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Some four and a half years ago I was invited to edit Robert Graves’s ‘Historical
Grammar of Poetic Myth’, The White Goddess, for the new centenary edition
of his works. I had no idea at the time that the preparation of an edition of this
strange, famous and influential book was going to lead me to discoveries about
Charles Williams. But I have gradually learned that almost anything to do
with the history of English poetry sooner or later leads one to cross the path of
Charles Williams, and this proved to be no exception.

In this case, the connection began with a tall story. Robert Graves himself
loved tall stories, and few are taller than the tale he has to tell about his efforts
to find a publisher for The White Goddess. It occurs in a lecture about The
White Goddess and its composition which Graves gave in New York in 1957
and which he subsequently published in two collections of essays, Steps and
Five Pens in Hand. Here is the story as it appears in those books:

1 offered The White Goddess [Graves tells us] in turn to the only publishers
I knew who claimed to be personally concerned with poetry and mythology.

The first regretted that he could not recommend this unusual book to his
partners, because of the expense. He died of heart failure within the month.

The second wrote very discourteously, to the effect that he could not make
either head or tail of the book, and could not believe it would interest anyone.
He died too, soon afterwards.

But the third, who was T. S. Eliot, wrote that it must be published at all
costs. So he did publish it, and not only got his money back, but pretty soon
was rewarded with the Order of Merit, the Nobel Prize for Literature, and a
smash hit on Broadway.'

Was this bizarre story, I wondered, simply a fantasy of Graves’s? What truth, if
any, lay behind it?

Before answering that question, some background must be sketched in.
Robert Graves and Beryl (who would become his second wife in 1950) had
spent the years of the Second World War in England. Graves had been exiled
from his home in Mallorca at the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War with his
then companion Laura Riding. After a period in America, where Riding left
Graves for her second husband and lifelong partner Schuyler Jackson, Graves
had returned to England, to be followed two months later by Beryl Hodge.
With Graves not fit enough for active service, they settled down in the village
of Galmpton in South Devon. He was best known then as now for his memoir
of the First World War, Goodbye to All That, and for his historical novels /,
Claudius and Claudius the God. The more discerning also ranked him high as
a poet, though since he published rarely, wrote only lyrics and the occasional
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short, barbed satire, disliked anthologies and avoided public and political
statements in his work, his poetry was not widely read — which, he stubbornly
believed, was just as it should be.

Graves, however, was much concerned with the nature of poetry. In 1941
he began to correspond with the Welsh poet Alun Lewis. They discussed the
nature of poetry and poets; the name of the medieval Welsh poet Taliesin, and
his mythical counterpart in the Mabinogion, cropped up. Then, in July 1942,
as they completed their prose-writers’ manual The Reader Over Your Shoulder,
Graves and his co-author Alan Hodge began to consider writing a ‘book about
poetry’. Topics mooted by Graves for treatment included the psychology of po-
etic inspiration, and the reasons for the ‘aura or halo, or whatever, that clings to
the name of “poet” in spite of the lamentable history of bad poetic behaviour’.
They agreed to ‘put [the] book on to simmer very, very slowly’, but Graves
was unable to leave it alone for long, and by July 1943 he was writing to Hodge
about possible links between poetry and ‘primitive moon-worship’.* Further
research followed, including extensive reading in the fields of Celtic mythology
and medieval Welsh and Irish literature, and in March or early April 1944, in
a sudden overwhelming burst of inspiration, Graves found himself forced to
interrupt his other literary work and write (as he claimed in his 1957 lecture) a
50,000-word book in three weeks. That book was, essentially, the first draft of
The White Goddess.

To summarise The White Goddess would be an impossible task. It is, as Eliot
was to write later, ‘a prodigious, monstrous, stupefying, indescribable book, the
outcome of vast reading and curious researches into strange territories of folk-
lore, legend, religion and magic.® It is a book which should be read by anyone
interested in poetry and the creative process.

But its most important central idea is that true poetry is produced not by rea-
son or effort or literary conventions but by the inspiration of a Muse-goddess:
it is a survival, or intuitive re-creation, of the ancient Goddess-worship which
prevailed throughout Europe and the Middle East until late prehistoric times,
when it was gradually overthrown, together with the matriarchal societies it
fostered, by patriarchal invaders who worshipped male rationality. Graves
presented this thesis not by direct exposition but by involving the reader in a
thrilling process of detective work whereby ancient myths and medieval Celtic
poems were decoded to reveal their secrets: which turned out, in each case, to
be records of the cult of the great Goddess and of her overthrow by the usurp-
ing male forces of reason, science and militarism which in Graves’s view had
wrought such havoc in the course of the past two thousand years.

Taliesin figured in all this not only as an exemplar of the figure of the poet
but also because one of the prime pieces of evidence in Graves’s detective proc-
ess was the ‘Song of Taliesin’ which features in the Mabinogion. It is the song
which begins, in Lady Charlotte Guest’s translation, with the lines






