


I think that the tower, the chalice, and the life can
serve as a unifying image of the themes of praise and
C hristian unity in W illiams's novel. 1t can be seen in at
least the following lines of thought: (1) the paradox of
aggression by calmness. The power seems to lie in the re-
jection of power. (2) The unity of sectarian rivals. These
would-be knights are common men yet heroes. In their unity
they lose not their separate identities but instead what
made their division, something much less momentous than their
cause for solidarity. (3) The place of praise in spiritual
w arfare. The voice is the Archdeacon's. He says the right
thing now, because he has been in the habit of praising God
heretofore. One cannot object that he does so because of
his office, for the other clergyman, Batesby, does not say
the right word at the right time ever, it seems; Batesbhy
does not praise God spontaneously, does he? Batesby does
not comprehend at all what is going on. W lliams gives him
the novel's last paragraph, showing his befuddlement—which
is characteristically his way — because when he should be
glorifying God, as at the mighty end, he can only blubber.

The Archdeacon delights to praise God. He does it in
his spontaneous prayers, with epithets like "'Fair sweet
Lord,” and 'courteous Lord™ (46). He does it also in a ser-
mon he preaches one Sunday morning in his church in Fardles
on the text, "Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's house."
He turns this negative commandment into positive praise by
making "thy neighbour" mean the Lord and then going "off in-
to a fantastic exhortation upon the thesis that the only
thing left to covet (is) 'thy neighbour Himself. 'Not His
creation, not His m anifestations, not even His qualities,
but Him This should be our covetousness and our
desire; for this only no greed is too great, as this only
can satisfy the greatest greed.™ And then the exhortation
rises to the level of a psalm as the Archdeacon says: "'The
whole universe is His house, the soul of thy mortal neigh-
bour is His wife, thou thyself art His servant and thy body
His maid — a myriad oxen, a iqyriad asses, subsist in the
high inorganic creation. Him only shalt thou covet with all
thy heart, with all thy mind, with all thy soul, and with
all thy strength™ (115-16). It should be noted in passing
that this high praise comes just before the Archdeacon re-
covers the grail from Gregory.

But it is in his singing of passages from the Bible
that the Archdeacon most characteristically praises God.
The first instance comes as a corrective upon the painful
remembrance that he would soon have to entertain Batesby,
whom he thoroughly dislikes. Batesby would almost defile
the Archdeacon's furniture with his "invasion of human fu t-

ility ," the Archdeacon fear's. "He put out his hand and

touched a flower then withdrew it. 'l am becoming sentimen-
tal,' he thought to him self. ‘How do | know that a chair is
full of goodwill, or a bed anxious to please? They may be,

but they mayn't. Their life is hidden with Christ in God.
Oh, give thanks to the God of all gods,” he sang softly,
'for His mercy endureth for ever™ (47). He is singing the
136th Psalm.

Im mediately Gregory Persimmons startles him from behind.
The crafty old sinner has come to try to buy the grail from
him. His spiel is a string of lies that do him no good.
The Archdeacon has been well prepared by his praising of God
against any such maneuvre, no m atter how wily. Al of
Gregory's ploys prove useless, and he ends by repeating to
him self, "'Damnation'" (51). The Archdeacon returns to the
Rectory, "singing again to himself: 'Who alone doeth mar-
vellous things; for his mercy endureth for ever’ (53). It
is significant of the theme of spiritual conflict that damna-
tion is what the chief anti-C hristian figure repeats to him-
self, while his Christian counterpart repeats Scripture
songs.

The third time we find the Archdeacon singing the
Scriptures he is again with his adversary Gregory, who has
by this time stolen the grail and now surlily invites him to
come to Cully to see his collection of things. The Arch-
deacon graciously accepts the invitation.

And, half under his breath, as they turned towards
Cully, he sang to him self, "Oh, give thanks unto

the Lord, for He is gracious; for His mercy endur-
eth for ever."

"1 beg your pardon?" Gregory asked at the same
moment that Sir Giles (also present) said, "Eh?"
"Nothing, nothing,” the Archdeacon said hastily.
"Merely an im provisation. The fine weather, |
suppose.” He almost smirked at the others, with
gaiety in his heart and curving his usually sedate
lips" (90).

Gregory is amazed at this praise and can make little of it,
wondering if the priest is in his right mind. Sir Giles
thinks it is "semi-delirium™ (91).

But the Archdeacon keeps it up. His praise in Scrip-
ture-song is directly related to his retrieval of the grail
from Cully. To the perplexity of Gregory, Sir Giles, and one

Colonel Conyers, he hums quietly, ... Oh, give thanks to the
God of all gods B affled, the Colonel says, "'l
don't quite follow all this." "For his™ — it doesn't

m atter — mercy endureth for ever,” the Archdeacon con-
cluded, with a genial smile. He seemed to be rising moment
by moment into a kind of delirious delight" (128-29). His
praise and seemingly irrational amusement in the presence of
his enemies become the avenue to the act of seizing the grail
and dashing away with it to the Duke's car and thence to
safety in London.

Finally, the Archdeacon's praise may well be the agency
of his triumph over the rulers of darkness and spiritual
wickedness in high places. In the chapter called "The Mar-
riage of the Living and the Dead,” in which Gregory and
M anasseh attem pt to fuse the Archdeacon's soul with the mur-
dered man's — Pattison's — the praise breaks forth with
m ilitancy. It is the usual psalm, but the verses that he
sings celebrate Israel’s victories in battle against "Sihon,
King of the Amorites, and Og, the King of Basan" (264).

When the occult spiritist ceremony reaches its extreme lim its
of suspense and terror, suddenly a great golden light blazes
forth from the grail, and trumpets blast out, introducing a
litany of praise: "'Let them give thanks whom the Lord hath
redeemed,”” sung by "a great voice," and answered by an
"infinite chorus” with "'for His mercy endureth for ever.
It is the moment of the Archdeacon's _'elease, and the voice
sings on, "And delivered out of the snare of the enenQr, ™
followed by the chorus's praise. In the midst of it all the
Archdeacon snaps his binding cords, rises, and sees Phttison
and the now-martyred Mornington in a vision. And "again all
round him the litany wheeled like fire: 'He hath destroyed
great nations: for His mercy endureth for ever: And over-
thrown mighty kings: for His mercy endureth for ever’™
(2?6). The singers have answered the Archdeacon's habitual
praise with a litany of the same psalm. It is a fitting
accompaniment to the Archdeacon's deliverance.

But W illiams contrasts the Archdeacon's praise of God
with Gregory's praise of satanic powers. Gregory praises
the "abandoned spirits” not because he loves them, but be-
cause he wants to secure their kind of power for his own
ends. He sings a hymn to devils that remind one of Hilton's
fallen angels, while anointing him self with the ointment he
has obtained from D m itri the Greek: "AIl the while his
voice kept up a slow crooning, to the sound of which he
moved, pronouncing as in an incantation of rounded and liquid
syllables that seemed heirarchic titles” (80). The cermony
is a deliberate mockery of the anointing of the high priest
Aaron in the OId Testament (Lev. 8:12).

Gregory anoints him self with the ointment beginning at
his feet and proceeding upward over his naked body, whereas
Moses anointed Aaron with oil on his head that ran down his
beard and robe to the skirts of his garments (Psalm 133).
Gregory does it three times, perhaps to parody the Trinity,
as the ritual moves toward its intention: a sacrifice of
him self in joining himself to the satanic spirits. It is a
hungering and thirsting that gropes downward towards a dia-
bolic wedding in hell, accompanied by a "rising tum ult,” and
acclam ation of shrieking voices"™ (84). It all leads to the
chaos that engulfs Gregory; he feels himself "whirled away
into an infinite desolation of anarchy"™ (85). His anti-
praise has become incoherent. He has seen the travail of



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.

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."
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3t 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 1 think this novel can
stand by itself.



