een  clever on  W illiam s's  p a rt 
since, like sm earing  an  a rtis t 's  p a la te  so th a t th e  d ifferen t e lem en ts irreversib ly  
m ix, th is  w o rld -b len d in g  u ltim a te ly  fru stra tes  an y  m o d e rn is t im p u lse  to 
com partm en ta lize  an d  d iscard  w h a tev e r aspects of th e  novel m ig h t tran scen d  the 
m ate ria l w orld .

T he theological no tio n  w h ich  com pels W illiam s to  m erg e  h is  w orlds, 
an d  th e  m etaphysica l realities w ith in  them , is h is  conception  of a doctrine  te rm ed  
"C o inherence ." T his u n iv e rsa l th eo rem  p ro m o tes so m eth in g  W illiam s considered  
an  inescapable  aspect of reality : the so lid a rity  of all existence. T his concept ties 
in to  h is  p rinc ip le  of "S u b stitu ted  Love," w h ich  calls h u m a n s  to  lite ra lly  carry  one 
an o th e r 's  b u rd en s . W illiam s exp la ins bo th  the p ractical expression  a n d  the 
sp iritu a l u n d e rp in n in g s  of th is p rinc ip le  in  h is 1941 essay  "T he W ay of 
E xchange":

The C hristian idea [of substitution] w as expressed in  the phrase 'bear ye 
one another's burdens '. It encouraged, indeed it dem anded, a continual 
attention to the needs of one's neighbour, to  his distresses and his 
delights. It defined 'neighbour' as m eaning anyone w ith  w hom  one was, 
by holy Luck, b rought into contact. It required, then, an active 'sym pathy ', 
and  it spoke of som ething still higher, of an  active and non-selfish love. It 
w ent even farther. It declared a un ion  of existences [...] [Indeed,] the 
m ystery of the C hristian religion is a doctrine of co-inherence and 
substitution. The Divine W ord co-inheres in  G od the Father [...] bu t also 
H e has substitu ted  H is M anhood for ours in  the secrets of Incarnation and 
Atonement. The principle of the Passion is tha t He gave His life 'fo r '—that 
is, instead of and on  behalf o f—ours. In tha t sense He lives in  u s  and w e in  
H im , H e and  w e co-inhere. (Image 148,152)

T he doctrines of C o inherence a n d  S u bstitu ted  Love exp la in  h o w  the  lay  
theo log ian  W illiam s th o u g h t m etap h y sics  sh o u ld  o pera te  a t large: every  aspect of 
reality , from  th e  m acroscopic  un iv erse  to  the m icroscopic  in d iv id u a l, shou ld  
in te rre la te  an d  "co inhere." But W illiam s n o t on ly  p ro m u lg a ted  m etaphysica l 
theo ries w ith  th is exp ressed  belief in  coinherence, h e  also leveled  social an d  
ph ilosoph ical c ritiques w ith  th em  as well. T he w ays in  w h ich  W illiam s 
dem o n stra te s  these  theo log ical concepts in  the p lo t of h is  novel, an d  in the 
actions of h is  characters, d isp lay  an  an ti-m o d ern is t w o rld v iew  w h ich  rejects the 
cen tu ries-o ld  m a te ria lism 1 a n d  in d iv id u a lism  of a ra tiona l E n ligh tenm ent. 1

1 This is not the materialism we associate w ith monetary or material gain, but the 
modernist view that "all facts (including facts about the hum an m ind and will and the 
course of human history) are causally dependent upon physical processes, or even 
reducible to them" (Britannica Online).
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T rue  to  th e  m etap h y sica l a rg u m en ts  of h is doctrines, W illiam s does 
m ore  th a n  verbally  advocate  h is  co inheren t v iew s. R ather, h e  lite ra lly  enacts 
coinherence b y  m ak in g  it a m u lti-fu n c tio n in g  force in  DIH. H is  lite ra tu re  is 
ac tua lly  cohesive in  th ree  n o tew o rth y  w ays: in  its genre, in  its theological 
a rgum en ts , an d  in  its stylistic form . T he fan tasy  g en re  h e  em p loys creates a 
m etap h y sica l co inherence of th e  physica l a n d  th e  su p ern a tu ra l; the  theological 
them es of the  novel p ro v id e  v arious levels in  w h ich  th is so rt of co inherence can 
operate; an d  th e  stylistic den sity  of W illiam s's p ro se  a n d  th e  in ten tiona l 
rep e titio n  of h is  d iction  enab le  th e  p o e t in  W illiam s to  d em o n s tra te  h is them es at 
th e  sam e tim e h e  exp la ins them . T he com posite p ic tu re  w h ich  the  genre, content, 
an d  style develop  creates a u n ified  rea lity  (w hich  I te rm  a "holistic co inherence") 
in  h is  novel w h ich  is ana logous to  th e  sort of overarch in g  co inheren t un iverse  
th a t W illiam s advocates. In  o ther w ords, like th e  C hris tian  T rin ity  w h ich  first 
p rac tices so lidarity  am o n g st th e  F ather, Son, an d  H o ly  S pirit a t th e  sam e tim e it 
u rg es  h u m an s  to  em u la te  it, th is  novel also dem o n s tra te s  un iversa l coinherence 
w h ile  it explicates its m ean ing .

W illiam s dem o n stra te s  coinherence, a n d  beg ins k ick ing  aga in s t the 
m o d e rn is t g o ad s of h is  tim e in  th e  process, b y  choosing  th e  fan tasy  gen re  as h is 
m o d e  of lite ra ry  a n d  theo log ical expression . W hile th is gen re  a llow s W illiam s to 
p re sen t a su p e rn a tu ra l un iverse , h e  takes th e  fan tasy  genre  a step  fu rth e r in  a 
po w erfu l w ay; b y  b lu rr in g  th e  d is tinc tions be tw een  th e  physica l an d  
su p e rn a tu ra l w o rld s  in h is  novel, W illiam s im plies th a t th e  k n o w n  w o rld  is n o t 
on ly  m ystical, b u t th a t th e  m ystica l is in d is tin g u ish ab le  from  the  o rd in a ry . This 
m etap h y sica l an ti-d u a lism  suggests a un iversa l co inherence w h ich  d is ru p ts  the 
estab lished  conceptions of m o d e rn is t p h ilo so p h y  an d  bo ld ly  calls the 
" fu n d am en ta l d u a lity  of the  rea l an d  the  fan tastic" in to  question  (A ichele 323). 
For m o d ern is ts  w ho  re sp o n d  to  the  fan tastic  b y  re leg a tin g  "[it to] th e  rea lm  of the 
non-real, to w h ich  non-belief is th e  ap p ro p ria te  response" (A ichele 323), 
W illiam s's  w o rld -b len d in g  creates a fo rm idab le  obstacle. C ritic John  H eath - 
S tubbs com m ents tha t, for W illiam s, " th e  su p e rn a tu ra l is be in g  taken  seriously, 
an d  is b e in g  b ro u g h t d isconcerting ly  close to  o u r o w n  experience. M agic is seen, 
n o t as som eth ing  w h ich  m ay  p ro v id e  a fancifu l escape from  a d u ll reality , bu t, at 
least, as the  im age of som eth ing  of th e  w o rld  as w e k now  it" (7-8). In  DIH, 
W illiam s disso lves th e  dualistic  categories th a t "m ak e  m o d e rn is t tru th  possib le" 
(A ichele 323), re fu sing  to  le t h is  su p e rn a tu ra l w o rld  be co m p artm en ta lized  an d  
set aside as unreal.

It is in  th is w ay  th a t W illiam s's  lite ra ry  b ehav io r is d is tinctive in  its 
an ti-m o d ern is t app roach . B ecause of m o d e rn ism 's  strict m ateria lism , W illiam s's 
"o th e r w o rld "  m ig h t pose m ore  of a th re a t to m o d e rn is t d u a lism  th a n  J.R.R.
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T olk ien 's  M id d le -ea rth  or C.S. L ew is 's  N arn ia .2 W hile M id d le -ea rth  functions as 
a w o rld  com pletely  rem o v ed  from  its re a d e r 's  en v iro n m en t a n d  N arn ia  opera tes  
as a lan d  p ara lle l to  the  u n iv e rse  as w e k n o w  it (only  m ak in g  contac t to  b o rro w  
select m em bers for period ic  adven tu res), th e  sp iritu a l activ ity  of W illiam s's  Battle 
H ill invades th e  physica l rea lm  in  an  am b ig u o u s an d  u n se ttlin g  w ay . To p rove 
h o w  W illiam s h a s  done  som eth ing  d is tinc t in  th is regard , one cou ld  im ag ine  
these  th ree  au th o rs  sp an n in g  a fan tasy  spectrum . W hile M id d le -ea rth  sits on  one 
ex trem e e n d  of th e  po le  (w here fan tasy  is en tire ly  set ap a rt from  o u r earth ), in  the 
cen ter cou ld  lie N arn ia  (w here  a w ard ro b e  allow s characters to  traverse  a paralle l 
realm ). B ut W illiam s's  w o rld  occupies th e  o th e r p o la r extrem ity , w h ere  rea l a n d  
fan tastica l p lan es b len d  to g e th e r in  d is tu rb in g ly  seam less un ity . In  h is  w orld , 
g hostly  figu res tre sp ass  th e  characters ' p lan e  of reality , causing  th em  and  
W illiam s's  read e rs  to question  w h a t is su p e rn a tu ra l an d  w h a t is n o t (D IH  22).

T his fan tasy  jux taposition  dem o n stra tes  h o w  W illiam s took  h is  an ti­
m o d e rn is t v iew s to a pow erfu lly  innovative  level. It is w o rth  n o tin g  th a t o ther 
scholars h ave  d is tin g u ish ed  W illiam s as th e  risk -tak ing , fo re ru n n in g  rebel am ong  
h is  Ink lings cohorts. D iana  Pavlac G lyer observes in  h e r  com parison  piece on  the 
Ink lings th a t w h ile  th e  g ro u p  w as "nonh ierarch ica l"  a n d  "sh a red  responsib ility  
an d  sh ifting  ro les," W illiam s still acted  as " th e  dynam ic, charism atic  leade r w ho  
led  the g ro u p  in to  th e  m ore  p roduc tive , pow erfu l, an d  effective rebellion  stage" 
(G lyer 34, 35n7). W h a t specific acts of rebellion  W illiam s sp ea rh ead ed  are n o t 
exp lo red  in  G lyer's piece, b u t th e  a rg u m en ts  m a d e  h ere  con tend  th a t h is  an ti­
m o d e rn is t w o rld -b len d in g  w as one w ay  th a t h e  u p p e d  lite ra ry  "an te "  (G lyer 35). 
W illiam s, in  a m an n e r b ey o n d  th a t yet a ttem p ted  by  h is  Ink lings allies d u rin g  h is 
lifetim e, successfu lly  creates a rea lm  w h ere  ra tiona l certain ty , m etaphysica l 
duality , a n d  m o d e rn is t m a te ria lism  canno t exist.

T he second  w ay  W illiam s achieves "ho listic  coinherence" in  D IH  is w ith  
th e  theo log ical concepts a n d  p lo t p o in ts  therein . W illiam s's u n iv e rsa l law s 
d em an d  m ore  th a n  h ea rt-w arm in g  so lidarity  am o n g  h u m a n s  or feel-good 
k indness. R ather, W illiam s ad d s  m u ltid im en sio n a lity  to  h is  co inheren t theo logy  
b y  forcing it to  op e ra te  in  m u ltip le  areas of existence, th ereb y  p ro v in g  its all- 
en com passing  na tu re . T his o rig inates w ith

W illiams's un ique in terpretation  of C hristian theology [which attempts] to
reconcile his conflicting intuitions of reality as one and  whole, although

2 It should be noted that in some of C.S. Lewis's works which were published several years 
after Williams's DIH, namely The Great Divorce and That Hideous Strength, Lewis does 
employ the sort of inter-realm world-blending in his own narratives which was so 
characteristic of Williams's fiction. This is perhaps a strong proof of the idea-sharing that 
occurred within the Inkings circle and of Williams's particular influence on Lewis, whom 
Gareth Knight states Lewis "in some ways idolised." (Knight 173)
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experienced in  fragm entation and  contradiction. The basis of this 
in terpretation  is the concept of coinherence, the fundam ental 
interrelatedness of all elem ents and  aspects of existence. (Schneider 180­
181)

W h en  exam ples of such  " fu n d am en ta l in te rre la ted n ess"  in D IH  a re  exp lo red  on 
m u ltip le  levels w e u n d e rs ta n d  the  w id e -ran g in g  n a tu re  of so lidarity  as W illiam s 
u n d e rs ta n d s  it. T he o rd e r d iscussed  w ill beg in  w ith  u n iv e rsa l coinherence, travel 
to  in te rp e rso n a l so lidarity  am o n g  h u m an s , an d  conclude w ith  th e  m etaphysica l 
un ifica tions of the  concep tual a n d  physical, of life an d  death , an d  of h eav en  an d  
hell. W h en  observed  en  m asse, it is clear th a t one can b are ly  sp lit a tom s w ith  
W illiam s. H is  conception of co inherence is as ideo log ically  ho listic  as it is 
lite rarily  exhaustive, an d  it is th is com prehensive  an d  d e ta il-o rien ted  w o rld ­
b len d in g  w hich  g ives W illiam s's an ti- ind iv idua lis tic  a rg u m en ts  th e ir n a rra tiv e  
punch .

W h en  it com es to  in te rac tin g  w ith  th e  un iverse , M arg a re t A n stru th e r is 
a co inheren t success story. A s th is e lderly  m em b er of Battle H ill n ea rs  death , she 
b eg in s h a v in g  v isions of m ystical p ropo rtions . T hese  v isions reveal h e r 
w illingness to accep t rea lity  in  full, d esp ite  its certa in  ug liness, a n d  th is sp iritua l 
m a tu rity  becom es a m ajo r linchp in  in  W illiam s's  salvific coinherence. O f th is 
tr iu m p h  th e  n a rra to r says, "M arg are t A n stru th e r h ad , in  a v ision  w ith in  a d ream , 
d ec ided  u p o n  d ea th  [...]. H e r m o s t in te rio r h e a rt h a d  decided , an d  th e  choice 
w as so p ro fo u n d  th a t h e r  p a s t experiences a n d  h e r  p re sen t capacities could  on ly  
obey. She h a d  no  w ork  of u n io n  w ith  h erse lf to  achieve; th a t w as done" (D IH  
117-8). M arg a re t accepts every  fact su rro u n d in g  h e r  soul, h e r  life, an d  her 
c ircum stances and , therefore , coinheres w ith  th e  u n iv erse  a t large. W hen 
con trasted  w ith  th e  character W entw orth , w ho  rejects realities of all d im ensions, 
M arg a re t's  ab ility  to  w elcom e an  im m in en t d ea th  casts h e r  in  a rem arkab le  light. 
W hile  ly ing  on  h e r  dea thbed , she beg ins en v is ion ing  th e  ap p ro ach in g  finale. 
Im ages of rocks, light, h e r  life in  Battle H ill an d  h e r g ra n d d a u g h te r  P auline 
m arch  across h e r  im ag ina tion  w h en  finally

She set herself to craw l ou t of [a] darkened  corner tow ards the light. She 
tu rn ed  from  all the corner h e ld —her hom e, her mem ories, Stanhope's 
plays, Pauline; w ith  an effort she began her last journey. It m ight take 
hours, or days, or even years, bu t it w as certain [...]. The m om ent of death  
w as accepted and  accom plished in her first ou tw ard  m ovem ent; there 
rem ained only to die. (DIH  73)

B ecause of h e r  ab ility  to  achieve w h a t th e  tex t trea ts  as near-hero ism , M arg are t is 
one of th e  few  characters w h o m  th e  novel rew a rd s  w ith  peace. T his suggests th a t 
coinherence involves m ore  th a n  ju s t friend liness am o n g  h u m an s ; it im p lies th a t
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th ere  are also m etaphysica l rew ard s, on  earth  an d  postm ortem , for coopera ting  
w ith  co inheren t realities. A nd  so, even  th o u g h  he ll can  occur on  earth , th ere  still 
ex ists a heav en ly  reso lve for those  w ho  b en d  to  th e  u n iv e rse 's  law s as W illiam s 
(th ro u g h  S tanhope) u n d e rs ta n d s  them .

W illiam s dem o n stra te s  th e  in te rp e rso n a l app lica tion  of so lid a rity  in  the 
p lo t of D IH  th ro u g h  th e  coinherence of tw o  characters, P eter S tanhope an d  
P au line  A n stru th er. S tanhope, a successful local p lay w rig h t, ev en tu a lly  lead s h is 
acquain tance, Pauline, in  a d idactic  exp lana tion  of h o w  lov ing  peop le  in  a 
su b s titu tio n a ry  w ay  ac tua tes coinherence. H e  th en  dem o n s tra te s  th e  p ractical 
p o w er of these  ideals b y  lite ra lly  ab so rb ing  h e r m o s t d eb ilita ting  fear. A fter 
lea rn in g  th e  cause of h e r  parano ia , w h ich  h a p p e n s  to be th e  su p e rn a tu ra l 
h a u n tin g  of a d o p p e lganger, S tanhope exp la ins th a t th e  so lu tion  lies in  s im ply  
p ass in g  th a t fear on  to  h im  a n d  th en  d o in g  likew ise for o thers. H e  m ak es it clear 
th a t th is is n o t ju s t an  em otional effort, as th o u g h  b ea rin g  one an o th e r 's  b u rd en s  
w ere  lim ited  to  its figu ra tive  sense; ra th e r h e  a rg u es  th a t it is a lite ra l choice th a t 
"n eed s  o n ly  th e  act" (D IH  98). S tanhope exp la ins th e  d ep a rtu re  h e  is m ak in g  
from  th e  conven tional theo log ical u n d e rs ta n d in g  of carry ing  b u rd e n s  w h en  he  
says,

[Carrying burdens] m eans listening sym pathetically, and thinking 
unselfishly, and being anxious about, and  so on. Well I d o n 't say a w ord  
against all that; no doubt it helps. But I th ink w hen  C hrist or St. Paul, or 
w hoever said bear, or w hatever he Aram aically said instead of bear, he 
m eant som ething m uch  m ore like carrying a parcel instead of someone 
else. To bear a b u rden  is precisely to  carry it instead of. If you 're still 
carrying yours, I'm  no t carrying it for y o u —how ever sym pathetic I m ay 
be. [. . .] [A]ll I'm  asking you to do is to notice tha t blazing truth. It doesn 't 
sound very difficult." (DIH  98)

S tanhope, w h ile  p ro p o s in g  th is m e taphysica lly  innovative  concept in  a casual 
an d  m atter-of-fact w ay, insists th a t th is  is n o t an  a rb itra ry  ap p ro ach  to  h u m a n  
so lidarity  w h en  h e  argues, "I h a v e n 't  m a d e  th e  u n iv e rse  a n d  it is n 't  m y  fault. But 
I 'm  su re  th a t th is  is a law  of the  u n iv e rse"  (D IH  99). A fter th is conversation , 
P au line  goes h o m e to find  h erse lf libera ted  in  th e  course of a few  ep iphan ic  
h o u rs . By th e  sheer force of th e ir w ills, S tanhope a n d  P au line  are  able to  coinhere 
an d  ac tua lize  th e  su b s titu tio n a ry  p o w er of u n iv e rsa l law s. W illiam s's  n a rra tiv e  
d iscourse  suggests th e  u n iv e rsa l conception  of coinherence a n d  th e  p lo t of the 
tex t confirm s its. In  th is basic sense, W illiam s p roves a so rt of co inherence in 
w h ich  "h u m a n  beings, en d o w ed  w ith  free w ill [...] affirm  their m u tu a l 
in te rd ep en d en ce , freely  en g ag in g  in exchange w ith  one an o th er"  (Schneider 181), 
d irec tly  o p p o sin g  the  m o d e rn is t in d iv id u a lism  of W illiam s's  day.
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T he re la tiona l success of S tanhope a n d  P au line  also d em o n s tra te s  a finer 
p o in t of W illiam s's  m etap h y sica l b lend ing . W h a t m akes P au lin e 's  em otional an d  
sp iritu a l de liverance possib le  is W illiam s's  co inheren t concep tion  of the 
figu ra tive  an d  th e  literal; in  o th er w o rd s, it is on ly  because  W illiam s reg a rd s  the 
carry ing  of b u rd e n s  as a physical, p roactive  choice, o r a w illfu l "com pact of 
su b stitu tio n  be tw een  friends,"  th a t P au line  finally  conquers h e r  fears (Image 151, 
154). Indeed , in  tru e  "ho listic  co inheren t"  fashion, the  very  coalescence of her 
tw o  selves (P au line 's  physica l self an d  h e r  g hostly  coun te rpart) in to  a singu la r 
"u n io n  of ex istences" ren d ers  h e r conversion  to  the  "v icarious life" a literal, as 
w ell as a sp iritua l, tr iu m p h . T his physica l m erg e r m irro rs  h e r  tran sitio n  from  
e rran t in d iv id u a lism  to th e  sav ing  graces of co inheren t w holeness, b o th  w ith  
h erse lf a n d  w ith  o thers. A nd  so for W illiam s, the  figu ra tive  a n d  the  literal 
co n tinuously  converge a n d  becom e acceptable ap p roaches to  realistic  behavior; 
th is  convergence also im plies a m ystica l rea lity  (in w h ich  sp iritua l concepts affect 
physica l actions) w h ich  p u sh es  aga in s t m o d e rn is t an ti-su p ern a tu ra lism .

T his W illiam s novel also contains n u m ero u s  suggestions th a t life and  
d ea th  are  co inheren t realities; in  fact, th e  b o o k 's  p lo t w o u ld  no t be able to  o pera te  
u n d e r  an y  o th er m etaphysics. In  DIH, th e re  is p rin c ip a lly  the  la n d  "o f th e  living, 
th e  o rd in a ry  w o rld  of da ily  activity. [Yet], ly ing  besid e  it, som etim es 
in te rp en e tra tin g  it, is th e  w o rld  of the  dead . H ere  in  Battle H ill, w h ich  w as often  
th e  site of com bat a n d  m ass s laugh ter, th e  d ead  lie so th ick  th a t b reak th ro u g h s  
are  m ore  com m on th a n  e lsew here" (Spencer 69). For W illiam s, th e  p o la r ex trem e 
of h is  fan tasy  w o rld  m u s t be  a p o in t of convergence for th e  liv ing  an d  th e  dead , 
as th is no t o n ly  am plifies h is  co inheren t them es b u t enab les h im  to creatively  
d isc ip line  h is  in d iv id u a lis tic  characters.

W illiam s's  m o s t effective dem o n s tra tio n  of th is m etap h y sic  occurs 
th ro u g h  an  obscure  character: an  u n n a m e d  d ead  m a n  w ho  h an g s  h im se lf a t the 
construction  site th a t becom es W en tw o rth 's  hom e. T his character en te rs  the p lo t 
in  the chap te r "V ia M ortis" (Latin for "D ead ly  R oad"), w h ich  tells th e  sto ry  of the 
"u n sk illed  ass istan t [who] h a d  been  carelessly  tak en  on  [for the  construction  of 
n e w  estates]" (D IH  26). A  sickly, hen-pecked , an d  overlooked  citizen  of Battle 
H ill, th e  d ead  m a n  decides to h a n g  h im se lf one even ing  after w o rk  a n d  goes off 
in  p u rsu it of "w h a t h a d  su d d en ly  becom e a reso lve" (D IH  27). A fter s tea ling  in to  
one of th e  u n fin ish ed  houses, h e  m o u n ts  a la d d e r  an d  kno ts a rope, d ro p p in g  h is 
b o d y  over th e  la n d in g  in  th e  h o p es "to  go n o  farther, to  h e a r n o  m ore, to  be 
done" (D IH  31). Yet, after h e  leaps, sw ays, a n d  yelps, th e  ligh ts do  n o t go out. 
T he d ead  m an  neither ceases to  exist no r en te rs  an  e therea l city of gold. 
C on trarily , h e  s tan d s  a t th e  base  of th e  lad d e r , u n ab le  to m ak e  sense of the 
m om ent. W h en  h e  m o u n ts  the  lad d e r for a second  try , h e  finds th a t th e  ro p e  h as 
d isap p ea red , tak in g  an y  fu rth e r su icide a ttem p ts  w ith  it. A s the  scene progresses, 
it becom es clear th a t h e  h a s  en te red  a w o rld  th a t resem bles th e  one h e  h a d  ju s t
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tr ied  to  leave, y e t p roves eerily  d ifferent. It ev en tu a lly  ligh ts on  th e  re ad e r th a t 
th e  d ead  m a n  h a s  o n ly  en te red  ano ther p lan e  of existence th a t nevertheless 
in te rac ts w ith  th e  liv ing  one of Battle H ill. In stances of su p e rn a tu ra l contact 
occur w h en  characters like W en tw orth  a n d  M arg are t h ea r the  d ead  m a n 's  
foo tsteps o r n o te  h is  p resence  in  the ir respective v isions (D IH  50, 123). T his d ead  
m a n 's  "fa iled" su icide an d  h is partic ip a tio n  in  th e  m ystical experiences of o ther 
characters dem o n s tra te  th a t W illiam s advocates a co inheren t rea lity  w h ich  defies 
th e  g rave. It s tan d s  th en  th a t in d iv id u a lism  canno t even  occur in death . A lthough  
d ea th  ten d s  to  be  the  one even t th a t everyone m u s t experience alone, W illiam s 
a rg u es  th a t characters, like th e  d ead  m an , canno t escape societal existence no  
m a tte r  w h a t m an eu v e rs  th ey  try.

Yet, even  th o u g h  life an d  dea th  are  convergen t realities in  W illiam s's 
w orld , th a t d o e sn 't exclude  th e  possib ility  of an  experien tia l h eav en  an d  hell. 
C o n tra ry  to  th e  conven tional o rthodoxy  of h is  relig ion, W illiam s seem s to 
question  th e  locality  of these  afterlife destina tions. R a ther th a n  lim iting  hell to a 
p o s tm o rtem  rea lm  d is tinc t from  ea rth  as w e k n o w  it, W illiam s suggests th a t h is 
characters can experience som eth ing  of hell on  ea rth  for v io la ting  co inheren t 
law s. W en tw orth  is one such  character; h e  is a co inheren t dem o n s tra tio n  in  the 
n eg a tiv e  a n d  a se lf-dam ned  exam ple  of w h a t n o t to do  in  a cohesive un iverse . H e 
pers is ten tly  fails in th e  areas th a t M argare t, S tanhope, an d  P au line  excel u n til he  
ac tua lly  "desire[s] hell"  (D IH  50). In  th e  even ts of th e  narra tive , W en tw o rth 's  sins 
are  d o u b ly  heinous: h e  n o t on ly  rejects h u m a n  so lid arity  b u t also refuses to 
accep t reality . This, to  W illiam s, is th e  su rest p a th  to  hell, w ho  finds "[co­
inherence] a t w ork  also in  th e  e th ical rea lm  [w here] m o ra l choice m a y  resolve, 
finally , to  a decision  w h e th e r to  em brace o n e 's  ro le  as a p a rtic ip an t in  th e  w eb  or 
to  reject it: w h e th e r to  be lo n g  to  w h a t W illiam s called  'T he  C ity ' o r to  p refer 
a loneness, w h ich  is tan ta m o u n t to  destru c tio n "  (H u tta r 15-16). C haracters like 
W en tw orth  dem o n s tra te  h o w  W illiam s posits  h is  characters before  m ora l 
"junctions" in  o rd e r to  tes t the ir m ettle  a n d  de te rm in e  w h e th e r th ey  are  w o rth y  
of p ra ise  o r d am n a tio n  (D IH  50).

W en tw orth  falls in to  th e  la tte r ca tegory  an d  h is  in iqu ities  on ly  m u ltip ly  
th ro u g h o u t th e  even ts of th e  novel. Like m o s t vices, h is  sins s ta rt o u t sm all. H e 
em b ark s on  h is  descen t b y  rejecting  a n d  w a rp in g  m in o r rea lities to  su it h is  
am bitions. D esp ite  h is  position  as one of th e  to w n 's  m o s t n o ted  h is to rians, 
W en tw orth  su s ta in s  an  academ ic riv a lry  w ith  the  to w n 's  o ther d is tin g u ish ed  
h is to rian : A ston  M offat. By the  tim e th e  novel in tro d u ces th is con ten tious pair, 
W en tw orth  a n d  M offat h ave  b een  lock ing  the ir academ ic h o rn s  over the 
p a rticu la rs  of one of Battle H ill 's  h is to ric  sk irm ishes. T heir in te llec tual d u e ls  take 
p lace th ro u g h  p u b lish ed  letters, an d  as W en tw orth  labors over th e  fo rm ation  of 
h is  n ex t co u n te ra rgum en t, h e  beg in s d is to rtin g  h is to rica l tru th  in  o rd e r to 
trounce  h is  o p p onen t. O ne n ig h t in  h is  s tudy , as W entw orth

78   Mythlore 119/120, Fall/Winter 2012



Lydia R. Browning

w as finding the answ er to  A ston M offat's last published letter difficult [. . .] 
he w as [still] determ ined tha t Moffat could no t be right. H e w as beginning 
to  tw ist the intention of the sentences in  his authorities, preferring strange 
m eanings and  aw kw ard constructions, adjusting evidence, m anipulating  
w ords. In  defence of his conclusion he w as w illing to  cheat in  the evidence 
[...]. (DIH  39)

H ere  W en tw orth  develops th e  h ab it of exa lting  h is  o w n  se lf-in terests over the 
d em an d s  of reality . L ater, w h en  h is  rival succeeds in  ga in in g  th e  academ ic ho n o r 
of "K n igh thood  for H isto rian ,"  W en tw orth  w illfu lly  in d u lg es an  u n b rid le d  
jealousy . W hile c ru m p lin g  the local n e w sp a p e r th a t m a d e  th e  an n o u n cem en t 
know n, th e  tex t offers W en tw orth  th e  chance to  n o b ly  rejoice in  h is com petito r's  
ach ievem ents. Instead , th e  "p o ss ib ility —of joy  in  [the] p re sen t f a c t - r e c e d e d  [...] 
[and  W entw orth] h a d  de te rm in ed , th en  an d  forever, for ever, for ever, th a t he  
w o u ld  ha te  th e  fact, a n d  therefo re  facts" (D IH  81). These even ts p rove  th a t 
W illiam s w ill n o t stage W en tw orth  as a victim . N o t on ly  is th is  character m ora lly  
tw is ted  a n d  in d iv idua lis tica lly  obsessed, b u t h e  is w illfu lly  so.3

Im m ed ia te ly  fo llow ing  th is event, the  im ag in a ry  A dela  (the recu rren t 
succubus com plicit in  W en tw o rth 's  psychological an d  em o tiona l ru in ) m akes h e r 
debu t. T he segue (going from  W en tw o rth 's  w illfu l rejection of facts to  th e  quick 
arrival of the  ap p aritio n  a t h is  w indow ), illu s tra tes h o w  W en tw o rth 's  fact­
tw is tin g  becom es h is  ga tew ay  lie. By rejecting  sm all realities, W en tw orth  crosses 
th e  th resh o ld  in to  ir rem ed iab le  fa lsehood. W hile  nev er a g reg ario u s p e rsona lity  
in  D IH , W en tw o rth 's  seclusion an d  in d iv id u a lism  still take  on  w ho le  n ew  
p ro p o rtio n s  as h is  re la tionsh ip  w ith  th e  u n -A d e la  p rogresses. W en tw o rth 's  ego 
ev en tu a lly  in fla tes to  cosm ic p ro p o rtio n s  as h e  m ak es h im self the  go d  of h is  ow n  
rec lusive im ag in ings; th e  k in g  of h is  o w n  m en ta l hills. W illiam s best 
dem o n stra te s  th is self-exaltation  d u rin g  W en tw o rth 's  fantasies, w h ere  th e  la tte r 
sees h im self as a "g o d  [...] [who] sank  in to  oblivion; [who] d ied  to  th in g s o ther 
th a n  h im self; [who] w oke to  h im self" (D IH  87). O nce p riv y  to  incrim ina ting  
confessions like these, the  re ad e r m a y  conclude th a t W en tw orth  is th e  k in d  of 
co inheren t rebel th a t S tanhope  a llu d es to  d u rin g  h is  d idactic  ex p lana tion  of 
coinherence in  "T he D octrine of S u b stitu ted  Love." W hen  ta lk ing  to  P au line  on 
th is very  subject, S tanhope exp la ins th e  d an g ers  of rejecting  th is p rincip le. 
S tanhope censures those  w ho  w o u ld  "m ake a u n iv e rse  for [them selves]" an d  
w h o  m u s t "go  clean aga in s t th e  n a tu re  of th in g s [...] [and] refuse  the

3 This idea of agency is consistently supported by the presence of a white rope 
(aforementioned in  this paper) which Wentworth not only dreams about, but also envisions 
during the morally defining moments of his waking hours. The rope becomes Wentworth's 
link to hell, as he further descends its length w ith each act of determined individualism.
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O m nipo tence  in  o rd e r to respec t [them selves]" (D IH  99). O f th is noncom pliance  
W illiam s h im se lf confirm s the  consequences. "It is n o t for u s  to  m ak e  a div ision; 
th a t p o w er o u r L o rd  explicitly  reserv ed  for H im self. If w e insist on  it, w e can, in  
H is  final ju d g m en t, be separa ted . T hat is hell. B ut on ly  o u r selves can p u t u s  
th ere"  (Image 153). If these sorts of an ti-co inheren t behaviors, accord ing  to 
W illiam s, are  th e  ha llm ark s of d am nation , th en  it ap p ea rs  th a t W en tw orth  is 
n o th in g  sh o rt of hell-bound .

Yet if isolation, accord ing  to  W illiam s, h a s  th e  p o w er to  d am n  an d  
destroy , w h a t do  w e m ake  of E m erson 's  op tim istic  ind iv id u a lism ?  In  the 
afo rem en tioned  essay  "Self R eliance," E m erson  describes these ideals as th e  best 
of objectives w h en  h e  says, "W hen  good  is n e a r  you, w h en  you  h ave  life in  
you rse lf [...] you  shall n o t d iscern  th e  foo tp rin ts  of an y  o ther; you  shall n o t see 
th e  face of m an ; you  shall n o t h e a r  an y  n a m e ;—th e  w ay, the th ough t, the  good, 
shall be  w ho lly  stran g e  a n d  new . It shall exclude all o th er be in g "  (1172). 
A ccord ing  to E m erson, benefits sh o u ld  ab o u n d  from  W en tw o rth 's  w illfu l 
exclusion of o th e r beings. In  fact, W en tw orth  sh o u ld  feel m o re  alive th a n  ever as 
h e  becom es b lissfu lly  insensib le  to  in v ad in g  foo tp rin ts  an d  faces. Yet, th e  m ore  
w illfu l h is iso lation  becom es, th e  m ore  d iscern ib le  th e  p a tte rin g  of g h ostly  feet 
an d  the  h a u n tin g  faces of o thers  becom e (D IH  50, 81). I t ap p ea rs  th a t E m erson 's  
in d iv id u a lis tic  ideals in v e rt a n d  fail in  W illiam s's Battle H ill. C haracters, like 
A dela, M rs. Sam m ile (the aged-L ilith  character in  DIH), an d  W entw orth , w ho  
practice  such  self-reliance find  them selves in  a p re -d ea th  d am nation , sw ep t u p  
in to  chaotic, he llish  scenes of "m ean ing less h o rro r"  (D IH  202, 209, 220). I t seem s 
W illiam s in d irec tly  defies E m erson 's  m o d e rn is t a ssu m p tio n s b y  d em o n s tra tin g  
th e  consequences a n d  m etap h y sica l te rro rs  of rejecting  th e  co inheren t un iv erse  
th a t he  considers a b ru te  fact of rea lity  (m uch  like sa lvation  itself).

T here  is one las t w ay  th a t W illiam s m ak es coinherence a p ractical reality  
in  h is  lite ra tu re . W hile it w o u ld  be  one th in g  for th is theo log ical laym an  to  talk  
ab o u t th e  ag g rega tion  of peo p le  a n d  "all aspects of existence" (Schneider 180­
181), it w o u ld  be an o th e r en tire ly  for h im  to actua lize  th is co inheren t v ision  w ith  
th e  d iction  an d  stru c tu re  of h is  prose. A fter w ad in g  th ro u g h  a dense  novel like 
D IH , th e  p ercep tive  re ad e r m ig h t notice th a t W illiam s does m ore  th a n  s im ply  
articu la te  th e  im portance  of coinherence; ra th er, h e  uses th e  repe tition  of h is 
d iction  an d  th e  d en sity  of h is  p ro se  to g ive h is  co inheren t them es ac tua lized  
substance.

Sources confirm  th a t W illiam s u se d  lan g u ag e  in  the  in te rest of h is 
them es; th a t h e  tr ied  to  m ak e  h is  m ystics experien tia l as w ell as in tellectual. 
Spencer p o in ts  o u t th a t W illiam s's  p ro se  reflects th e  "m ystica l experience" to  be 
shared . "Such [...] lan g u ag e  [needs to  be] fu ll of im ages, m etap h o rs , an d  
sym bols" (37). It is in  th is w ay  th a t W illiam s n o t on ly  describes the  m ystical 
experience b u t also dem o n s tra te s  it to  the  senses so th a t th e  re ad e r can
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experience it as w ell. A ccord ing  to  Scott M cLaren, "W illiam s a ttem p ts  to  set 
before  h is  re ad e rs  [...] im ages th a t a re  n o t on ly  m e taphysica lly  consisten t w ith  
C h ris tian  theology, b u t serve to  illu s tra te  th e  abstrac t p rinc ip les of th a t theo logy  
in  concrete an d  tang ib le  w ays" (M cLaren 8).

To do this, W illiam s u ses  a " 'p ecu lia r  den sity ' of style; [he] is w ritin g  
p ro se  like a poet. I t is a sty le carefu lly  crafted  to  reinforce h is  co rresp o n d in g ly  
'd e n se ' theo log ical v is ion" (H u tta r 23). T his d en sity  of sty le enab les W illiam s "to  
u se  rheto ric  n o t on ly  to  p resen t, b u t at th e  sam e tim e to  em b o d y  th a t v ision  of 
coinherence w hich  rhe to ric  in  th e  conventional sense often  th rea ten s  to  v io late" 
(H u tta r  19). Scholars h ave  d iscovered  m u ltip le  in stances w h en  W illiam s h as len t 
in trin sic  m ean in g  to  lan g u ag e  in  genera l a n d  to  in d iv id u a l w o rd s  in  particu lar. 
O f this, A lice E. D av id son  says,

W illiams's idiosyncratic style leads h im  to evoke tw o or three levels of 
m eaning in  a single w ord, and at tim es even to force w ords into new  
m eanings, new  roles. H e breaks and reshapes them  [...] [and] thereby 
renders all his language m ore flu id  and unstable, and full of sleeping 
potential. N ew  slants of m eaning can be evoked w ith  m inim um  gesture.
Any w ord  m ay explode at any mom ent. (D avidson 50)

C ritical observations of th is n a tu re  p rove  th a t W illiam s h a s  an  estab lished  an d  
observed  h a b it of in fu sin g  lan g u ag e  w ith  m ystical m ean in g  a n d  of u s in g  it to 
dem o n s tra te  h is  them es.

W hile  m an y  critics h ave  exp lo red  W illiam s's  in ten tions b e h in d  the 
im ag ery  of a re cu rren t ro p e  o r h is rep ea ted  u se  of th e  w o rd  "sp eed "  in  D IH  
(D av idson  48, 50), n o  scholars h av e  no ticed  th e  cu rious w ay  in  w h ich  W illiam s 
em p loys th e  w o rd  "m ass."  A n d  w hile  th ere  m ay  be  consp icuous sacram en ta l 
overtones in  h is  u se  of such  w ord , h e  seem s to  em p lo y  it specifically  in  th e  sense 
of aggregation . A lso, in s tead  of ap p ea rin g  h a p h a z a rd ly  th ro u g h o u t th e  text, as 
th o u g h  W illiam s m ere ly  h a d  a pecu lia r p en ch an t for th e  w o rd , "m ass"  ap p ears  
in  the  n o v e l's  m ost sp iritu a lly  re levan t scenes a n d  u su a lly  com es in  p a irs  to 
h ig h lig h t its p resence. T he w o rd  first ap p ea rs  early  in  th e  novel, d u rin g  A d e la 's  
p re ten tio u s-so u n d in g  lite ra ry  criticism , w h en  she u se s  it in  th e  w ay  of 
in te rp re tin g  sym bols. She says th a t one can on ly  in te rp re t a sym bol b y  m assing  
i t —th a t " it 's  all of a piece, an d  it 's  th e  to ta l effect th a t creates the  sym bolic force" 
(D IH  14). A t firs t th is  seem s like inconsequen tia l lite ra ry  jargon  or sub tle  p a ro d y  
of such  on  W illiam s's  part, b u t th e  w o rd 's  recu rrence  in  the  context of characters ' 
confron ta tion  w ith  h u m a n  so lidarity  seem s to  g ive it g rea te r im p o rt th a n  that. 
R ather, it is a rguab le  th a t desp ite  A d e la 's  questionab le  u se  of th e  w ord , "m ass" 
p lay s  an  active p a r t in  th e  overall m essage of co inherence in  the  novel. This is 
because  its function  an d  p o w er ap p ea r in  th ree  re lev an t v is io n ary  scenes. To 
dem o n s tra te  th e  lite ra ry  significance of th is w o rd , w e m u s t look a t th ree  separa te
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exam ples: th e  v isions of th e  d ead  m an , of M argare t, an d  of W entw orth . T his 
section  w ill also exp lo re  h o w  A d e la 's  concept of "m ass"  as a sym bolic force can 
w o rk  to w ard  the  d em onstra tiveness of W illiam s's  n a rra tiv e  objectives.

T he first tim e  th e  w o rd  "m ass"  ap p ea rs  after A d ela 's  in tro d u c tio n  of the 
w ord , it is u se d  to  describe th e  hellish  circum stances of the  d ead  m an . T hose 
re a d in g  ab o u t the  a fo rem en tioned  m isery  of h is  sta te  can assum e th a t a sense of 
iso lation  an d  rejection p rec ip ita tes h is  su icide an d  causes the  scene of h is  dea th  
to  ap p ea r as a "m ass of con tinuous tin y  m ovem ent, a m ass n o isy  w ith  m o an s  and  
scream s" (D IH  24). T his im agery  describes the  d ead ly  ro ad  th a t th e  d ead  m an  
w o u ld  soon take; a n d  th e  w o rd  "m ass,"  as a d a rk en in g  descrip tion  of th a t scene, 
refers to th e  h a u n te d  n a tu re  of th e  h ill in  w h ich  " th e  d ifferen t p lan es [of h is to ry  
an d  eternity] exist s im u ltaneously" (B ruckner 27). Since the  d ead  m an  feels 
o strac ized  from  one m ass of liv ing  peop le  en o u g h  to  kill h im self, it seem s as 
th o u g h  h e  is n o w  jo in ing  a m ass of b loody  h is to ry , a m ass of th e  dead . Spencer 
affirm s th is su p p o sitio n  w h en  she p o in ts  o u t th a t " th e  [dead  m an] h a d  b een  an 
ou tcas t of th e  R epublic, o p p re ssed  a n d  ab an d o n ed  b y  h is  fellow s [...] [and] 
because  h e  h a s  n ev er in  life been  g iven  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to choose love, it is g iven 
to  h im  now , after d ea th "  (70). W illiam s, as p rev io u sly  estab lished , rejects th e  idea 
th a t h u m a n s  can live in  iso lation , a n d  so th is p o s tm o rtem  aggregation , o r "m ass" 
of th e  long -dead , is a n a tu ra l ex tension  of p e rs is ten t so lidarity . B ecause th e  d ead  
m a n  does n o t d ie  in  th e  conven tional sense, th e  tex t den ies h im  any  final 
in d iv id u a lis tic  resolve. D esp ite  h is  v io len t efforts to  escape "T he C ity ," W illiam s 
neverthe less  forces h im  to confron t a com m un ity  on  th e  side of th e  dead , as at 
la te r p o in ts  in  th e  novel h e  is h a u n te d  b y  figu res an d  faces, a "m assed  
m u ltitu d e ,"  a n d  offered  a second  chance to  em brace th em  (D IH  119, 154). A nd  
so, in  th e  context of th e  d ead  m a n 's  v is ionary  d ea th  scene, th is  u se  of the  w o rd  
"m ass"  enforces th e  id ea  th a t so lid arity  su rp asses tim e as w ell as th e  grave; it 
also g ives in te rre la ted n ess  its con tinu ing  tran scen d en t p o w er an d  un iversa l 
force.

L ater, in  th e  chap te r "V ision of D eath ,"  w h ich  concerns M arg are t's  
m o rta lly  sign ifican t v ision, th e  w o rd  "m ass" is u se d  tw ice to  describe  the  slow  
revela tion  of h e r  in te rre la ted n ess w ith  o th er m o un ta in s , as w ell as w ith , it can be 
a rgued , o th er h u m an s . T he tex t exp la in s that, "As the  ligh t g rew  th e  m o u n ta in  
th a t w as she becam e aw are  again  of its fellow s, sp read  o u t a ro u n d  no  longer in 
long  ran g e  b u t in  a g rea t m ass"  (D IH  72). M argare t, w ho  th ro u g h o u t th e  v ision  
sees h erse lf as a m o u n ta in  of g rea t significance, realizes th a t there  are  o ther 
m ou n ta in s , o r fellow s, beside  her.

In the tim e of her novitiate it had  seem ed to her som etimes that, though  
her brains and  em otions acted this w ay or that, yet all tha t activity w ent on 
along the sides of a slowly increasing m ass of existence m ade from herself
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and  all others w ith  w hom  she had  to  do, and tha t strong and  separate 
happ iness—for she felt it as happiness, though  she herself m ight be sad 
[. . .] w as the life w hich she w as u tterly  to become. N ow  she knew  tha t only 
the sm allest fragility of her being clung som ew here to the great height that 
w as she and others and all the w orld  under her separate kind, as she 
herself was p art of all other peaks [...]. (DIH  72)

It sh o u ld  n o t be ig n o red  tha t, d u rin g  th e  clim ax of M arg a re t's  v ision  (w hich 
concerns h e r  fo rm er life an d  abstrac t pu rpose), th e  id ea  th a t she is "p a r t of all 
o th er peaks" ap p ea rs  w ith  the rep ea ted  u se  of th e  w o rd  "m ass."  T his suggests 
th a t she is subm issively  accepting  th is concept of so lid a rity  as she looks a t h e r 
life, th ro u g h  v is io n ary  eyes, one last tim e. The novel com m ends those  w ho  
accep t rea lity  in  full, a n d  th is is one fact of life th a t M arg a re t w illing ly  em braces. 
A s Spencer p o in ts  out, " th e  d y in g  M arg are t A n s tru th e r realizes th e  secret of 
h ap p in e ss  is to accep t those  joys th e  un iv erse  offers, ra th e r th a n  try in g  to  com pel 
th e  u n iv e rse  to  offer you  joys of y o u r o w n  defin ition" (68). B ecause of her 
com pliance, M arg a re t a tta in s  th e  "secre t of h ap p in e ss"  a n d  the  h eaven ly  benefits 
of h u m a n  connectedness (benefits w h ich  som e of h e r  peers  forfeit); a n d  it is this 
w o rd  "m ass"  w h ich  h e lp s  to  describe th e  p o w er a n d  p u rp o se  of h e r 
m o u n ta in o u s  achievem ent.

T he w o rd  also ap p ea rs  d u rin g  one of W en tw o rth 's  a fo rem en tioned  
visions. In  th e  chap te r titled  "R e tu rn  to  E den ," W en tw orth  im ag ines an  inverted  
E denic  se tting  in  w h ich  every  fo rm  of creation  d ep en d s  on  the  exhala tion  of h is 
physica l b rea th  a n d  th e  exertion  of h is sovereign  w ill (D IH  86). T he tex t 
dem o n stra te s  h o w  d eep  h is  desires for iso lation  ru n  as h e  ev en tu a lly  w an ts  to 
p rev en t A d e la 's  existence a n d  as h e  cries aga in s t th e  oncom ing  step s of th e  d ead  
m a n  in to  h is  rea lm  (D IH  87). T he pro jec ted  A dela  ad d s  a sp iritua l d im ension  to 
th is scene b y  in v e rtin g  C rea tion  Scrip tu re  for h im , te lling  h im  th a t " it is good  for 
m a n  to  be alone" (D IH  86). T his v ision  creates a sa tan ically  au to n o m o u s w o rld  
for W en tw orth  — a w o rld  w h ich  h e  creates for th e  self an d  ru les  b y  h im self. It is 
w ith in  th is context of an ti-so lidarity  th a t "m ass"  ap p ea rs  tw ice. W ith  the  d ead  
m a n  m ean d e rin g  in to  W en tw o rth 's  w o rld , th e  n a rra to r re lays th a t

The son of A dam  waited. H e felt, com ing over the vast form, tha t H ill of 
the dead  and of the living, bu t to him  only the m ass of m atter from  w hich 
his perfect satisfaction w as to  approach, a road, a road up  w hich a shape, 
no longer vast, w as now  coming; a shape he d istrusted  before he 
discerned it. It w as com ing slowly, over the m ass of the A dam , a m an, a 
poor ragged sick man. (DIH  88)

In  th is vision, b o th  th e  m a n  an d  the landscape  are  re fe rred  to  as m asses, an d  it is 
a rguab le  th a t W en tw o rth 's  rejection of th e  d ead  m a n  a n d  h is  fixation w ith
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so litude  con tribu te  to th is tw ice-u sed  w ord . T he significance of th is w o rd  h e re  is 
th a t it m a rk s  a critical tran sitio n  for W en tw orth  as it does for M argaret: w hile 
M arg a re t's  v ision  an d  h e r  acceptance of m ass lead  h e r  in to  g lad  so lidarity  an d  a 
serene death , W en tw o rth 's  v ision  w o rk s inverse ly  to secure h im  in  a d e fian t an d  
destruc tive  self-rule. T he novel takes on  h o rro r-esq u e  qualities for W entw orth  
after th is  p ivo ta l m om ent. R a ther th a n  liv ing  in  the  liberty  of E m erson ian  ideals, 
W en tw orth  suffers cruelly  from  anxieties w h ich  ren d e r all social in te rac tions 
im possib le  (D IH  140-146). H is he llish  v isions ev en tu a lly  reach  such  a p itch  of 
chaos th a t all in te rp re ta tio n s  of rea lity  becom e p e rm an en tly  o bscu red  (D IH  199). 
A n d  so th is w o rd  "m ass,"  an d  th e  w ay  in  w h ich  W illiam s u ses  it d u rin g  this 
vision, he ig h ten s th e  con trast b e tw een  M arg are t's  acquiescence a n d  W en tw orth 's  
obstinacy, illu s tra tin g  ju s t h o w  consequen tia l in d iv id u a lism  can be.

It also w o u ld  n o t be  o u t of character for W illiam s to  g ive "m ass" pow er 
as a lite ra ry  device w h ich  its u se  in  the b eg in n in g  of "T he D octrine of S ubstitu ted  
L ove" seem s to  suggest. In  th e  o p en in g  of th is chap te r w e see A dela  rehearsing  
h e r  lines in  a w ay  th a t rem ains consisten t w ith  h e r  afo rem en tioned  ph ilosoph ies. 
"A dela, tru e  to  h e r  p rinc ip les of m ass in g  a n d  blocking, a rran g ed  w ho le  g ro u p s  of 
w o rd s  in  chunks, irrespective of line a n d  m ean ing , b u t accord ing  to h e r  ow n  
v iew s of th e  em o tional q u a lity  to  be stressed" (D IH  92). T his could  be seen as 
little  m ore  th a n  A d e la 's  lofty  v iew  of d ram a, b u t th is  quo te  seem s to  p o in t to 
W illiam s's  ow n  lan g u ag e  d u rin g  h is  characters ' v isions. T he d iction  an d  sentence 
s tru c tu re  em p loyed  d u rin g  one of W en tw o rth 's  v isions, especially , seem  to h ave  
those  qualities m en tio n ed  in  A d e la 's  reh ea rsin g  techn iques. A fter the  u n -A d e la  
encou rages W en tw orth  to  th in k  m ore  ab o u t h im self, W en tw orth  th en  goes in to  a 
confused  m ed ia tio n  ab o u t h is  su p p o sed  o w n ersh ip  of her. A n exam ple  of th is 
com plex s tru c tu rin g  w ill be  g iven  in  len g th  because  of its a rg u m en ta tiv e  
significance.

[H]e tu rned  and w ent by her side, silent w hen  he heard  the w ords. [...]
[T]hat w as w hat he h ad  said or she had  said, w hichever had  said tha t the 
th ing  w as to be found, as if A dela had  said it, A dela in  her real self, by no 
m eans the self tha t w ent w ith  H ugh; no, bu t the true, the true  A dela w ho 
w as apart and his; for tha t w as the difficulty all the while, that she was 
tru ly  his, and w o u ld n 't be, bu t if he thought m ore of her tru ly  being, and 
no t of her being un tru ly  away, on w hatever way, for the w ay tha t w ent 
aw ay w as no t the w ay she tru ly  w ent, bu t if they d id  away w ith  the w ay 
she w ent away, then  H ugh  could be un true  and  she true, then  he w ould  
know  them selves, two, true  and two, on the w ay he w as going, and  the 
peace in  himself, and  the scent of her in him , and the her, m eant for him , 
in  him ; tha t w as the she he knew, and  he m ust th ink the m ore of himself.
(DIH  83)
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T his free in d irec t speech  describes W en tw o rth 's  obsession  in  an  alm ost 
incom prehensib le  language , in  a ru sh e d  p a ra g ra p h  dev o id  of p au se s  an d  
periods, an d  therefo re  sm acks of A d e la 's  m assin g  concept. W illiam s's  diction, via 
W entw orth , is repetitive, syn tactically  chaotic, a n d  s lam m ed  together; th e  en tire  
p a ra g ra p h  creates a m ass of em otional d is tress  an d  confusion. I t seem s as th o u g h  
W illiam s is in ten tio n a lly  d is reg a rd in g  "line a n d  m ean in g "  in  th e  a ttem p t to  re lay  
th e  "em otional q u a lity  to be  stressed" (D IH  92). A n d  so w e m u s t ask  if A dela, for 
all h e r  seem ing  p re tension , is ac tua lly  on to  som eth ing . H ea th -S tubbs affirm s th a t 
" th e  u n d e rly in g  them e of all [W illiam s's] novels is th e  q u es t for som e sym bol of 
sp iritu a l p o w er"  (28). R ather th a n  rem ain in g  ind iffe ren t to  A d e la 's  com m entary  
on  sym bols, p e rh a p s  W illiam s, as th e  au thor, is ad o p tin g  these  id eas in  h is  ow n, 
sub tle  m an n e r in  o rd e r to  re lay  th e  fu ll force of an  o p aq u e  an d  m assed  sy m b o l— 
to d iscuss h is  them es of iso lation  an d  so lidarity  in  a sign ifican t w ay. A dela  
a rg u es  th a t m ass creates th e  to ta l effect, a n d  the  d izzy in g  lan g u ag e  and  
concep tual confusion  of W illiam s's  p rose, h e re  a n d  e lsew here  th ro u g h o u t the 
novel, achieves ju s t that: it d em o n stra tes  th e  chaos of iso lation , th e  necessity  of 
in te rre la tedness, an d  th e  ag g reg a ted  p o w er of those  theo log ical them es.

If a sw eep ing  critique aga in s t m o d e rn is t in d iv id u a lism  is all W illiam s 
a im ed  to  achieve, h e  certa in ly  fo u n d  an  inven tive  w ay  to  do  so. W hile W illiam s 
could  h av e  easily  w ritten  a d idactic  essay on an ti-in d iv id u a lism  (sim ilar to 
E m erson 's  concern ing  the  opposite), th is  "ho listically  co inheren t"  novel h a s  a 
p ersu asiv e  p o tency  th a t pedagog ic  efforts sim p ly  lack. By g o ing  a step  fu rth e r 
th a n  h is lite ra ry  co u n te rp a rts  in  the fan tasy  genre, by  exp lica ting  m u ltip le  levels 
of co inherence th ro u g h  th e  characters an d  p lo t p o in ts  of h is  n arra tive , an d  by 
d em o n s tra tin g  those  them es th ro u g h  poetically  sign ifican t language , W illiam s 
effectively m o d e ls  h is  m ystica l in te rp re ta tio n s  of co inherence a t th e  sam e tim e he  
exp la ins them . W illiam s is an  au th o r w ho  practices w h a t h e  p reaches, for one can 
h a rd ly  exp lore  th e  concept of co inherence w ith o u t feeling  its force from  h is  novel 
first h an d . I t is in  th is w ay  th a t W illiam s's  lite ra ry  ap p roaches p rove  experien tia l 
as w ell as in tellectual, m a k in g  h is  an ti- ind iv idua lis tic  censures an  an ti-m odern is t 
success.
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