


I  th in k  t h a t  th e  to w e r , th e  c h a l i c e , a n d  th e  l i f e  can  
s e rv e  a s  a  u n if y in g  im ag e o f  th e  th e m e s o f  p r a is e  an d  
C h r is t ia n  u n ity  in  W illia m s 's  n o v e l. I t  c a n  be se e n  in  a t  
l e a s t  th e  fo llo w in g  l i n e s  o f  th o u g h t: ( l )  th e  p a ra d o x  o f
a g g re s s io n  by c a lm n e s s . T he pow er seem s to  l i e  in  th e  r e 
j e c t io n  o f  p o w er. (2 )  The u n ity  o f  s e c ta r ia n  r i v a l s .  T h ese  
w o u ld -b e  k n ig h ts  a r e  common men y e t  h e r o e s . I n  t h e i r  u n i ty  
th e y  lo s e  n o t t h e i r  s e p a r a te  i d e n t i t i e s  b u t in s te a d  w hat 
made t h e i r  d iv is io n , so m e th in g  much l e s s  m om entous th a n  t h e i r  
c a u se  f o r  s o l i d a r i t y .  ( 3 )  The p la c e  o f  p r a is e  in  s p i r i t u a l  
w a r fa re . T he v o ic e  i s  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's . He s a y s  th e  r i g h t  
th in g  now , b e c a u se  h e  h a s  b e e n  in  th e  h a b i t  o f  p r a is in g  God 
h e r e to f o r e . One c a n n o t o b je c t  t h a t  h e  d o e s  so  b e c a u se  o f  
h i s  o f f i c e ,  f o r  th e  o th e r  c le rg y m a n , B a te s b y , d o e s  n o t sa y  
th e  r i g h t  w ord a t  th e  r i g h t  tim e  e v e r , i t  se em s; B a te sb y  
d o e s n o t p r a is e  God s p o n ta n e o u s ly , d o e s  h e ?  B a te sb y  d o e s  
n o t com prehend  a t  a l l  w h a t i s  g o in g  o n . W illia m s  g iv e s  him  
th e  n o v e l 's  l a s t  p a ra g ra p h , sh o w in g  h i s  b e fu d d le m e n t— w h ich  
i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  h i s  way —  b e c a u s e  w hen h e  s h o u ld  be 
g lo r i f y in g  G od, a s  a t  th e  m ig h ty  e n d , h e  can  o n ly  b lu b b e r .

I

T he A rch d eaco n  d e l ig h t s  to  p r a is e  G od. He d o e s  i t  in  
h i s  s p o n ta n e o u s  p r a y e r s , w ith  e p i th e t s  l i k e  " 'F a i r  sw e e t 
L o r d ,' an d  'c o u r te o u s  L o rd '"  (4 6  ) .  He d o e s  i t  a ls o  in  a  s e r 
mon he p re a c h e s  o n e  S unday  m o rn in g  in  h i s  c h u rc h  in  F a r d le s  
on th e  t e x t , "T hou s h a l t  n o t c o v e t th y  n e ig h b o u r 's  h o u s e . "
He tu r n s  t h i s  n e g a tiv e  com m andm ent in to  p o s i t iv e  p r a is e  by 
m aking  " th y  n e ig h b o u r"  m ean th e  L o rd  a n d  th e n  g o in g  " o f f  i n 
to  a  f a n t a s t i c  e x h o r ta t io n  up o n  th e  t h e s i s  t h a t  th e  o n ly  
th in g  l e f t  to  c o v e t ( i s )  'th y  n e ig h b o u r ' H im s e lf . 'N o t H is  
c r e a t io n , n o t H is  m a n if e s ta t io n s , n o t e v e n  H is  q u a l i t i e s ,  
b u t Him . . . .  T h is  s h o u ld  be o u r c o v e to u s n e s s  a n d  o u r 
d e s i r e ;  f o r  t h i s  o n ly  no  g re e d  i s  to o  g r e a t ,  a s  t h i s  o n ly  
c an  s a t i s f y  th e  g r e a t e s t  g r e e d . '"  And th e n  th e  e x h o r ta t io n  
r i s e s  to  th e  le v e l  o f  a  p sa lm  a s  th e  A rch d eaco n  s a y s : " 'T h e
w ho le u n iv e r s e  i s  H is  h o u se , th e  s o u l o f  th y  m o rta l n e ig h 
b o u r i s  H is  w ife , th o u  th y s e l f  a r t  H is  s e r v a n t  an d  th y  body 
H is m aid  —  a  m y ria d  o x e n , a  iq y ria d  a s s e s , s u b s i s t  i n  th e  
h ig h  in o r g a n ic  c r e a t io n . Him o n ly  s h a l t  th o u  c o v e t w ith  a l l  
th y  h e a r t ,  w ith  a l l  th y  m in d , w ith  a l l  th y  s o u l , an d  w ith  
a l l  th y  s t r e n g th '"  (1 1 5 -1 6 ) . I t  sh o u ld  b e  n o te d  in  p a s s in g  
t h a t  t h i s  h ig h  p r a is e  com es j u s t  b e fo re  th e  A rch d eaco n  r e 
c o v e rs  th e  g r a i l  fro m  G re g o ry .

B u t i t  i s  i n  h i s  s in g in g  o f  p a s s a g e s  fro m  th e  B ib le  
t h a t  th e  A rch d eaco n  m o st c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  p r a is e s  G od.
The f i r s t  in s ta n c e  com es a s  a  c o r r e c t iv e  upon th e  p a in f u l  
rem em brance t h a t  h e  w o u ld  so o n  h av e  to  e n t e r t a in  B a te s b y , 
whom he th o ro u g h ly  d i s l i k e s .  B a te sb y  w ou ld  a lm o s t d e f i l e  
th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  f u r n i t u r e  w ith  h i s  " in v a s io n  o f  hum an f u t 
i l i t y , "  th e  A rch d eaco n  f e a r 's .  "He p u t o u t h i s  h an d  an d  
to u c h e d  a  f lo w e r  th e n  w ith d re w  i t .  ' I  am b eco m in g  s e n tim e n 
t a l , '  h e  th o u g h t to  h im s e lf . 'How do I  know  t h a t  a  c h a i r  i s  
f u l l  o f  g o o d w ill, o r  a  b ed  a n x io u s  to  p le a s e ?  T hey may b e , 
b u t th e y  m a y n 't. T h e ir  l i f e  i s  h id d e n  w ith  C h r is t  in  G od.
Oh, g iv e  th a n k s  to  th e  God o f  a l l  g o d s , ' h e  sa n g  s o f t l y ,
'f o r  H is  m ercy e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r '"  ( 4 7 ) . He i s  s in g in g  th e  
136th  P sa lm .

Im m e d ia te ly  G reg o ry  P ersim m ons s t a r t l e s  him  fro m  b e h in d . 
The c r a f ty  o ld  s in n e r  h a s  come to  t r y  to  buy  th e  g r a i l  fro m  
h im . H is  s p ie l  i s  a  s t r i n g  o f  l i e s  t h a t  do him  no g o o d .
T he A rch d eaco n  h a s  b e e n  w e ll p re p a re d  by h i s  p r a is in g  o f  God 
a g a in s t  an y  su c h  m an eu v re , no m a tte r  how w ily . A ll o f  
G re g o ry 's  p lo y s  p ro v e  u s e le s s , an d  he e n d s  by  r e p e a t in g  to  
h im s e lf , " 'D a m n a tio n ' "  ( 5 l ) .  The A rch d eaco n  r e tu r n s  t o  th e  
R e c to ry , " s in g in g  a g a in  to  h im s e lf :  'W ho a lo n e  d o e th  m ar
v e llo u s  th in g s ;  f o r  h i s  m ercy  e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r ’ " ( 5 3 ) . I t  
i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  o f  th e  them e o f  s p i r i t u a l  c o n f l i c t  t h a t  dam na
t io n  i s  w h at th e  c h ie f  a n t i - C h r is t i a n  f ig u r e  r e p e a ts  to  h im 
s e l f ,  w h ile  h i s  C h r is t ia n  c o u n te r p a r t  r e p e a t s  S c r ip tu r e  
s o n g s .

T he t h i r d  tim e  we f in d  th e  A rch d eaco n  s in g in g  th e  
S c r ip tu r e s  he i s  a g a in  w ith  h i s  a d v e r s a ry  G re g o ry , who h a s  
by t h i s  tim e  s to le n  th e  g r a i l  an d  now s u r l i l y  i n v i t e s  h im  to  
come to  C u lly  to  s e e  h i s  c o l l e c t io n  o f  th in g s . The A rch 
d ea c o n  g r a c io u s ly  a c c e p ts  th e  i n v i t a t i o n .

A nd, h a l f  u n d e r h i s  b r e a th , a s  th e y  tu rn e d  to w a rd s
C u lly , h e  sa n g  to  h im s e lf , "O h, g iv e  th a n k s  u n to

th e  L o rd , f o r  He i s  g r a c io u s ;  f o r  H is  m ercy  e n d u r
e th  f o r  e v e r ."

" I  b e g  y o u r p a rd o n ? "  G re g o ry  a s k e d  a t  th e  sam e 
m om ent t h a t  S i r  G ile s  ( a l s o  p r e s e n t )  s a id ,  "E h?" 
"N o th in g , n o th in g ,"  th e  A rch d eaco n  s a id  h a s t i l y .
"M ere ly  an  im p ro v is a tio n . T he f i n e  w e a th e r , I  
s u p p o s e ."  He a lm o s t sm irk e d  a t  th e  o th e r s , w ith  
g a ie ty  i n  h i s  h e a r t  a n d  c u rv in g  h i s  u s u a l ly  s e d a te  
l i p s "  ( 90) .

G re g o ry  i s  am azed a t  t h i s  p r a is e  a n d  c a n  m ake l i t t l e  o f  i t ,  
w o n d e rin g  i f  th e  p r i e s t  i s  in  h i s  r i g h t  m in d . S i r  G ile s  
th in k s  i t  i s  " s e m i-d e lir iu m "  ( 91 ) .

B u t th e  A rch d eaco n  k e e p s  i t  u p . H is  p r a i s e  in  S c r ip -  
tu r e - s o n g  i s  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  h i s  r e t r i e v a l  o f  th e  g r a i l  
fro m  C u lly . To th e  p e r p le x i ty  o f  G re g o ry , S i r  G ile s , a n d  one
C o lo n e l C o n y e rs , h e  hum s q u i e t l y ,  ...... Oh, g iv e  th a n k s  to  th e
God o f  a l l  g o d s . . . B a f f le d , th e  C o lo n e l s a y s , " 'I
d o n 't  q u i te  fo llo w  a l l  t h i s . '  " 'F o r  h i s ’"  —  i t  d o e s n 't  
m a tte r  —  '" m e rc y  e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r , '"  th e  A rch d eaco n  c o n 
c lu d e d , w ith  a  g e n ia l  s m ile . He seem ed  to  be r i s i n g  m om ent 
by  m om ent in to  a  k in d  o f  d e l i r io u s  d e l ig h t"  (1 2 8 -2 9 ) . H is  
p r a is e  a n d  se e m in g ly  i r r a t i o n a l  am usem ent i n  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  
h i s  e n e m ie s  becom e th e  a v e n u e  to  th e  a c t  o f  s e iz in g  th e  g r a i l  
a n d  d a s h in g  aw ay w ith  i t  to  th e  D u k e 's  c a r  a n d  th e n c e  to  
s a f e ty  in  L ondon .

F in a l ly ,  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  p r a is e  may w e ll b e  th e  a g e n c y  
o f  h i s  triu m p h  o v e r  th e  r u l e r s  o f  d a rk n e s s  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  
w ic k e d n e s s  i n  h ig h  p la c e s . I n  th e  c h a p te r  c a l l e d  "T he M ar
r ia g e  o f  th e  L iv in g  a n d  th e  D e a d ,"  i n  w h ich  G re g o ry  a n d  
M an asseh  a tte m p t to  f u s e  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  s o u l  w ith  th e  m ur
d e re d  m a n 's  —  Pat t i s o n ' s  —  th e  p r a is e  b r e a k s  f o r t h  w ith  
m il i ta n c y . I t  i s  th e  u s u a l p sa lm , b u t th e  v e r s e s  t h a t  h e  
s in g s  c e le b r a te  I s r a e l ’ s  v i c t o r i e s  in  b a t t l e  a g a in s t  " S ih o n , 
K in g  o f  th e  A m o rite s , a n d  Og, th e  K in g  o f  B a sa n "  (2 6 4 ) .
When th e  o c c u l t  s p i r i t i s t  cerem ony  r e a c h e s  i t s  e x tre m e  l i m i t s  
o f  s u s p e n s e  a n d  t e r r o r ,  s u d d e n ly  a  g r e a t  g o ld e n  l i g h t  b la z e s  
f o r t h  fro m  th e  g r a i l ,  a n d  tru m p e ts  b l a s t  o u t , in tr o d u c in g  a  
l i t a n y  o f  p r a i s e :  " 'L e t  them  g iv e  th a n k s  whom th e  L o rd  h a th
r e d e e m e d ," ’ su n g  by  " a  g r e a t  v o ic e ,"  a n d  a n sw e re d  by  a n  
" i n f i n i t e  c h o ru s ” w ith  " 'f o r  H is  m ercy  e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r . '"
I t  i s  th e  m om ent o f  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  _ 'e le a s e , a n d  th e  v o ic e  
s in g s  o n , " 'A n d  d e l iv e r e d  o u t o f  th e  s n a re  o f  th e  enenQ r, '"  
fo llo w e d  by  th e  c h o r u s 's  p r a i s e .  I n  th e  m id s t o f  i t  a l l  th e  
A rc h d e a c o n  s n a p s  h i s  b in d in g  c o r d s , r i s e s ,  a n d  s e e s  P h t t is o n  
a n d  th e  n o w -m a rty re d  M o rn in g to n  in  a  v i s io n .  And " a g a in  a l l  
ro u n d  h im  th e  l i t a n y  w h e e le d  l i k e  f i r e :  'H e h a th  d e s tro y e d
g r e a t  n a t io n s :  f o r  H is  m ercy  e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r : And o v e r 
th ro w n  m ig h ty  k in g s :  f o r  H is  m ercy  e n d u re th  f o r  e v e r ’ "
( 2 ? 6 ) . The s in g e r s  h av e  a n sw e re d  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  h a b i tu a l  
p r a is e  w ith  a  l i t a n y  o f  th e  sam e p sa lm . I t  i s  a  f i t t i n g  
acco m p an im en t to  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  d e l iv e r a n c e .

I I

B u t W illia m s  c o n t r a s t s  th e  A rc h d e a c o n 's  p r a is e  o f  God 
w ith  G re g o ry 's  p r a is e  o f  s a ta n ic  p o w e rs . G re g o ry  p r a i s e s  
th e  "ab an d o n e d  s p i r i t s "  n o t b e c a u s e  h e  lo v e s  th em , b u t b e 
c a u s e  h e  w a n ts  to  s e c u re  t h e i r  k in d  o f  p o w er f o r  h is  own 
e n d s . He s in g s  a  hymn to  d e v i l s  t h a t  re m in d  o n e o f  H i l t o n 's  
f a l l e n  a n g e ls , w h ile  a n o in tin g  h im s e lf  w ith  th e  o in tm e n t he 
h a s  o b ta in e d  fro m  D m itr i th e  G re e k : " A ll th e  w h ile  h i s
v o ic e  k e p t u p  a  s lo w  c ro o n in g , to  th e  so u n d  o f  w h ich  h e 
m oved, p ro n o u n c in g  a s  in  an  in c a n ta t io n  o f  ro u n d e d  a n d  l iq u id  
s y l l a b l e s  t h a t  seem ed  h e i r a r c h ic  t i t l e s "  ( 8 0 ) . T he cerm ony  
i s  a  d e l ib e r a te  m o ck ery  o f  th e  a n o in tin g  o f  th e  h ig h  p r i e s t  
A aron  in  th e  O ld  T e s ta m e n t (L e v . 8 :1 2 ) .

G reg o ry  a n o in ts  h im s e lf  w ith  th e  o in tm e n t b e g in n in g  a t  
h i s  f e e t  an d  p ro c e e d in g  u p w ard  o v e r h i s  n a k e d  b o d y , w h e re a s  
M oses a n o in te d  A aron  w ith  o i l  on h i s  h e a d  t h a t  r a n  down h i s  
b e a rd  a n d  ro b e  to  th e  s k i r t s  o f  h i s  g a rm e n ts  (P sa lm  133) .  
G re g o ry  d o e s  i t  th r e e  tim e s , p e rh a p s  to  p a ro d y  th e  T r i n i t y ,  
a s  th e  r i t u a l  m oves to w a rd  i t s  i n te n t io n :  a  s a c r i f i c e  o f
h im s e lf  in  jo in in g  h im s e lf  to  th e  s a ta n ic  s p i r i t s .  I t  i s  a  
h u n g e r in g  an d  t h i r s t i n g  t h a t  g ro p e s  dow nw ard to w a rd s  a  d i a 
b o l ic  w ed d in g  in  h e l l ,  a cco m p an ied  by a  " r i s i n g  tu m u lt ,"  an d  

a c c la m a tio n  o f  s h r ie k in g  v o ic e s "  ( 8 4 ) . I t  a l l  le a d s  to  th e  
c h a o s  t h a t  e n g u lf s  G re g o ry ; he f e e l s  h im s e lf  " w h ir le d  aw ay 
in to  a n  i n f i n i t e  d e s o la t io n  o f  a n a rc h y "  (8 5 ) .  H is a n t i 
p r a is e  h a s  becom e in c o h e r e n t . He h a s  se e n  th e  t r a v a i l  o f
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his soul, and he is satisfied.

Much later we find Gregory praising Satan when he per
forms his Black Mass. "He adored as he lay in vigil, and 
from the adoration issued the calm strength of a supernatur
al union. As the morning broke he smiled happily on the 
serene world around him" (195). This dubious euphoria 
prompts him to say to his fellow initiate, Manasseh, "'Praise 
to our lord.'" But Manasseh knows that no real joy can 
proceed from that lord. He mutters a more accurate form of 
infernal praise: '"He is the last mystery . . . and all des
truction is his own destroying of himself'" (211). This 
completes the contrast between the two schools of praise in 
the novel.

III

If profane praise brings chaos and anarchy, sacred 
praise leads to Christian unity. Williams unites the Angli
can Archdeacon, the Catholic Duke, and the romantic publish
er's clerk first round the grail and then against their 
common enemy. After spiriting the grail to London in the 
Duke's car, the three are together in the Duke’s townhouse 
before the sacred vessel. The Archdeacon knows it is the 
ancient chalice of the Last Supper, yet is somewhat indif
ferent to it, declaring with equanimity, "'Neither is this 
Thou . . . .  Yet this also is Thou"' (153). But the Duke is 
decidedly partial and with intense fervor he claims it for 
his Church, making it an object of potential schism.

Then Mornington sees in a vision that the grail was 
meant to unify all parties ecclesiastical and chivalric:

This, then, was the thing from which the awful 
romances sprang, and the symbolism of a thousand 
tales. He saw the chivalry of England riding on 
its quest —  but not a historical chivalry; and, 
though it was this they sought, it was some less 
material vision that they found. But this had 
rested in dreadful and holy hands; the Prince 
Immanuel had so held it, and the Apostolic chival
ry had banded themselves about him. Half in 
dream, half in vision, he saw a grave young God 
communicating to a rapt companionship the myster
ious symbol of unity. They took oaths beyond 
human consciousness; they accepted vows plighted 
for them at the beginning of time. Liturgical 
and romantic names melted into one cycle —
Lancelot, Peter, Joseph, Percivale, Judas, Mordred, 
Arthur, John Bar-Zebedee, Galahad —  and into 
these were caught up the names of their makers —
Hawker and Tennyson, John, Malory and the mediae- 
vals. They rose, they gleamed and flamed about 
the Divine hero, and their readers too —  he also, 
least of all these (152).

This "rapt companionship" that Mornington sees seems to suf
fer defilement by the naming of Judas and Mordred; but his 
romanticism is to blame, not the exquisite spirit of the 
fellowship. It is the perfect Christian unity with the grail 
at its center. The thought immediately flashes upon Morning- 
ton's almost inspired mind that with that very "symbol of 
unity" in their midst they might try to unify all the roman
tics and the Christians. In two short phrases he calls for 
a new Order and a new Table —  a Grail Company in the twen
tieth century. But the Duke cries out, '"A new Table! . . . 
And a Mass every morning'" (159), missing Mornington's mean
ing of uniting the Grail Order with a Round Table. Not but 
that he might also mean the Table of the Lord, yet again the 
schism threatens to separate these grail "knights."

But before they have time to widen the rift, the "second 
attempt on the Graal" begins, and they must keep together to 
save it. It is the moment of their voluntary, defensive 
Christian unity: "They existed knit together, as it were,
in a living tower built up round the sacred vessel, and 
through all the stones of that tower its common life flowed" 
(157). That "common life" is the spirit of their unity, and 
it flows without respect to their creed, office, or romantic 
vision. The tower holds.

The final chapter of War in Heaven combines the climac
tic passages of praise and Christian unity. It is the scene

of the worship service at Fardles after the terrifying 
spiritual battles are over and won. The strange, enigmatic 
Melchizedek-like priest-and-king figure from medieval legend 
and Arthurian romance, Prester John, whose presence has 
figured heavily in the rescue of Barbara Rackstraw and the 
Archdeacon in their separate trials, serves at the altar, 
using the grail.

The congregation seems to consist of only a handful of 
worshippers, including the Rackstraws, the Archdeacon, and 
the (Catholic) Duke. But as the celebrant begins the ser
vice, "there was a movement throughout the church, as if a 
hundred watchers had stirred and drawn breath at the begin
ning of the Mysteries" (289). The Duke himself catches 
glimpses of the faces of his Catholic ancestors, "and other 
faces more antique and foreign than these, a turbaned head, 
a helmed and armoured shape, outlandish robes, and the glint 
of many crowns" (289). It is a representation of the entire 
congregation of the righteous from all times and places, 
kindreds and tongues, gathered to pray and give praise in the 
central service of the Church everywhere. The Lord Himself 
is present, as Prester John is transubstantiated in the 
twinkling of an eye:

He stood; He moved His hands. As if in benediction 
He moved them, and at once the golden halo that had 
hung all this while over the Graal dissolved and 
dilated into spreading colour; and at once life 
leapt in all those who watched, and filled and 
flooded and exalted them. "Let us make man," He 
sang, "in Our image, after Our likeness," and all 
the church of visible and invisible presences 
answered with a roar: "In the image of God created
He them" (287).

It is a moment of highest praise, and but a motion and a 
moment later both the "Graal and its Lord" are gone; the 
body of the Archdeacon gently falls on the first step of the 
altar.

* * * * * *

Why does the grail disappear?3 Because the unity that 
it represented is now transubstantiated to its proper sphere, 
the people themselves, the now unified Christians. They 
themselves are now the manifestation of the symbol. At the 
beginning of the novel we are surprised that the grail is 
found in a church (of all places), but now we understand why. 
Where else could it have been? It meant Christian unity.
It is to our shame that we should not expect to find that 
unity in the church. But now it is plain that the one place 
where we should never expect to find either holy grail or 
united Christians is the only place we ever could (and 
should) find both.

Finally, even the place and chapter are fittingly named 
for this event: "Castra Parvalorum," the Camp of the Chil
dren —  the Christians united in a hostile land, yet a tower 
of defense containing that chalice-like unity, with the 
common life of their'Lord flowing through the living stones. 
"For His mercy endureth for ever."

Notes

1See, for example, The Descent of the Dove: A Short
History of the Holy Spirit in the Church (London: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1939), pp. 8, 9, 15. 16, 26, 38, 39, 97, 79. 
232; and "The Vision of the Empire" and "Taliessin at 
Lancelot's Mass," in Taliessin through Logres (London:
Oxford University Press, 1938), pp. 6-13, 89-91.

2(London: Victor Gollancz, 1930). All page references
appear in the text.

3It might be argued that Williams is merely retelling 
the 13th century Quest of the Holy Grail, in which at Gala
had's death a hand reaches down from heaven and takes the 
grail up to heaven. But the differences of the two works 
far outweigh the similarities, and I think this novel can 
stand by itself.
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