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PREFACE 

Dissecting the mysteries of supernaturalism has intri

gued writers for more centuries than can be accurately esti-

mated. Some of these studies eventuate in nothing more than 

speculative discourse, but the writings of Charles Williams 

present a serious challenge to scholarly interpretation 

through legitimate analysis. To understand his philosophy 

of the naturalness of supernaturalism as presented in The 

Greater Trumps is to be rewarded with a refreshing perception 

of the Christian redemptive experience when a serious novelist 

adapts it to his genre. 

I wish to thank Dr. J. Dean Bishop, who suggested this 

study and counseled patiently through its development, Dr. 

Autrey Nell Wiley and Dr. Charles Bruce who encouraged and 

advised as they served on the graduate committee. Special 

acknowledgmen t is also offered to Dr. William E. Hull, Dean 

of the School of Theology, Southern Baptist Theological 

Se minary, Louisville, Kentucky, who assisted in o btaining 

scholarly works in theological journals. 

May 3, 1971 

Elizabeth Johnson Morgan 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

To study a novel by Charles Williams is to confront 

immediately his obscurity as a writer in the United States. 

Prior to the last decade American critics, if they discovered 

him at all, considered his work difficult in both content and 

style. Indeed, any writer who uses supernatural religion as 

the basis of a serious narrative is seldom applauded b y a 

materialistic populace, unless, of course, the writer is 

totally and intentionally a devotee to science fiction or 

occult religions. Certainly Williams was a serious writer, 

and he set out to support Christian purposes, but many who 

have read his novels either disagreed with his views or 

found his version of Christianity altogether obscure and 

impractical. 

If his subject matter is unpopular, equally difficult 

is his style, which lacks many of the excellences of lit-

erary polish. Furthermore, Williams used his own definitions 

instead of traditional meanings for such words as love, .9:..Q..Q.Q_, 

and romantic. Moreover, he has been accused of being 

"totalitarian" in his devotion to the mythic method. Like 

his contemporaries, Eliot and Yeats, he delights in unfa

miliar allusions. 

1 
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In spite of these objections to Williams the writer, 

his novels deserve serious study for several reasons. His 

acclaim from writers such as T. S. Eliot, C. S. Lewis, and 

Evelyn Underhill suggests that he shared with them a kindred 

spirit. In fact, one writer notes that C. S. Lewis, W. H. 

Auden, Dorothy Sayers, and T. S. Eliot all acknowledged 

Williams as a "spiritual father." 1 Critics mention partic

ularly his effect on Eliot who may have borrowed the idea for 

The Cocktail Party from Williams' novel Descent into Hell. 

Admittedly all of the a b ove writers were intrigued by the 

supernatural, and they shared an affinity of outlook that 

resulted in a re-interpretation of traditional theology as 

a literary theme. To understand one of these authors is to 

arm oneself with a philosophy that absorbs most of the intel

lectual fetters inhibiting a full appreciation for any of them. 

Another reason to study Williams is that in his effort 

to re-interpret traditional theology he revivifies Christian 

experience. To American Protestants Williams may seem ex-

tremely unconventional, but his creative attention to doc

trines that have become more custom than conviction is sub

tly convincing, despite the insistence of casual readers who 

say they find lit t le beyond a vivid imagination in Williams' 

novels. The serious reader who knows through experience that 

"man does not live by bread alone" will find an abundance of 

1Robert McAfee Brown, "Charles Williams: Lay Theologian." 
Theology Today, 10 (1953), 212. 
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intellectual "food" in Th_g_ Greater Trumps. One writer says 

that Williams "has brought alive in his novels the Christian 

life, and this alone is a monumental achievement and a boon 

to our world, 111 a world that is weary of worn-out traditions 

and meaningless theological cliches. 

Furthermore, his themes on the problem of Evil show a 

growing relevance to our prevalent concern with ecology and 

the horrors of earthly human destiny. In The Greater Trumps 

the nightmarish storm created by a man's own selfish misdeeds 

portrays the terrors of contemporary existence if man con-

tinues to exploit his environment. Although Williams prob-

ably did not have this current reality specifically in mind 

when he wrote the novel, he may have been more prophetic 

th an he knew in choosing to view evil as the disruption of 

excha nge in the universe. 

However, the purpose of the present study is not to 

observe Williams as a prophet, nor to evaluate the literary 

excel lence of The Greater Trumps, for others have already 

discussed the author's novels as to specific literary cri-

teria. For the same reason, no extended comparative study 

is attempted, although occasional mention is made of similar 

writers. Rather, this work is an interpretive analysis of 

supernaturalism in the novel as it affects each character 

when he reacts to transforming spiritual forces in a physical 

1 Ro bert Peckham, " The Novels of Charles Williams" 
(Dissertation, University of Notre Dame, 1965), pp. 5-6. 
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world. The analysis will be made by character rather than 

by plot, since the novel itself is directed toward the pro

gressive inner changes in individual persons as they respond 

to external events. The author's style and his method, 

though of secondary interest, are inseparable from perspic

uous interpretation. Likewise, although depth studies of 

the Tarot cards and of Williams' philosophy of supernatural

ism are copious subjects within themselves, attention must 

be given to each as background for interpreting the novel. 

In fact, because of the unfamiliar theological and esoteric 

principles that inspired Williams' writing, it is necessary 

to devote a great deal of space to background, for to under

stand Williams' philosophy of supernaturalism and to know 

the tradition of the Tarot is the only scholarly basis for 

interpreting the novel. Moreover, because he is not well 

known in literary circles, it is also essential that we 

take a look at Charles Williams himself as a writer in many 

genres. 

The versatility of Charles Williams (1886-1945) as a 

writer and lecturer is far more impressive than the details 

of his personal life. In spite of a cockney background and 

only two years of higher education at University College, 

London, he published thirty-eight books and two hundred 

shorter works, including poetry, drama, novels, critical 

essays, biographies, and theological and historical works. 

For thirty-seven years he worked as a member of the editorial 
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staff for the Oxford University Press, and during that time 

he achieved popularity in Britain as an eloquent lecturer 

with a phenomenal memory; in fact, he was probably as well

remembered in Britain for his lecturing to laymen as for his 

writing. 

Williams' early life, however, provided few cultural 

advantages that would forecast a successful literary career. 1 

Although both his parents loved books, they were neither 

highly educated nor financially able to buy many printed 

works. Before Williams started to school, his father, 

Walter Stansby Williams, was forced to give up his small 

salary as foreign correspondent in a London business firm 

bec ause of his failing eyesight . With a loan and a small 

savings account, Walter and Mary Williams purchased a tiny 

stationery shop which survived as a business only because 

of Mrs. Williams' ability to manage it. Though financially 

limited, Walter Williams gave his son a legacy of memora b le 

companionship, and during long walks on Sunday afternoon 

their conversation turned frequently to literature, history, 

or spiritual matters. 

Because his parents were devoutly Christian, Charles 

began attending church when he was eighteen months old. 

Furthermore, in his home he heard daily prayers and received 

1Most of the details that we present concerning Williams' 
personal life are taken from the only extant biography, that 
of Alice Mary Hadfield, An Introduction~~ Charles Williams 
(London: Rober t Hale, 1959). 



practical informal instruction. Even before he was of age 

to attend school, Charles showed strong religious procliv

ities and demanded to go to church regularly. 

Charles' first schooling began at the Abbey Day School 

at St. Albans. In 1898 at ten years of age, he won a 

scholarship to St. Albans Grammar School . In 1901 he won 

a scholarship to University College where he stayed until 

6 

1902 when he withdrew because of financial limitations. Fur-

thermore, Williams was so creative and so interested in lit-

erature that the general curriculum bored him . Although · 

A. E. Housman was teaching Latin at University College when 

Williams was there, Williams rejected the cynicism expressed 

in The Shropshire Lad and showed no enthusiasm for attention 

from the famous poet. Even though Williams himself had 

already begun writing poetry, his biographer, Alice Mary 

Hadfield, says that he never showed any of it to Housman for 

comment or criticism. 1 

After leaving University College, Williams took a job 

in the bookroom of the Methodist New Connexion, but Methodism, 

like Housman, influenced him little . He had been confirmed 

in the state church at fifteen, and already the roots of his 

religious convictions were firmly implanted and growing along 

with his intellectual pursuits. In his spare time he attended 

Working Men's College and also took part in a debating society 

1Hadfield, p. 23. 
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in Holborn. He was not interested in any sort of social life 

that did not contribute to intellectual stimulation. 

Within a few years, however, the bookroom where he 

worked closed, and he was offered a job as proof-reader at 

The Oxford University Press. Although the position was monot-

onous work, it was a beginning for something better. His use-

fulness gradually expanded to more important responsi b ilities 

in the regular editorial offices where he spent the rest of 

his life and where he came in contact with many important 

literary people of his time. 

Also, he found time to write poetry, and eventually he 

experimented in several genres. His first volume of poems, 

a book of religious love poetry called The Silver Stair, was 

published in 1912. His second volume, Poems Qi Conformity, 

came in 1917, the same year as his marriage, and two more 

books followed within the next five years, b ut they were 

d if ficult and unpopular. In fact, an American Catholic 

critic, Theodore Maynard, attacked his Poems Qi Conformity 

as being obscenity under the pretense of religion . Later, 

after meeting Williams personally, "Maynard was convinced of 

the honourableness of Charles' religious intentions, and 

declared he was a major poet and only needed to become a 

Roman Ca tho 1 i c to remove his defects. ,il 

As Williams matured he extended himself to write both 

drama and biography. Although five hasty biographies of 

1Hadfield, p. 47. 
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Bacon, James I, Rochester, Queen Elizabeth I, and Henry VII 

were published between 1933 and 1937, none gaine~ him lasting 

acclaim. When he turned to more accessible pieces, such as 
_,/ 

essays, criticism, and novels, his popularity grew, espe-

cially from his seven novels. Among his other writings are 

' the Introduction to the poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

which t he Oxford University Press published in 1930, and 

t he Introduction to the World's Classics' Milton published 

in 1939. Other words include a b ook on the Holy Spirit (The 

Descent .Q.f 1.h.~ Dove), one on Dante (The Figure tl Beatrice ) , 

a hi s t ory of the occult (Witchcraft), and two theological 

s t ud i es (~ Came Down from Heaven and The Forgiveness tl 

Although he is better known for his novels than for his 

non-fiction, one does not know the writings of Charles 

Wi lliams by reading one novel. To be sure, one is not even 

ce rt ain he knows one of his novels by reading it only once. 

To understand his eccentricities as a novelist one must know 

t ha t Williams was a deeply religious Anglican who reacted 

against the religious liberalism and the liturgical formalism 

of the early twentieth century with a positive supernaturalism 

that penetrates t o some extent into all the novels, and par-

ticularly into The Greater Trumps. His disdain for ritual 

is e viden t when he descr ib es with su b tle humor the chanting 

of t he Athanasian Creed at the Christmas worship service: 

Th e men and boys of the choir exchanged metaphysical confi-
d e nces; t hey dared each other, in a kind of rapture . . to 
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deny the Trinity or the Unity; they pointed out, almost mis
chievously, that though they were compelled to say one thing, 
yet t hey were forbidden to say something else exactly like 
it; they went into par ticu lars about an entirely impossible 
relationship, and concluded with an explanation that some
thing wasn't true which the wildest dream of any man but the 
compiler of the creed could hardly have begun to imagine.I 

His reaction to religious liberalism thus resulted in 

h is combining religion and romance with his own exclusive 

inte rpret ation. Despite his unconventional approach to fie-

t ion, he became popular in Britain in the 1930's, but 

acceptance in Amer i ca came some years later when his readers 

became more fascinated than repelled by his perplexing ap-

proach. To be sure, Williams' t hemes and his unusual method 

of developing them account largely for the difficulty of 

understanding his work. The conflict bet ween good and evil, 

and man's del i very from this conflict are the predominant 

ide as in The Greater Trumps, as well as in the other novels, 

but Williams' approach is more than an exposition of mere 

virtue or wickedness. To Williams, as to Dante and Milton, 

the world is a "cyclical cosmos" dominated by supernatural 

powers. As Eliot says, 

No one was less confined to conventional morality, in judging 
good and bad beha vior, than Williams: his morality is that 
of the Gospels. He sees the struggle between Good and Evil 
as carried on, more or less blindly, by men and women who 
are often only the instruments of higher or lower powers, 

1charles Williams The Greater Trumps (London: Faber '-- ~~~~- . 
and Faber Limited, 1954), p. 109. All subsequent quotations 
from the novel are taken from this edition. 
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b ut who always have the freedom to choose which powers they 
wi ll submi t t hemselves.I 

Indeed, nowhere is this idea more evident than in The Greater 

Trumps, for the characters face the universal choices b etween 

Good and Evil although Williams prefers to see Good triumph. 

Henry contrives "accidental" murder in order to possess the 

Tarot cards which he thinks will enable him to gain personal 

knowledge and control of the world. Mr . Coningsby, an intel-

lec t ual agnostic, finds himself bored and impatient with his 

jo b , his family, and the world in general; his attitude 

toward all humanity is one of condescending tolerance. The 

heroine, Nancy, who at first conceives romantic love as a 

pu r e ly self - satisfying experience, learns that self-sacrifice 

is t he essence of personal fulfillment rather than selfish 

t i t ila t ion. But eventually all the characters must react to 

t h e t e r rifying superna t ural f orces that overtake the Christmas 

c elebra t ion at the Lee estate. In these experiences Auden 

says Williams is interested in "states of being rather than 

i n individuals, and fiction i s not an ideal medium for 

d e scribing such." 2 

Since the conventional mode of developing the novel is 

no t t he most appropriate vehicle for Williams' themes, he 

t u r ns to th e mythic method as a means of communicating through 

1T. S. Eliot, "Introduction," All Hallow' s Eve by 
Charles Williams (New York: Noonday Press, 1963), p. xv. 

2 W. H. Auden, "Ch a r 1 es Wi 11 i ams : a Review Art i c 1 e, " 
The Christian Century, 73 (1956 ) , 552. 
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symbols a far more significant message than found in most 

novels. However, there is some question whether he adheres 

to this method or uses his own form of development. In most 

of the novels it would not be unjustified to speculate that 

Williams was drawn to the mythical method for the same rea-

son that Eliot used it: it is "a way by which the artist 

can give shape and significance to the chaotic material of 

contemporary life. 111 But it need not be assumed that Williams 

saw it as the only method. It appealed to him as a contrast 

to naturalism and as a means of expressing supernatural 

experiences beyond the limited resources of verbal communi-

cation. In The Greater Trumps he uses the Tarot cards as 

the complement to a set of mystical golden images in order 

to create a pattern that brings the characters into a bewil

dering relationship with supernatural forces beyond the 

reality of their daily lives. The cards and the golden 

figures become archetypes of the inter-workings of the uni-

verse. Furthermore, each character becomes a symbol of the 

confusions of mankind in the eternal search for identity. 

It is significant that Williams like Eliot, uses his own 

interpretations rather than the extensive patterns of tradi

tional archetypes found in the tenets of the Anglican faith. 

For example, traditionally, "na ture is the container of men";
2 

1Elizabeth Drew, T. ~- Eliot: The Design Qf His Poetry 
(New York: Scribners', 1949), p. 2. 

2Northrup Frye, Anatomy .Q_f Criticism (New York: 
Atheneum, 1969), p. 145. 



that is, man finds his limits in earth and air, but on the 

anagogic level used by Williams, he finds mystical influ

ences also in fire and water as is symbolized by the four 

12 

suits of the Tarot. This is not to say that Williams lapsed 

into occultism with his use of the Tarot; he is quite serious 

in using the images as mythical symbols. To Williams the 

mythic technique was a means of elucidating spiritual truth 

that could be perceived by no other method. 

One further distinction, however, is necessary for 

clarifying Williams' method: the novels are not to be con

fused with allegory. As Mrs. Shideler points out, the way 

of allegory has a thoroughly different "philosophical presup

position" that makes it far too limiting for what Williams 

is writing. The Greater Trumps is not a "symbolic para

phrase" demonstrating abstract religious thought. Philo

s ophically, the mythic method goes back to the workstiof 

Plat o, who sometimes comes to a point when mere speech and 

logical proof no longer appeal to human intelligence. In 

expressing certain abstract ideas he turns to myth instead 

of argumentation by logic. 

But words are still a necessity for writing myths, even 

t hough the communication is expected to be clearer through 

i mages and symbols. 1 The language he uses is frequently 

v ig orous and terrifying, as during the storm when the wind 

1Although there are technical distinctions between 
i mages and symbols, the terms will be used interchangeably 
henceforth. 



"howls," "sweeps," "screams," "bludgeons," "beats," and 

"bruises." At other times he achieves a resplendent calm 

when he describes the golden mist "that flowed out to meet 

them. the transparency which was illumined with the 

crimson and azure tints of the Queen of Chalices • 

Mrs. Shideler calls attention to this constant change of 

pace: 

" 
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Here he lingers over an idea stating and restating it in a 
variety of ways. There he packs profundities into an adjec
tive. Again he darts backward or forward or to one side 
tracing an implication. This movement of thought gives 
even to his prose something of the quality of what Gerard 
Manley Hopkins called "sprung rhythm", with concepts 
juxtaposed almost as if they were sounds, so that it is 
not only his words that dance together, but his ideas. 

Because of this tumbling flow of thought, none of his 
books can be grasped at first reading, any more than a 
symphony at first hearing. The later passages illuminate 
and fulfill the earlier ones, so that until one knows how 
the first statement of the theme is resolved, he cannot 
apprehend it properly. 1 

Although Williams' obscurity in diction is bothersome 

to many readers, it must be remembered that Williams in

tentionally works for original definitions in order to rescue 

Christian dogma from cliches and jargon that have sickened 

Christian intellectuals and have confused sincere seekers. 

For example, sin is "outrage," the Cross is "obscenity," and 

the kingdom of God in society is the "city." The reader who 

allows himself freedom from esoteric dogma finds Williams' 

style practical, even though not always refined. 

lMary McDermott Shideler, Charles Williams: A Critical 
Essay (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), p. 9. 
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As a final consideration of Williams as a writer we call 

attention to several observations from other authors who have 

evaluated his writing. 

field says: 

Of both his content and style Had-

It is easy to pick holes in the novels. They were written 
hastily, and they take enormous themes hastily for their 
own purpose with little knowledge and hardly any research, 
b ut the use made of them is never superficial. The quality 
of Charles Williams' mind worked through all, and if the 
Grail, and the Crown of Solomon, and the Tarot cards, are 
used they are not brought in as trimmings or make-weights, 
but b ecause Charles Williams grasped their own particular 
point and glory, and saw what a remarkable tale could arise 
from it. His ability to seize on a mystery and express it 
in his own experience and emotions has produced a handful 
of the most exciting novels one can read (p. 86). 

Although Williams' purposes are not didactic, he intends 

t o do more th an write "exciting novels." Like C. S. Lewis 

and J. R. R. Tolkien, with whom he is often compared, he has 

favorite themes b ased on supernatural experiences, as Eliot 

says of Williams: "What Williams has to give is no mere 

moral teaching, no mere theory of doctrine. It is a work 

of imagination, based upon real experience of the super

natural world, of a supernatural world which is just as natural 

1 t o the au th or as our everyday world." 

On the other hand, as might be expected, there are 

those who rail against both his subject matter and his 

me t hod as inaccessible to the average reader. Despairing 

of such criticism, Stephen P. Dunn, who ranks Williams' work 

1 T • s . E 1 i o t , "The Sign i f i can c e of Ch a r 1 e s W i 11 i ams , '' 
Thf.. Listener, 36 (1946), 894. 
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above that of Eliot and Pound, says: "This is the tragic 

paradox of our century: the expert performers, technicians, 

lion-tamers of language have nothing to say that we don't 

know already; and those who may bear within them the seeds 

of the new revelation are generally regarded as ba bbling, 

moonstruck cranks." 1 

In spite of t his disquieting paradox, students and 

critics are investigating the unfamiliar, yet intellectually 

sound, theological concept of supernaturalism that permeates 

Williams' novels. Mrs. Shideler, who has synthesized his 

t heology in a detailed study, says that beneath the images 

lies a theological structure "which is astonishing for its 

scope and consistency as for its originality, and which 

g i v e s t o h i s s e p a r a t e b o o k s a n d i de a s th e i r e n d u r i n g s t re n g th. 112 

It i s a theology based on supernaturalism, b ut Williams' 

uniqu e in t erpretations, though certainly not unheard of, 

demand an explanation. 

1 St ep h en p • Dunn , "Mr . Wh i t e , Mr . Wi 1 1 i ams , and the 
Mat t er of Britain," Kenyon Review, 24 (1962), 370. 

2Mary McDermott Shideler, Th~ Theology Qf Romantic 
L~ (New York: Harper, 19 6 2), p. 2 . 



CHAPTER II 

PHILOSOPHICAL PATTERNS UNDERLYING THE GREATER TRUMPS· -- ...;._~~=--'--~~· 

SUPERNATURALISM AND THE TAROT 

Prerequisite to an analysis of any of Williams' novels 

is an examination not only of his life as a writer interested 

in the Tarot but also of his personal philosophy of super-

naturalism. This latter concept is "personal" because, al-

though he was a devout member of the Anglican Church, he 

formulated his theology from his own profound spiritual ex

periences as he reacted to varying theological influences in 

the early twentieth century. Born in the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century, he was at an appropriate age to con

sider the appeal of Neo-orthodoxy when in 1918 Barth made 

his statement attacking liberal Protestantism. But Williams 

seems more confused than convinced about this particular new 

doctrine. On t he other hand, some of his contemporaries 

called him an existentialist, for he was "deeply and natu

r ally existential" in his thinking. 1 Yet he shows a quality 

of mysticism in his recurring themes of man's struggles 

against evil, struggles which inevitably bring one to puri

fication, illumination, and union with God through love. 

1Hadfield, p. 77. 
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Still, others have called him a sacramentalist. Perhaps he 

was all of these and more, for Williams himself disdained 

categorization. Writing in 1933, he said, "But patterns 

[of thought] are baleful things, and more so because the 

irony of the universe has insured that any pattern invented 

by man shall find an infinite number of facts to support 

it.'il Mrs. Shideler says that Williams believed that it was 

absurd to search for "universal principles and a coherent 

synthesis," and that "the processes of philosophical, 

theological, and aesthetic analysis are equally futile and 

absurd. 112 He delighted, nevertheless, in searching for 

them, and the novels reflect the experiences of the search. 

In this quest, Williams frequently turned to super

naturalism as a vehicle to convey his philosophic stance. 

In The Greater Trumps he is so consumed by his belief that 

he creates a continual interplay between the natural world 

and the supernatural world; however, he never defines either 

of them, for he assumes no conflict between them; he regards 

these worlds not as separate entities but as "the inter

penetration of two worlds." Of this permeation, T. S. Eliot 

says: "To him the supernatural was perfectly natural, and 

the natural was also supernatural. And this peculiarity 

gave him that profound insight into Good and Evil, into the 

1Quoted by Shideler, A Critical Essay, p. 18. 

2 Shi ct e 1 er, A,. Critic a 1 Essay, p. 1 9. 



heights of Heaven and the depths of Hell, which provides 

both the immediate thrill and the permanent message of his 

novels. 111 
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In trying to discover what supernature really means to 

Williams, we see also that sometimes he uses the term "arch

nature," which is "nature as it ought to be, or nature en

veloped by grace." 2 Moreover, one can perceive supernature 

or archnature through nature. For example, when the misuse 

of the Tarot cards stirs up a deadly snowstorm, Williams is 

illustrating the belief that "the whole cosmos is all of a 

piece. It is one, and it is God's through all time and 

space, beyond all time and space. 113 

But Williams realized that his affinity for the super

natural, even though it was simple and natural to him, was 

highly obscure for many people. Therefore, like his con-

temporaries in "modern orthodoxy," he joined the movement t o 

re-interpret Christian doctrine for the Christian intellec-

tual. He saw the heavy emphasis on religious symbolism as 

a challenge to use images as a means of communicating spiri-

tual reali ty . "That the high romance was to be attained by 

dire understanding of the symbols," says Glen Cavaliero, "was 

of the essence of his creed; moreover it was, he [Williams] 

1Eliot, "Introduction," All Hallows' ].ve, p. xiv. 

2 Brown, p. 

3Brown, p. 

220. 

220. 
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maintained, of the essence of orthodox Christianity." 1 As 

an existentialist it would be the most typical, natural way 

of negating "abstract thought and intellectual detachment" 

and getting the reader "involved." Because his themes are 

often abstract, he resorts to images as a means of vivifying 

the supernatural realm of the spirit, a device which to 

Williams is "not in the sense of a superstitious animism, but 

as a recognition of the spiritual dimension within the mate-

rial world. Fantasy in the novels is meant not to distract 

from reality but to clarify and deepen it." 2 In short, 

Williams embraces the doctrine called "affirmation of images" 

as not only a legitimate way of religious experience but 

also as a convenien t literary instrument. 

This "affirmation of images" actually goes b ack to the 

fifth century to St. Athanasius, but to explain the doctrine 

in detail is a study within itself. In summary, it is 

e nough to say that traditionally the church sanctioned the 

way of images, but after the time of Dionysius the Aeropagite 

many Christians rejected the hypothesis of images, as have 

most mystics and Christian ascetics since then. Neither 

Eliot nor Kierkegaard accepted the way of images. Kierke

gaard's nega t ive approach proposes that "only in proportion 

1Glen Cavaliero "The Way of Affirmation: A Study of ' . t he Writings of Charles Williams," Church Quarterly Review, 
1 5 7 (195 6 ), 21. 

2Elizabeth Wright, "Theology in the Novels of Charles 
Williams," Stanford University Honors Essays i.!l Huma n i t ies, 
No. 6 (19 62), p. 18. 
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as man becomes nothing does God become All, and only amidst 

the silencing of images may the two Alone stand face to 

face." 1 Likewise, Eliot rejected the material world as 

indicative of divine image, "for it appears as a wasteland 

peopled with hollow men." 2 

But Williams' unshakeable belief in the supernatural 

function of images as a way to God led not to skepticism. 

In his book The Descent .Qf the Qove, Williams sees in all 

created matter something of the divine that leads one back 

to the Creator. The operation of the spirit within the 

material world, moreover, is the source of all creative 

activity. Sometimes the destructive intervention of the 

supernatural may be shocking or terrifying, as in the storm 

in The Greater Trumps; nevertheless, it releases productive 

illumination and creative purpose. The extent of illumina-

tion depends on one's acceptance or rejection of the mate

rial image as a certified means of revelation. 

For Williams the two ways, affirmation and rejection, 

are ideally brought together in a balanced pattern with the 

interworking of both the natural and the supernatural. Fur-

thermore, they function as the Creator originally purposed 

by a process that Williams called the "web of exchange." 

The whole universe is designed to operate according to the 

law of exchange. In the physical world it is observed in 

1E. Wright, p. 37. 

2E. Wright, p. 38. 
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the processes that sustain and balance the animal and plant 

kingdoms, as well as the earth and atmosphere. Diversity 

in creation exists for a variety of sequential relation-

s hi ps. For example, grass grows in soil, and the two are 

interdependent. Animals feed on plants and other animals, 

keeping nature in balance. Even human conception and growth 

of the fetus is a product of co-inherence. Therefore, 

interdependence of the species is a necessity because com-

plete self-sufficiency is impossible. As Mrs. Shi de 1 er 

points out, "We may not live for others, but whether we 

like it or not, we do live from others. 111 Likewise, in the 

spiritual world the web of exchange commands certain func

tions, namely burden-bearing, su b stitution, obedience, and 

self-sacrifice. When man chose to violate the command of 

obedience by substituting the knowledge of evil for good, 

he upset the law of spiritual exchange and physical exchange 

as we 11. Man's choice to break the divine relationship 

resulted in a chain of evil that also broke the hu man rela-

tionship of man-to-man harmony. Because man is inseparably 

linked t o the physical world in human existence, there 

bega n a process of incoherence in both the natural and 

spiritual realms. I n The Gre ater Trumps Williams symbolizes 

this cosmic schism as the separation of the Tarot cards from 

the i mages . Although the "dance" continues, man cannot know 

the meaning of it apart from love. I n other words, man 

1Shideler, The Theology Q.f Romantic Lov~, p. 48. 
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should co-inhere with God and with other men according to a 

supernatural design based on love. 1 

Williams agreed with Augustine who said that "we come 

to God by love, and not by navigation." But, whereas most 

mystics use the term "love" in the rather ordinary sense of 

agape, Williams interpreted it to mean ero~ as well as 

agape. Yet "romantic Love" is hardly thought of as a theo-

logical term. Williams, however, holds that by way of 

one's experience in romantic love, one discovers also a 

beginning point for learning about divine love. Romantic 

love as sexual love becomes a symbol and a way of learning 

to love God and of understanding His love for man. Indeed, 

as Dunn remarks, for a Christian, Williams "is markedly 

enthusiastic about sex as an avenue of approach to God; 

like Dante, he clothes his theological concepts in carnal 

symbolism likely to embarrass those who aren't prepared for 

it. "2 Certainly, he found his resources for his theory of 

romantic love in the figure of Beatrice, who was Dante's 

childhood sweetheart but who died in young womanhood. He 

1originally, co-inherence was a term used to describe 
t he mutual indwelling of the Persons of the Trinity, each 
fig ure of the God-head having a different function but 
united in purpose. In regard to man it still means the 
mutual indwelling of souls. The Catholic doctrine of 
trans-substantiation in the Eucharist, and the Treasure 
of merits wherein one can act in behalf of the dead both 
find their tradition in a literal interpretation of co-
i nherence (Brown, p. 224). 

2 Dunn, p. 369 . 
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continued to idealize the image of Beatrice and to see her 

in a "reconstituted paradise." Her image "provided him 

with a new manner of knowing God and all the world besides" 

by being to him an example of the divine glory . 1 To Dante, 

Beatrice was an inaccessible, ideal love without sensualit y. 

To Williams, however, "she is an ordinary girl who will 

marry t he man she loves and at the basis of this relation

ship, whatever the accompanying idealization and spiritual 

culmination, there is the erotic impulse." 2 

A further aspect of Williams' theory of romantic experi

ence, erotic or not, is a universal quality of supernatural 

impact that reaches to the roots of one's intellect and emo-

ti ons. In poetic criticism he calls it the "Celian moment . " 3 

Mrs. Shideler describes it as 

the sh ock Q.f ~R intense personal experience . Something is 
sudden l y and shatteringly discovered, involving the whole 
o f one's being in an integrated response. Dante described 
it as a "stupor" . ; modern philosophers speak of the 
" existentia l shock." It is essentially a moment--brief or 
prolonged--of violent change, after which nothing will ever 
be the same again, and it has two salient features: gi ve
ness and passion. 

To say that the romantic shock is "given" means simply 
that it is a gift, something bestowed upon the romantic by 
forces th a t he cannot control. 4 

1 Shideler, The Theology tl Romantic Love, p. 38. 

2Ernest Beaumont, "Charles Williams and the Power of 
Eros, " Du b lin Re view, 233 (1959), 73. 

3Hadfield, p . 88. 

4Shideler, The Theology ..Q.f Romantic Love, p. 31. 



He designs the characters in his novels to demonstrate the 

changes that eventuate as each character responds to the 
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supernatural gift of this experience. In The Greater Trumps, 

Williams portrays the unmarried love of Henry and Nancy, 

with particular attention to Nancy's experience of the 

"Celi an moment." It begins in passion, and it climaxes 

during the Christmas worship service when she realizes a 

complete change of attitude toward herself and toward 

others, for she is aware that "everything would be differ

ent now" (p. 111). 

Although Williams stresses sexual love, he does not 

ignore the fact that intellect may be a vital element in 

such 1 ove. In The Figure .Q.f Beatrice he says, "Romantic 

love between the sexes is but one kind of romantic love, 

which is but a particular method of the affirmation of 

images." 1 In a similar manner, Mrs. Shideler points out, 

Wordsworth experienced a romantic impact in nature, Bacon 

sensed a passion for the universe, and St. Augustine felt 

it toward God. Such love causes the body to respond with 

a quickened pulse or respiration, not essentially the 

sexual centers, but the shock experience also works on the 

mind: "Indeed, reason has so high a significance for roman

t icism that when it is not included in love's excitements, 

what results will not be romanticism at all, but some 

variety of pseudo-romanticism: lust, extravagant fervor, 

1 (New York: Noonday Press, 1961), p. 63. 



or sentimentality." 1 In fact, it is the pseudo-romantic 

perversion of love that creates the story in The Greater 

Trumps. Henry's obsession for obtaining the Tarot cards 

leads to upheaval in all of nature when he invokes the 

storm to kill Nancy's father, but Nancy's willingness to 

sacrifice h e r life results in the calming of the storm. 

Furt hermore, Na ncy becomes an example of the normal out

worki ng of love in her self-sacrifice, in her obedience to 

t he wishes of the beloved, and in her vicarious suffering. 
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Williams looked upon this sacrifical pattern of giving 

and re ceiving in romantic love as a part of the process of 

e xchange, which, if it is mutual, is "not the abrogation of 

will but the exchange of wills." 2 The man-to-man relation

s hi p of exchange is an image of the God-man relationship 

operat i ng on a supernatural rather than a mere natural 

lev e l. I n e x changing the will of God for the will of man, 

a new power ensues which may be described as more super

nat u ral th an natural. The power is conferred in a divine 

pa t tern tha t God himself initiated in His plan of redemption. 

The supreme demonstration of this divine pattern is 

t he I ncarnation, the death on the Cross, and the Resur

re c ti on, all of which show that exchange can be both 

destruc t ive and creative. This pattern of life-in-death 

has i n i tiated a chain of substitution that extends through 

lsh i deler, The Theology tl Romantic Love, p. 33. 

2shideler, The Theology .Q.f Romantic Love, p . 74. 
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all mankind for reconciliation and redemption. When Christ 

substituted himself on the Cross to atone for the sins of 

man, he thereby removed enmity between God and man, and the 

Resurrection is the victorious proof that He has conquered 

death with life. This paradox, as Williams saw it, is 

exemplified in the teaching, "He that findeth his life 

shall lose it: 

shall find it. 111 

and he that loseth his life for my sake 

To mankind in general, though, the para-

dox is not only ambiguous but also foolish. Consequently, 

in the novel Williams portrays Love in the figure of the 

Fool, whose actions are neither seen nor understood by 

those outside of divine Love, which is bestowed as a super

natural gift only if one wants it. 

Although supernatural love may not be manifestly ap

parent in the natural world, its presence cannot be ignored 

in the realm of the spirit, for as Emily Dickinson writes, 

"the Soul selects." Man, however, may be confused in his 

selection because man does not altogether understand the 

operation of the supernatural since "Its ways are not our 

ways, and if there is any such thing as supernature, we are 

probably happier and assuredly safer if we leave it alone 

1 112 
But it does not leave us a one. Assuredly, 

Williams' characters do not escape inevitable encounters 

with the supernatural. 

lMatthew 10:39. 

2shideler, A Critical Essay, p. 13. 



27 

On the other hand, aware that natural man may not 

perceive the interpenetration of the natural and the super

natural, Williams is not dogmatic· about his interpretation 

of supernaturalism, but he does insist that two realms 

exist whether or not man perceives them. Furthermore, he 

assumes that the supernatural operates "by laws greater 

than, if not in opposition to, those which . [are] 

apparent in the visible world. 111 In other words, there is 

more to man's world than "meets the eye." Of Williams' 

philosophy Winship says, "The material universe is not the 

whole existence; there is certainly a Creator above the 

natural world; and above, below, and around it there may be 

other forces that have not submitted to laboratory observa-

ti on and measurement . In further evaluating Wil-

Iiams' theory of supernaturalism, Mrs. Shideler says: 

It i s not necessary to agree with Charles Williams on 
supernaturalism in order to comprehend or enjoy his work. 
I t is necessary to realize that he meant what he was saying 
when he proposed that what we call "this world" is not a 
closed system, but an open one. What it opens upon is a 
manner of living in which even time and space become sub
ordinate to loving and being loved, knowing and being 
known, so that by actions in time and space, we can tran
scend those limits.3 

1charles Williams, Witchcraft (Cleveland: 
1969), p. 14. 

World, 

2George P. Winship, Jr., "This Rough Magic: The Novels 
of Charles Williams," Yale Review, 40 (1950), 292. 

3A Critical Essay, p. 15. 



The Greater Trumps, then, is a novel that shows how every

day people transcend those limits, for it illustrates sum

marily Charles Williams' philosophy of supernaturalism . 

Each of the characters is an image of the frailty and con

fusion in mankind when subjected to forces beyond man's 

control. Furthermore, the law of exchange operates to 

produce spiritual changes in the characters as they react 

to supernatural experiences. Williams' affirmation of 
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imag e s is seen as the Tarot cards are mysteriously related 

t o a se t of golden images that engage in a continuous dance 

sym bolizing the unending search of man for meaning and pur

pose in life. Moreover, Williams saw in the Tarot cards a 

convenient archetype for expressing mysterious supernatural 

opera t ions in a natural world of reality. But Williams did 

no t rely on traditional interpretations alone to express 

the relationships between man and the universe and the 

problem of evil; he also called upon the Tarot cards as a 

vehicle to carry the tenor of supernaturalism; therefore, 

some consideration of the Tarot is essential in order to 

understand Williams' own interpretation as related to the 

t raditional esoteric purport of the cards. 

A recollection of Wi lliams' inclinations toward the 

su pe rna t ural and a look at the mystic background of the 

Ta r ot cards provide a corollary that explains why he chose 

the m as major symb ols in Th~ Greater Trumps . I n his youth 

Williams learned of the Tarot, as did Eliot and Yeats, 
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through the Order of the Golden Dawn. Although he never 

belonged to this occult society, he absorbed some of the 

underlying symbolic patterns of thought found in the Tarot. 

As Moakley explains, the basic theme behind these symbols 

is concerned with the act of recovery: "Man has suffered 

a great loss and his heart is plagued with a longing to 

recover the lost treasure. Somewhere, deeply buried, this 

treasure still exists. The problem is to find the way to 

it . . there is really no separation between man and the 

rest of the universe, or between man and God (Nature) . 111 

This idea suggested an exciting theme for a novel, and in 

The Greater Tr umps, Williams employed the twenty-two Trumps 

Major in the Tarot deck. According to Waite, "the Trumps 

Major belong to the divine philosophy, b~t all that follows 

[Trumps Minor] to fortune-telling, since it has never yet 

been translated into another language." 2 

It is a matter of speculation, however, whether Williams 

used Wa ite as a major source of information about the Tarot. 

In all likelihood he did not, for neither his symbolism nor 

his description of the figures on the cards coincides with 

Waite's interpretations. Waite's figures, moreover, do not 

correspond in every detail to the traditional figures of 

1Gertrude Moakley, "Introduction," 1.~ Pictorial~ 
to the Tarot by Arthur E. Waite (New Hyde Park, N. Y.: 
Universit y Books, 1966), pp . x-xi. 

2Arthur E. Waite, The Pictorial~ .1.Q. th~ Tarot (New 
Hyde Park, N. Y.: University Books, 1966), p. 167. 
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other sets, because the artist who drew them, Pamela Smith, 

was more enthusiastic about beauty and form than the true 

meanings behind the cards. 1 It is possible that Williams, 

like Eliot, used Eliphas Levi as a resource, since the oc

cult groups are said to have been influenced by Levi's ideas 

on the Tarot. On the other hand, it is just as feasible to 

propose that Williams relied on Gerard Encausse, a French 

physician who wrote under the name of Papus, for it is 

Papus who has written a detailed synthesis of what might be 

called "the theological apparatus of Tarotism" in The Tarot 

.Qi the Bohemians. Moreover, of the two Tarot packs that 

Papus recommends, the Tarot of the Marseilles and that of 

Oswald Wirth, the latter was drawn from the suggestions of 

Eliphas Levi, "who defined the principles on which it was 

b ased . Again, it must be admitted that the 

descriptions of the images in The Greater Trumps do not 

correspond in detail to Papus' models, but most critics 

believe that Williams was intentionally different. It 

should be noted, however, that each of Williams' cards bears 

a hieroglyphic symbol in the upper left corner that is not 

found in the Waite set. The two sets recommended by Papus 

both bear similar inscriptions at the bottom of the cards, 

thought to be based on the letters of the Hebrew alphabet 

1Moakley, "Introduction," The Pictorial K£.x. ..1.Q. .!l!.f. 
Tarot by Waite, p. xv. 

2Gertrude Moakley, "Introduction," The Tarot of the 
Bohemians by Papus (New York: Samuel Weiser, 1948), p. i. 
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and perhaps originally from Sanskrit or some other Oriental 

language. The very title of Papus' work, which suggests 

the gipsy background, is commensurate with Williams' use 

of the Tarot ima ges as a possession of an old gipsy family 

who are searching to re-unite them with the original cards 

in order to interpret the movement of the images. 

According to most theories, gipsies are thought to have 

brought the cards to Europe for divination, but where the 

Tarot actually originated is again a matter of speculation. 

A French archeologist, Court de Gebelin, traces them to an 

Egyptian background. Jessie L. Weston mentions support for 

e ither an Egyptian or a Chinese origin. 1 In either case, 

t he legend proposes that the cards were used for predicting 

t he rise and fall of the waters that brought fertility to 

t he land rather than for mere fortune-telling. Also favoring 

t he Egyptian theory of origin is William Lindsey Gresham, 

who suggests that the Tarot possibly developed under the 

influence of Neo-Platonism during the conflict with Chris-

t ianity in the fourth century in Alexandria. The Neo-

platonists emerging at this time believed the way to God was 

t hrough asceticism and self-purification. Subsequently, the 

soul, in a state of "ideal blessedness" without identity, 

could rise to be absorbed into the Supreme Being. Gresham 

says also that three states of being were necessary for 

1From Ritual .iQ Romance (Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday, 
19 5 7), pp. 78-79. 



32 

achieving this unity: (1) "the primeval Being," (2) the 

ideal world and the Soul, (3) the phenomenal world. The 

second level of discipline, that of meditation or contem

plation to unite the ideal world and the soul, leads us to 

believe that the Major Arcana, or Greater Trumps, may have 

been a facility for meditation; in this sense Williams uses 

them in the novel. Several hundred years later when the 

Byzantine church destroyed all images, Gresham theorizes 

that a monk may have "disguised the pagan treasure of the 

Tarot as a harmless toy--a deck of playing-cards," or pos

s ibly "illustrations for a lost book." 1 

In addition to these speculations, many historical 

de t ails of t he Tarot are available from the fourteenth cen

t u r y on, but these do not contribute to an understanding of 

the cards as they appear in The Greater Trumps. Pertinent 

to our study, though, is the view of Williams himself in 

t h e novel wherein he attributes to them supernatural powers . 

Th e ini t ial mention of their unusual background comes in 

t he first chapter when Lothair Coningsby explains a legacy 

fr om a wealthy friend. Much to Coningsby's disgust, the 

legacy is nothing more than a collection of old playing-

ca rd s . "Duncannon used to tell me," explains Coningsby, 

'' t ha t t he Tarot cards were an invention of the fourteenth 

century, though supposed by some to be Egyptian" (p. 19). 

lwilliam Lindsay Gresham, 
b y Charles Williams (New York: 
196 9 ), p . ix . 

"Preface," The Greater Trumps 
Avon Books Bard Edition, 
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The new owner has no idea of the significance of the cards. 

Apart from this historical reference, another account is 

given by the gipsy-grandfather, Aaron Lee. Since his story 

is imaginative yet essential to Williams' mythical meaning 

for the deck, a look at it is appropriate before considering 

the traditional interpretations of the figures on the cards. 

Aaron Lee recalls nostalgically the legend of the Tarot as 

it had come to him through his family who possessed a set of 

golden images concocted centuries before by a seer having the 

mystical seventy-eight degrees of knowledge. 1 The golden 

images were accompanied by a set of figures painted on 

papyrus and arranged in mysterious sequence at the golden 

base of the images. All were enclosed in a round silver 

case "some six inches high, but marvelously huge in diam

eter." The gipsy-ancestors had carried them for centuries, 

for, as the legend went, at some time "one should arise who 

could understand the mystery of the cards and the images" 

( p. 153). Much to the horror of those who guarded the 

sacred silver case, however, on an evil night someone opened 

it, tore out the cards only, and absconded, probably hoping 

"to tell the fortunes of man and grow rich by his fellows' 

yearning to know what was to be" (p. 154). Consequently, 

since that time, the family had searched for the mysterious 

cards as well as for meaning in the uncanny movements of 
' 

lThis number corresponds to the total number of cards 
in the Tarot deck, both Major and Minor Arcana. 
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the golden images. Aaron himself had jealously hoped to be 

the prophet who would unlock the secrets of their meaning. 

Although the cards have now been used as a fortune

telling medium for almost six hundred years, Williams also 

sees them as "instruments of prophecy" through meditation, 

but he expands their function in a much wider sense. As 

Henry says, the Greater Trumps "are the truths--the facts-

call them what you will--principles of thought, actualities 

of corporate existence, Death and Love and certain Virtues 

and Meditation . ." (p. 98). Elsewhere Nancy says, "It's 

more than fortune-telling, isn't it? Why do the cards make 

earth?" (p. 94). As these lines indicate, the symbolism in 

the novel is Williams' own, and in order to understand the 

forces which the images represent we must look at the 

symbolic patterns associated with the Trumps
1 

1. The Juggler. A figure of a magician representing 

God, man, and the universe, or inventor, creator, and 

operator. It may have also symbolized Osiris in the three 

worlds. Williams' figure is tossing balls and wearing a 

tunic embroidered with three circles, the first having 

swords, staffs, cups, and coins, which are the four suits 

1The interpretations which follow are drawn from three 
sources: (1) William Lindsay Gresham in the "Preface" 
already cited, who says he draws mainly from_Wa~te;, 
(2) Papus The Tarot of the Bohemians; (3) W1ll1ams inter
pretation~ in the novel. An exhaustive study of the Tarot 
is too esoteric to be practical here. Moreover, only those 
images are discussed that are pertinent to the story. 
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in the Minor Arcana. The repetition of the number three may 

signify further the Trinity or the God-head. In the novel 

Henry explains the card as "the beginning of all things--a 

show, a dexterity of balance, a flight, and a falling. It's 

the only way he--whoever he was, could form the beginning 

a n d th e c on t i nu a t i on o f th e d a n c e i t s e 1 f " ( p • 9 8 ) . Wh e n 

Nancy asks if he is God, Henry answers, "Call it God if you 

like, but it's better to call it the Juggler and mean neither 

God nor no God" (p. 98). 

2. The Emperor, The Empress, The Hierophant, and The 

Hierophantic Woman. These are four separate cards, but 

Williams combines them as a reference in his presentation. 

The Emperor and The Empress are worldly power and mother of 

nature, the first seeking to dominate the second. The 

Hierophant and The Hierophantic Woman are truth found in 

dogma and ritual and the higher knowledge from within re

vealed by the Holy Spirit. In the novel the four are 

explained as the "double manifestation of a single fact, the 

body and soul of human existence . . the quadruple security 

of know 1 edge an ct process upon earth" (pp. 14 0- 41 ) . A 1 so, 

when Nancy sees the policeman as a likeness of the Emperor, 

he is a symbol of earthly authority. 

3. The Chariot. This card symbolizes the constant 

state of change of the universe and man's effort to control 

it with his will as the driver of the chariot controls the 

sphinxes. Nancy sees Henry as this image after their first 

experience with the Tarot. 
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4. The Lovers. The card represents human love in the 

physical relationship, or sex. Traditionally, it is the 

Juggler in another card, but the figures on Williams' card 

are entirely his own; however, he may have had a relation

ship to the Juggler in mind to show that sex is a powerful 

element in man's inner growth. In the novel the card is 

said to mean "the soul in its delighted society of terres-

trial love" (p. 141). It embodies the principle of exchange, 

and Nancy and Henry represent the figures on the card. 

5. The Hermit. The Hebrew letter on this card sig

nifies "roof" or "protection." The old figure will safely 

unite wisdom with achievement through contemplation, but he 

detaches himself to do it. In the novel the card signifies 

"the soul in its delighted solitude of contemplation," as 

contrasted to the soul in exchange in the Lovers. Aaron 

Lee is registered as the Hermit. 

6. The Wheel .Q.f Fortune. This card signifies the 

unending process of cyclical nature, or eternity. A supreme 

Providence commands the unending processes of the cosmos, 

but what it meets out to man is contingent on his beliefs. 

7. The Hanged Man. The figure is an indication of a 

reversal in one's way of life. It comes only by self

sacrifice. It may involve punishment or violent death. The 

image on the traditional cards is a reversal of the Juggler. 

In t he novel when Coningsby first sees Henry after the 

s torm, he sees also the image of the Hanged Man, signifying 

t hat a change has come upon Henry. 
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8. Death. Traditionally, the card bears the Hebrew 

letter for woman, signifying birth, fertility, or creation. 

The two ideas--death and birth--are paradoxically insepar-

able. Death always follows life. Creation is the counter-

part of destruction. The figure moves when Henry is telling 

Nancy's fortune. Williams' figure corresponds in no way with 

Waite's but is a naked figure with a sickle similar to 

Papus' versions. 

9 . Th~ Devil. The image is a figure of destruction 

symbolizing the False Spirit as compared with the Holy 

Spirit. It is also comparable to the Juggler, but the posi-

tion of the hands is reversed indicating deception. Man is 

chained to the False Spirit by self-love and self-deception . 

In the novel, the Devil "is the unreasonable hate and malice 

which moves in us" (p. 98). 

10. The Falling Tower. This card represents the mate-

rial crumbling of all that is perverse and false. In the 

novel it is often associated with the Tower of Babel which 

was significantly destroyed because it was erected in false 

pride and self-glory. 

11. The Sun. The sun is not a reflected light, as is 

the Moon but is the direct light of all creativity. It 
' 

symbolizes awakening of the spirit as well as the physical 

life. Williams' description of this card corresponds with 

the representation in Papus. 

12. The Fool. This is the most mysterious card in the 

deck. It is the figure of a clown nearing a precipice and 



being attacked on the leg by an animal, but he is aware of 

neither danger. A verse from Eliphas Levi is associated 

with the picture on the card: 

Sorrow lessens in work, in fulfilling a task; 
Woe to the sluggard who sleeps on his way; 
Like a dog at his heels pain clings to him fast, 
If he leave for tomorrow the work of to-day.I 
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But certainly the moral meaning is more than the mere "pain" 

of procrastination. It is that all the universe functions 

relatively in the process of exchange. If the chain is 

broken by one who fails in his responsibility, then co-

inherence becomes incoherence. The Fool as related to the 

golden images in the novel is a paradoxical figure . Only 

Sybil can see him move at the beginning of the story. To 

the other characters he is a static figure having no inter-

course with the other images. That Sybil is the only char-

act e r to have achieved serenity because she is love-possessed 

i s the key t o its symbolism. The others do not see because 

they are outside the process which is contingent on love: 

" • it is made clear that no amount of knowledge, occult 

or o t herwise, leads to an understanding of the Fool, that 

the way to love is by love, that the way to the Fool is 

through the foolishness of Love."
2 

1 Papus, footnote p. 185. 

2Peckham, p. 111. 
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With the use of the Tarot in The Greater Trumps, it 

must be remembered that the overall archetypal image is 

Williams' own legend, and the interpretation of it does not 

correspond in detail with any traditional system of theol-

ogy. The supernatural movement of the golden images rep-

resents the workings of the cosmos in a state of continual 

flux, as Henry explains, "All things are held together by 

correspondence, image with image, movement with movement" 

(p. 44). On the other hand, the pictures on the cards are 

the keys to the meaning of the movement or "dance" of the 

golden images. Furthermore, the cards and the images must 

be brought together in order to discover supernaturally the 

meaning and purpose of life in the cosmos for which all men 

search. In addition, the revelation is complete only when 

love consumes the seeker, for only then is he able to see 

the movement of the Fool who represents the coordination 

of the process of exchange and who is himself love. Williams 

placed each character in an individual relationship to the 

Tarots. Consequently, an analysis of the characters shows 

that the working out of their destinies is conditioned upon 

their responses to the supernatural conditions which the 

novelist manipulates through the Greater Trumps. 



CHAPTER III 

SUPERNATURALISM IN THE NOVEL 

In The Greater Trumps an interpretation of supernat

uralism issues primarily from an analysis of the characters; 

moreover, Williams' characters are more significant for 

their responses to the supernatural struggle with the Tarots 

t han for what they are as individual personalities. Although 

th e gipsy family is indeed eccentric as compared to the 

Coningsbys, few of the characters are strong, realistic 

persons. Rather than as physical beings, they achieve sig

ni f icance in spiritual-becoming. As contenders with evil 

t h e y struggle toward heaven or hell through supernatural 

encounters which they themselves do not fully comprehend at 

the t ime. Except for Sybil, each character epitomizes a 

diff e r e n t form of the perverted existence one endures with-

ou t love at the center. Consequently, each character be-

comes a symbol of love, or evil, or madness, or intellectual 

a gnosticism, and Williams endeavors to make each character 

become a living "Fool," his archetype for ideal love. To 

accomplish this aim, Williams conceives the plot in such a 

manner that it can be comprehended only if the reader knows 

t ha t "spiritual action may be exerted by one through another 

i n an endl e ss process of exchange," a process that renovates 
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one's whole nature. 1 Moreover, the renovation is a super

natural operation in all the characters, and it is especially 

notable in Nancy, Henry, Lothair, and Joanna. 

I 

The first evidence of this supernatural process appears 

in Nancy's episode of romantic love, which, as we have already 

mentioned, was to Williams an image for dynamic spiritual 

discovery. Nancy's experience occurs in conjunction with 

the Tarot as she and Henry test mystical powers through medi-

tation on three separate occasions. The primordial images 

invoked in Nancy's imagination are supernatural preparations 

designed to bring to her a sense of self-perspective in rela

t ion to her immediate world which is so bound up in Henry. 

As together they hold the cards in their hands and meditate, 

there follows a very discreet, romantic experience that not 

only foreshadows the glory of conjugal ecstacy but also marks 

the beginning of the redemptive process in Nancy. That it is 

a sacred spiritual experience is hinted in the thoughts of 

Sybil: "Anyone who didn't realize the necessary connection 

between love and sanctity left her [Sybil] incapable of 

explanation" (p. 41). That it is a physical experience as 

well is noticed in the description of the lovers immediately 

prior to the initial experiment: "She [Nancy] sat now coiled 

in front of the dining-room fire, playing gently with her 

1 Beaumont, p. 72. 
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lover's fingers, at once stirred and soothed by the con-

tact . ." (p. 42). A bit later, returning with the cards, 

"she came across the room to him with something in her of 

preparation, as if clear and splendid, she came to her 

bridal" (p. 43). Then she begs Henry for a fuller explana-

tion of the mysterious cards, to which he replies that he can 

show her their power only if she is willing to experiment with 

him privately. Out of curiosity and devotion Nancy is both 

willing and eager to join her lover for whatever action he 

requires. 

I n the experience which follows Williams gives symbolic 

men t ion of the lovers' hands; in fact, throughout the novel 

he mentions "hands" more than two hundred times, usually as 

symbols of intended corporeal action. In this particular 

episode, he mentions hands no less than eighteen times. As 

Henry waits for Nancy to bring the cards he thinks of "the 

hand that made slight unpurposed movements by his side" 

(p. 43). When Nancy approaches him, "He took the cards from 

her, and then, laying his hand on her shoulder, lightly 

compelled her towards the large table in the middle of the 

room" (p. 43 ) . After a brief explanation, he continues: 

"Now," he said, smiling at her, "shall we see what 
your hands and mine can do?" 

"Tell me," she answered. 
He gave the fourteen cards to her, and, standing 

close by her, he made her hold them in both hands and laid 
his own over hers (p. 45). 
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Together, the couple place their hands on the suit of 

deniers, symbolic of earth, and as Henry speaks softly they 

both mediate on the stuff of earth, "garden-mould, the stuff 

of the fields, and the dry dust of the roads: the earth 

your flowers grow in, the earth to which our bodies are 

given . " (pp. 45-46). 

Gradually a multitude of strange images begin forming 

in Nancy's mind. Not only does she think of earth, and 

dust, and rich loam, but also of ". . the worms that 

crawled in it and the roots of the flowers thrusting down 

. Great tree-roots going deep into it--along the roots 

her mind penetrated into it •. Graves--the bodies in 

them being made one with the earth about them, so that at 

last there was no difference. Earth to earth--she herself 

earth; body, shoulders, limbs, earth in her arms, in her 

hands" (p. 46). The worm, Jung's "libidinal figure," is 

. d . 1 also often associated with estruct1ve energy. Here it 

offers contrast to roots, the medium of sustenance to life. 

The complex symbolism is thus one of exchange in cosmologi

cal processes, life-in-death and death-in-life. 

In the meantime, the generative images continue to 

flood Nancy's imagination as she sees "springs, deep springs, 

cisterns and wells and rivers of water down in the earth 

" (p. 46). Of the four elements earth, air, fire, and 

1J. E. Cirlot, fl Dictionary .Q.f Symbols (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1962), p. 359. 
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water, the female or passive elements are water and earth 
' 

and water is also suggestive of child-birth or transition. 

As Nancy tries to bring herself back to the image of earth, 

she has a "sensation of unity with the stuff of her own 

foundation" (p. 55). But then comes an image of rock which 

is quickly replaced by the image of water: "There were 

rocks, b ut she was not a rock--not yet" (p. 47) . The rock 

denotes "solidarity or integrity," 1 that for which her soul 

i s unconsciously searching and has not achieved . On the 

ot he r hand, "something living, like an impatient rush of 

water, was bubbling up within her" (p. 47). The water sym

bolizes her giving birth to that integrity for which she 

u nconsciously longs, but which at this stage she feels is 

"an intrusion into the natural part of her being" (p. 47). 

Then we are brought back briefly to the natural world 

as a g a i n Henry whispers to her, and together their hands 

s h uffle t he cards. Presently, the experience lapses into 

s ome t hing mystical, for quite beyond their control a force 

i s moving the hands and the cards. Suddenly, the cards are 

g r i t t y; f all i ng from their hands to the table below is a 

pile of earth, "real black earth." With their hands joined 

a t op t he Tarot cards, Henry and Nancy have created earth as 

the y mi ght in the marital state, for what is the ultimate 

composi t ion of human procreation but a handful of dust? That 

t h e ex pe rience is both mystical and sensual is supported by 

1c i rlot, p. 262. 
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Jung's interpretation of joined hands as mystic marriage. 1 

Symbolically, the lovers' experiment with the creative power 

of the cards parallels a complete sexual experience, sub

stantiated by Nancy's corresponding behavior when she shows 

signs of exhaustion: "Faintness caught her, she swayed. 

Henry's arm round her took her to a chair" (p. 48). But 

as yet, Nancy does not grasp intellectually the meaning of 

the spiritual process within, although Henry assures her 

that this "is only the beginning." She fingers the earthy 

particles on the table, and Henry tries to explain the 

deeper principle of exchange. Nancy, however, is not ready 

for any such explanation and asks only to understand the 

affinity between the cards and the four elements, whereupon 

Henry mentions the use of "hands," again a generative symbol: 

"Earth, water, air, and fire . . when the hands of a man 

deal in a certain way with the cards, the living thing comes 

to exist" (p. 50). The passion between them, however, con-

tinues to glow with the renewal of the symbol of hands as 

in~truments of creation: 

H e c a u g h t h e r h a n d s i n h i s . " H a n d s , '.' h e ? r i e ~ , " h a n d s 
among them and all they mean. Feel 1t; give 1t to me; 
take it." 

Sh e b u r n e d b a c k i n a rd o r . " Wh a t w i 11 y o u d o ? " s h e 
asked, panting. 

He held her hands more tightly. "Who knows?" he 
answered, rising on the wings of his own terrific dream. 
"Create." (p. 51) 

1cirlot, p. 131. 



The significance of the experience as one of creation 

symbolizes the beginning of both a regenerative and a re~ 

demptive process in Nancy, who ultimately becomes an image 
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of Messias. 1 Williams has thus chosen a female to fulfill 

th e role of this archetype because mythically the inherent 

func t ion of woman is that of giving birth to new life through 

a process of self-sacrifice within her own body . In conj unc-

t ion wi t h her life-giving function is the shedding of blood, 

and traditionally blood is a symbol of sacrifice. Likewise, 

as Christ shed blood to atone for man's sin, her shedding 

of b lood symbolizes atoning sacrifice to bring forth new 

l if e . Beaumont says: 

It c an now be seen how for Williams woman is especially a co
re d e mptress with Christ; her association with the sacrifice 
on Calva r y is, as it were, marked in her fles h . To many, no 
doub t , t h i s mystical interpretation of a physiological process 
will app e ar distasteful, but it must be borne in mind that for 
Williams e verything in this temporal world has a meaning in 
ter ms o f t he spiritual world; all phenomena are images of the 
re ali t y, so that "woman's travel (i.e. travail in the sense of 
the ph y sical onus she undergoes) holds in the natural image 
of t h e supernatural." 2 

La ter i n t he novel the symbol is further emphasized when 

Nan c y a ct ually bleeds from the wounds in her hands which 

Jo anna i n f lic t s in trying to release her lost Horus who she im-

agine s is concealed in Nancy's body. 

L'M e ss i as" is Williams' term for Messiah. 

2 s e aumont, p. 71. 
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Nancy, however, has only begun the process of grace that 

will condition her for self-sacrifice. The Tarot figures 

linger in her mind as a part of the supernatural operation 

on her spiritual nature. As Henry takes the family to his 

country estate for the Christmas celebration, the car becomes 

to her the Chariot of the Tarots, a symbol of change, and 

Henry as the driver is in the role of one who would perform 

the functions of God. The policeman she sees appears as the 

Emperor, and the nurse on the gate as the Empress, Williams' 

symbols of authority and suffering nature. But when she sees 

the Crucifix appearing as the Hanged Man, Nancy screams and 

startles herself back to reality, or has she been seeing 

reality? As archetypes designed to evoke primordial images 

that will bring Nancy into forthright self-perspective, the 

Hanged Man suggests fearful sacrifice. 

assumes it is a bad dream. 

At any rate, she 

But the nightmare, however frightening or misunderstood, 

does not discourage Nancy in her quest for meaningful expe-

rience with the Tarots. After the arrival at the Lee estate, 

another mystical experiment with the cards accentuates the 

process of personal enlightenment within her, although on 

the surface the experiment is purely one of divination to 

show to the family the relationship of the Tarot cards to the 

golden images. As others watch, Nancy alone holds the whole 

pack of cards in her hands and approaches the golden table 

with the moving images. Whereas Henry is eager to tell her 

f ortune according to the cards, Nancy is actually not 



concerned with knowing her future; she cooperates only to 

please Henry. Her utter subjection to Henry's will fore-

shadows her eventual acquiescence to divine will, and her 

voluntary commitment mirrors one of the fundamentals of 

salvation as Williams sees it. 
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Meanwhile, as the experience progresses, she envisions 

hallucinatory images signifying another phase of her immanent 

spiritual development. When the cards fall from her hands, 

she sees them as huge leaves "of some aboriginal tree, the 

sacred bod-hi tree under which our Lord Guatama achieved 

nirvana or that Northern dream of Igdrasil or the olives of 

Gethsemane" (p. 80). 1 Then she beholds three grotesque, 

dancing figures: the Queen of Chalices, Death, and Set of 

the Egyptians, all finally uniting around her in a golden 

mist and shrieking wind. But the meaning at the moment is 

not fully apparent. Yet, to Nancy, "Some knowledge struck 

to her heart; and her heart ached in answer, a dull pain un

like her glorious agony when it almost broke with the burden 

of love" (p. 81). Taken as a whole, the experience releases 

knowledge; whereas, the first experience releases love. The 

1Lord Guatama, or Buddha, is supposed to have received 
his ideas for his religion while sitting under the bod-hi 
tree or tree of wisdom. Nirvana is the ultimate state of 
"pas;ionless peace" that one achi~ves in Buddhism .. 

Igdrasil (Yggdrasil), a cos~1c tree from ~ord1c 
mythology, sends its roots down into hell and its branches 
toward heaven. 

Gethsemane is suggestive of the garden where Christ 
came to know the unavoidable necessity of the Cross as the 
way of redemption. 
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golden mist, a recurring emblem throughout the novel, here 

symbolizes divine intelligence or illumination· whereas the 
' ' 

wind signifies the continuing generative process. The ex-

perience demonstrates Williams' theory that salvation in

cludes more than the emotion of love; salvation embodies 

knowledge also. As John Donne says, "Knowledge cannot save 

us, but we cannot be saved without knowledge . " 

On the other hand, the spectators are totally unaware 

of Nancy's vision. They have seen only the cards falling to 

the floor "in a long twining line" from which Henry tells 

her fortune. It consists of several vague generalizations 

denoting no discernible correspondence to Nancy's ineffable 

vision of approaching wisdom. At the moment though, Nancy's 

knowledge is still imperfect, and the movement of the golden 

i mages puzzles her. 

s h e c a n u n d e-r s t a n d . 

She must have another encounter before 

Nancy's last extended experiment with the cards begins 

with Henry's explanation of the "dance," which is in essence 

the law of exchange: " imagine that everything which 

exists takes part in the movement of a great dance--every

thing, the electrons, all growing and decaying things, men 

and beasts, trees and stones, everything that changes, and 

That change--there is nothing anywhere that does not change. 

th at's what we know of the immortal dance; the law in the 

nature of things--that's the measure of the dance. " 

(p. 94) The confrontation that follows embodies again 
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romantic love as a means of revelation. Henry perceives 

something of their dual role in understanding the dance when 

he says, "Do you understand, Nancy? Do you understand that 

sometimes where one can hardly go, two may? Think of that; 

and think what might be seen and done within the dance if 

so much can be seen without" (p. 96). 

Meanwhile, after opening an east window in the room 

which has three other exposures, he spreads the cards 

adjacent to the images in an esoteric arrangement on a 

ledge bearing "faint markings . some sort of map of the 

world . " Henry is indeed preparing for some sort of cosmo-

logical manifestation, if such is possible . Clasped in 

Henry's arms, Nancy meditates as he whispers directions, and 

the supernatural vision that follows is the universe in 

chaos spanning all space and time, "the fortunes of nations." 

First appears the golden mist, again signifying a state of 

enlightenment: "She had not passed through the mist, but 

she was looking beyond it, and as within it her own fortune 

had been revealed so now some greater thing came into con

junction with the images . . For within the darkness a 

f a r vision was forming" (pp. 100-101). Nancy is seeing the 

beginning of the cosmos, the original Creation . Rather than 

creating earth herself, the whole "earth was stretched before 

her, and the myriad inhabitants of that great part of the 

e arth" (p. 101). But Nancy is still in the natural world: 

"Fast in Henry's arm, as if leaning forward from a height, 
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she stretched to see; and something of man's activities she 

did indeed discern" (p. 101). As she envisions world dis-

order--"armies, earthquakes, a burning city"--Death invades, 

as well as the Pope of the Tarot, indicating man's effort 

to b ring spiritual order into the world through ecclesiasti

cal ritual. 

Then, the lovers themselves appear in the dance, 1 an 

experience which is both sensual and prophetic: "She f e 1 t, 

being strangely, and yet not strangely, conscious of his 

close neighborhood, Henry draws himself together as if to 

move. She felt him move--and between those two sensations 

she saw, or she thought she saw, a complete movement in the 

dance. Right up to the hitherward edge of the darkness the 

two lovers came . ." (p. 102) · As the mystical drama 

now unfolds, it portrays the souls of human existe nce for 

all times separating themselves from each other in human 

vicissitudes, plagued with hate, malice, and the threat of 

destruc ti on, all eventually crumbling in pride as symbolized 

by the falling tower. But the picture is then one of self-

sacrifice through love as the Fool, the image of Love, re

unites the images of the lovers. 

From this excitement Nancy emerges confused since what 

she has seen is not in coherent perspective. Later, on 

Christmas morning, when Nancy attends church with her father 

lwilliams does not capitalize "lovers," signifying that 
these images are symbolic of Nancy and Henry :ather than the 
Tar ot card of the Lovers, which bears three figures. 
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and her aunt, the mystical images flood her memory. Every 

work in the ritual seems to invoke correspondence and mean

ing as the images float through her soul. Suddenly she is 

arrested by the words from the Athanasian Creed: "God and 

man is one Christ . . One, not by conversion of the God-

head into flesh, but by taking of the manhood into God . 

by unity, by unity . by unity of person . " 

(pp. 109-110) Up to now the Creed had been but an empty 

"d espise d formulary," but the ritual pierced her intellect 

with a strange reverence: "Something beyond understanding 

but not be yond achievement showed itself" (p. 110). Nancy 

is in the throes of an interior crisis as she senses dis-

unity within. The "two modes of being alternating within 

her " are the struggle between the human will and the divine 

will, and when the two unite in love, her perspective toward 

self and toward others is revolutionized. She senses that 

"Ev erythi ng was different from what it had so lately seemed; 

even the two who sat beside her" (p. 110). She is no longer 

a smug little creature but a soul in need of purification, 

and her father "seemed no more the absurd, slightly despic

able, affected and pompous and irritating elderly man whom 

she had known. the sin lay in her heart whenever the 

heart set itself against any other. He might be funny some

ti mes but she herself was very funny sometimes" (p. 11 1 ) . 
' 
Thus, her passionate experience with Henry and the cards 

has been the starting point toward the way of affirmation . 



Now the images and the ritual have drawn her to God· she 
' 

sees the images for what they are, a means to an end: "Not 

by the conversion of the Godhead into flesh, but by the 

taking of Manhood into God" (p. 110). Like Dante and 

Beatrice, the lovers are a beneficent complement to each 

other in the design of redemption, but Henry has not made 
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the divine discovery in his soul. Unlike Nancy, he has yet 

to find th at the end of romantic love is to be the mystical 

awakening of soul to soul, "to be ultimately surrendered to 

the Supreme Love whether in the flesh it yields to a mortal 

lover or not. ,,1 But the young barrister, Henry Lee, must 

learn to crucify a selfish obsession before he can know 

this awakening. 

II 

As a candidate for redemption, Henry appears from the 

beginning as a sinister influence. He dreams of creating, 

of having all knowledge, and of manipulating the universe, 

just as the Juggler tosses the balls in the Tarot. He is 

the man who would try to be God; consequently, his redemp

tion is delayed because he will not see his own insuffici

ency, which, however, does not go unnoticed by others. 

To Nancy's father, Henry is a rash young barrister to be 

watched suspiciously because of his gipsy background. Even 

his appearance betrays him: "He was fairly tall and dark

haired and dark-skinned, and his eyes were bright and 

1cavaliero, p. 23. 



darting; and his soft collar looked almost like a handker

chief coiled around his throat, only straighter, and his 

long fingers with quick secret movements--'Hen-roosts', Mr . 

Conings b y t hought, as he had thought before" (p . 11). 

Furthermore, t he discovery of the Tarots and the ini

t ial experiments with them bring out Henry's selfish, 

despotic character, for when he realizes the potential of 

crea t ing and controlling a universe, he determines to pos

s e ss t he cards, even if he must murder Nancy's father to 

get the m. At first he moves slowly, hoping to achieve his 
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g oal th r ough a legitimate scheme; however, when Lothair 

re fus e s to part with the cards, Henry and Aaron conspire to 

re leas e upo n Lo t hair t he power of wind and water bound in 

t h e cups and sceptres of the Tarot. The plan is treachero u s; 

it is per f idious. But Henry's depraved character is willin g 

t o ex per im e n t and to exploit in behalf of his own perverted 

ambit ion . 

On Ch r is t mas day when the family gathers for lunch, a 

s e n se of foreboding prevails . Henry, guilty with intent, 

has l itt le t o say. Nancy senses it as she looks at Henry's 

hands, " h is spiritual instruments of intention": "She saw 

hi m, on ce , s t a r ing at his own hands, and she looked at them 

t oo, wit hout joy, as if they were two strange instruments 

working at a little-understood experiment. The dark skin, 

t h e long f ingers, the narrow wrists--the hands that had 

s tr uc k and car e ssed hers . . and their inhumanity crept 
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deeper into the chill of her being" (p. 113). A little 

later, at the mention of death, "Henry's hands jerked on 

the cloth, like some reptile just crawled up from below the 

table" (p. 113). When Aaron speaks, the reptile image re-

appears to Nancy as if to symbolize the principle of evil 

or destruction that broods in the minds of both gipsies. 

The imminent out - working of Henry's obsession is hinted 

when he asks casually, "Is it foolish to give oneself to a 

purpose and die if it perishes?" (p. 114). Of course, the 

others do not comprehend the implications of his question, 

but immediately after Lothair departs for his afternoon 

walk, Henry creates the storm by beating the cards, a 

proc ess which is supposedly the supernatural formula for 

creating wind and water. We are not told exactly which 

cards; however, when they plotted the storm, Aaron had sug

ge sted that Coningsby probably could not survive "the twos 

and threes and fours of the sceptres and cups" (p. 88). 

When Nancy discovers Henry in the swirling snowstorm, she 

accidentally knocks the cards from his hands; whereupon the 

treacherous conspiracy is forever thwarted, and Henry mus t 

confess his failure to Nancy and to himself; moreover, the 

storm is now out-of-hand as "Natural and supernatural riot 

ruled everywhere" (p. 122). The scene is symbolic of the 

chaos that prevails in human destiny, even in the natural 

order, when man tries to play God. In this experience Henry 

begin s to know for the first time that he is a personal 

f ailure that he is inadequate for the ambitions he has 
' 
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proposed, and that a power beyond himself is now in control. 

Because the first step in his redemption has reduced his 

spirit to humiliation and despair, he realizes that he might 

as well admit his malicious intentions to those whom he 

would have hurt. 

Not until he returns to Aaron's workroom with Nancy, 

however, do we get another inkling of the turmoil within 

his soul. She has persuaded him to make one more effort to 

stop the storm, and together they clasp the few cards that 

are left and enter the room with the images. Unlike the 

other experiments that Henry directed, he now abdicates any 

sense of personal authority over the procedure and prays: 

"And God help us now--if there be a God--for I do not know 

what we can do or say if we come knowingly into the measure 

of the dance" (p. 162). 

Earlier Henry had tried to explain the meaning of the 

dance to Nancy. He had told her that the cards "are the 

visible channel between the dance and you," and "that every

thing which exists takes part in the movement of a great 

dance" (p. 94). Williams conceives of all the processes of 

the universe moving in rhythmic sequence; it is the living 

and the dying of men and matter according to the principle 

of exchange. Moreover, Man understands but little of the 

meaning of it; yet he must not weary in mortal search: 

Our happiest science guesses at the steps of~ little of it. 
It 's always perfect because it can't be anyth1ng_else. ~t 
knows nothing of joy or grief; it's movement, quick as light, 
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slow ~s,the crumbling of a ston~ tomb in_the jungle. If you 
cry, 1t s because the measure will have 1t so· if you laugh 
. ' b ' ' 1! s ecause some gayer step demands it, not because you 
will. If you ache, the dance strains you; if you are 
healthy, the dance carries you. Medicine is the dance: 
law, _religion, music, and poetry--all these are ways of 
telling ourselves the smallest motion that we've known for 
a n in stant before it utterly disappears in the unrepeatable 
process of that (p. 95). 

Henry fe ars to give himself to the dance because it is 

ordere d by supernatural power, a force beyond his control . 

He is no w an image of the rebellious will t hat craves wisdom 

and power but refuses to look beyond itself for resources 

found only in God. 

At thi s point Henry is not only weary but fearful of 

the search, because the intervention of supernatural forces 

has shattere d his proud self-confidence . He senses ironi-

cally th a t he controls neither the cards nor Nancy, whom he 

had sought t o exploit for his selfish designs: 

He had meant to go victoriously, governing the four elemental 
powers, governing the twin but obedient hear t and mind that 
should beat and work in time with his, lover and friend but 
servan t also and instrument. By her devotion to his will he 
had hoped t o discover the secret of domination, and of more-
of the house of life where conquerors, heroes, and messiahs 
were sent ou t to bear among men the signs of their g reat 
parentage. And now he was drawn after her. It was she 
who went first, not by his will but by her own--nor could he 
then guess how much, to Nancy's own heart, her purpose and 
courage seemed to derive from him (p. 163). 

In gi vin g herself to him and for him, Nancy has found the 

strength th at i ssues from the divine law of su b stitution 

because the soul is revived in sacrifice and vicarious suf-

fering, but Henry has experienced neither. He is still 
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bound in selfishness. Not until he is separated from Nancy 

and becomes aware of her threatened well being at the hand 

of Joanna does he find release from his own egocentric 

obsession as "he filled his mind now with desire for her 

salvation." 

When Henry and Nancy attempt to still the storm with 

the remaining Tarot cards, they are suddenly enveloped "in 

that terrible golden cloud." Moreover, Henry finds himself 

both physically and spiritually helpless, and he cannot see 

Nancy. His feet are held and "fixed by what felt like a 

hand." In the moments that follow, a supernatural power 

draws Henry into an experience of self-realization, and for 

the first time in his adult life he sees himself as he 

real ly is, "a fool of the Tarots" (p. 166). Eden Gray's 

interpret ation of the Fool ·sheds some light on the meanin g 

he re : "The Fool is about to enter the supreme adventure--

that of passing through the gates of experience to reach 

Divine Wisdom. He is the cosmic Life-Breath, a b out to 

descend into the abyss of manifestation."
1 But until a man 

exhausts his own resources, he seldom finds himself open to 

higher powers. Henry now finds that he "could no longer 

strive to free himself, for the very idea of freedom was 

passing from him" (p. 167). He sees some of the figures of 

the Greater Trumps appearing and disappearing in the mist 

lThe -Tarot Revealed (New York: 
19 6 0), p. 150. 

New American Library, 
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a b out him. Gray proposes that one "must pass through the 

experiences suggested in the remaining twenty-one cards" of 

the Greater Trumps to "the climax of cosmic consciousness 

or Divine wisdom" as suggested in the unnumbered card of 

The Fool. 1 Henry does see some of the other images, but 

most of all he is aware of "the great Tower" that becomes 

an image of himself and his ambitions: "He was setting up 

a gigantic image of himself for heaven and earth to adore . 

He was strong and great enough to do what no man had done 

before, and to stand on the top of some high place which 

would be stable among the circling lights of the celestial 

world" (p. 168). As his vision continues, however, the 

t ower sways, totters, and falls apart as a symbol of his 

crumbling pride . Clearer than ever he now sees the futility 

and the vanity of earthly exploits inspired by nothing 

loftier than human pride and self-glory. Reduced to utter 

poverty within, he hears only one chorus that speaks to his 

e mpty soul: "Remember I wanted to love" were the last words 

Nancy spoke to him. He remembered that "This alone of all 

his past was urgent; this alone had meaning in the void 

t o which his purpose crashed" (p . 169) . Only when he 

struggles to answer the urgency of these words "to love" do 

t he hands o f supernatural powers that hold his a nkles re

lease their gr asp, and he finds himself free to act on her 

behalf. 

1 Gray, p. 15 0 . 
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At first, the revolution in Henry's soul is more evi

dent to others than to himself . That a supernatural trans

formation has occurred is substantiated when Lothair 
' 

searching for Nancy, inquires of Henry as to her where

a b outs. Strangely, however, Lothair now sees Henry as a 

man upsid e down: ., He n r y w a s , i n t h e r i d i c u 1 o u s re f 1 e c t i o n s 

o f t h e mi st, hanging in the void, his head downwards; his 

h ands out of sight behind him somewhere, his leg--one leg-

drawn up across the other--it was the other he was hanging 

by" (p. 209). The figure described is that of the Hanged 

Man i n the Greater Trumps, a figure that is really the 

J ugg l e r in reverse, and the symbolism is that of reversal 

or t ransforma t ion. Henry had formerly wanted to be the 

J ugg l er and control the universe, but now stripped of this 

presump t uous obsession, he inspires a different image in 

Lo t ha ir 's recognition . Henry has confessed his evil attempt 

t o destr oy Lothair, and now both of them show signs of 

re ver s e d attitudes. 

I II 

Af ter Henry's transforming experience, the redemption 

o f Lo th a i r Co ni ng sby begins when he offers himself t o rescue 

Na nc y f rom J oanna's vicious attack, which is brought on 

bec ause she thinks Nancy is hiding her lost child. Hereto

f ore, t he fifty-eight-year-old warden in lunacy, who is a 

sy mb o l of t he rational order of mankind, is cast as the 
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intellectual agnostic who, by his insistence on living life 

as a mere set of boring conventions, is the epitome of life 

in the shallows of material experience. He is aware of his 

mundane existence but unaware that life should be anything 

else. Now, in the mystical experience with Henry just prior 

t o his rescue of Nancy, he realizes his need of power beyond 

himself. The fear that her life may be threatened, even 

as his own had been in Henry's storm, drives him to see his 

own inadequacy, and "for the first time since his childhood 

he prayed . . prayed that he might keep his mind steady 

and do for the best whatever he had to do" (p. 209). In 

the ensuing moments of his encounter with Joanna he dis

covers within himself supernatural power hitherto unknown 

to him. Moved for the first time in his life "by those 

t wo great virtues, strength and justice, he commanded her 

[Joanna], and for a moment she flinched" (p. 213), where

upon Nancy twists herself free and realizes that he is a 

"servant of love . . a companion upon the way" (p. 213). 

But his intervention in behalf of Nancy brings him no 

charity toward Joanna, for he is only a "child" of love 

just beginning the experience of grace. 

IV 

The attack from which Lothair rescues Nancy occurs 

when Joanna discovers Nancy in the presence of the golden 

images and imagines the young heroine to be harboring the 
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secret of her lost Horus. Joanna, Aaron Lee's sister, is 

the most mysterious character in the novel. Calling herself 

"Isis the Wanderer," she is described as "very old shriveled 
' ' 

and brown . " She imagines herself to be a goddess and is 

obviously mad, having been so ever since the loss of her 

infant child. Stephen, a tall, rough-hewn boy whom she calls 

her adopted son, accompanies her in her mad search for Horus, 

the lost son . Later we are t o ld that she and Aaron have 

be en hos t ile since their father's death when possession of 

t h e golden images precipitated a misunderstanding between 

the m. Aaron recalls that "Her madness drove her wide, his 

f ol l y kept him still; and when she came to him he forbade 

he r e ven a sight of the sacred thing. So through the years 

thei r anger gr e w between them. ." (p. 155). 

J oanna first appears kneeling in the middle of the road 

wi t h St ephen when Henry takes the Conings b y family to the 

Lee es ta t e for Christmas . She bab b les incoherently and 

r ef us e s to move as Henry in his embarrassment attempts to 

pla c a t e her. Only Sybil is able to communicate with Joanna, 

but t h e conv e rsation is mysterious and provocative . What is 

J oa nna say i ng anyhow? Why are the others bewildered but not 

Sy bi l? And what is Sybil's meaning when she says "let us 

loo k f o r the un i ty together"? 

Al t hough critics offer several interpretations for 

J oann a's character, the most likely is that she symbolizes 

t h e madn e ss in mankind wrought by sin when it fragmented the 
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human intellect from its original purpose, that of creativity 

t hrough love. Isis had been separated from her child, her 

creation, as well as from Osiris, the procreator, who was 

slain by his wicked brother Set. In her frustrated love, 

Joanna adopts a pseudo-creation, a feebleminded boy, to 

replace the child of love whom she lost. She desires to 

find her lost son and be worshipped as a goddess, even as 

the imperfect intellect would claim the supreme devotion of 

mankind. Only Sybil, the essence of Love, can cope with 

Joanna, the essence of madness, but Sybil refuses to compro-

mise her loyalties: "'Worship me then, worship me!' the 

insane thing cried out. 'Worship the Divine Isis!' 'Ah, 

but I've sworn only to worship the god,' Sybil answered 

gent ly" (p. 62). The supernatural implications of Joanna's 

character appear again after Sybil brings her from the 

storm t o the Lee residence. Lothair discovers her and 

Stephen being led by a kitten to the room wherein the 

g o l den i mages are dancing. 

Subsequently, as Joanna enters the inner room, the 

mys teri ous golden cloud surrounding the images suddenly 

billows and ob scures her presence. As a symbol of a divine 

manifestation of love, indicating a state of change, the 

golden mist signifies the operation of supernatural forces 

intervening in the affairs of men through love. Earlier 

it appears in the snowstorm when Sybil rescues Lothair, and 

it appea rs so thickly between Henry and Nancy that they are 
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separated and lost from each other when the two make a final 

attempt to control the storm with the Tarots and the figures. 

But in the present situation with Joanna, Williams tells us 

that it was "drawn from its hiding-place among or in the 

dancing figures by the operation of the lovers," that Joanna 

"had entered through the breach which they had made in the 

constraining power that localized the images, or, to put it 

another way, she had been received into the vapour which 

they had loosed from the expanding dance" (pp . 196-197). 

After all are enveloped in the vapor, the scene grows more 

mysterious; hands appear in the cloud: "Everywhere those 

restless hands billowed forward; of all sizes, in all manner 

of movement, clasping, holding, striking, fighting, smooth-

i ng, climbing, thrusting out, drawing back . . everywhere 

hands" (p. 187). Again, Jung's theory of hands as a genera-

tive sym b ol applies here as Aaron gives us a clue to the 

meaning of the cloud when he begins to comprehend the 

"composition of the mist and shrieks, 'It's alive! i t ' s 

t he living cloud!' . The cloud of the beginning of things 

was upon him" (p. 188).
1 

Soon the supernatural intervention in this mystic con-

frontation reaches climactic proportions. Nancy stills the 

storm by giving herself sacrifically to the elements of 

lcirlot says that the fiery mist "is that stage of 
cos mic life which follows upon the state of chaos and cor
responds to the three elements which existed prior to the 
so lid Element--earth" (p. 202) . 



nature. But to Joanna the sacrifice is incomplete. She 

seizes Nancy in the wild belief that the girl has within 

her body Joanna's lost off-spring, and the demented gipsy 

determines to release the babe by slashing Nancy's hand: 
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"The hand you took him with, the hand of power, the hand of 

magic--there, there, that's where we let him out" (p. 199). 

In this outburst it becomes evident that Joanna's search is 

really for love, and even in her twisted mental state she 

recognizes the source of love in Nancy, who has become the 

sacrificial symbol of divine grace, or Messias. 

Meanwhile, the cat reappears, and the role of the cat, 

the same kitten that Sybil rescued in the storm, is somewhat 

mysterious. Earlier when the animal showed an affinity for 

Joanna, Sybil speculated that "perhaps the kitten is Ra," 

the ancient Egyptian god of the sun, but the symbolism seems 

unlikely in that the cat is not mythically linked to Ra. 

Later when Joanna attacks Nancy, the cat jumps to the altar 

of sacrifice, and Nancy is terrified to realize that "It had 

no hands, it had no spiritual instruments of intention" 

(p. 200). But the abstract nature of this statement still 

leaves doubt. A more probable meaning is that the cat cor

responds to the feline figure that appears on the card of 

the Fool. Joanna attests to this identity as she claws 

Nancy's hand to release her child and mutters, "I shall see 

him . in the first drop of blood, the blood the cats 

smell; that's why the cat brought me here, the cat that 
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lives in the storm, the tiger that runs by the Fool" (p. 199). 

The same recognition comes to Nancy as the cat stares at 

Joanna during the attack. Nancy knows that she has seen 

"something like that--a beast rearing against the Fool: in 

the midst of the images • . she had seen it . . It had 

no t then seemed to be attacking exactly; rather it had seemed 

as if po i sed in the very act of a secret measure . . The 

Fool and the tiger, the combined single mystery . " 

(pp. 200-201). Subsequently the cat leaves Joanna and 

"lingers placidly at Sy b il's feet, as if it were the living 

secret of uncontrolled power" (p . 226). The supernatural 

dynamic of love has brought even the beastly symbol of un

restr ained force into subjection, and once again, love 

conquers. 

But Joanna is yet to be placated, for she fails in her 

wild a tt ack on Nancy to find her child. The mad woman's 

search for love is mistakenly directed through passion 

rathe r th an self-sacrifice. When she seizes the suit of 

swords, she burns them, declaring, "I'm finding him, I'm 

findi ng him. I'll burn them first and then he'll come. 

He'll come in the fire: the fire is for Horus, Horus in 

t h e fire" (p . 215). Fire, a symbol of passion, consumes the 

suit of swords, a symbol of hatred, war, and transformation. 

Suddenly the chaos of the hallway is transformed to illumi

nation: "the faces of those who stood around were illumined 

f r 
O

m w i t h i n " ( p . 2 2 8 ) . Wh e n t h e 1 a s t o f t h e c a rd s t u r n s t o 
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ashes, Joanna collapses, and love miraculously overwhelms 

the forces of selfish passion burning within her. The 

destruction of the Tarots and the disappearance of the 

figures has at last eliminated the sources and resources 

that engendered the principle of Evil, and "The presentation 

of the dance was for ever done" (p. 230). Joanna, the last 

symbol of frustrated human love, has found love in Nancy, 

the figure of Messias: "'And is Nancy Messias?' 'Near 

enough,' Sybil answered." 

V 

If Nancy is a symbol of Messias, it is significant that 

her aunt, Sybil Coningsby, who brought her into Love, is a 

symbol of God. Although we are told little of Sybil's 
( 

physical appearance other than that she is sixtyish, tall, 

with a "wise mature face and dark ineffable eyes," much more 

is said of her spiritual nature. She is a reserved woman 

with deep religious insight, self-possession, and utter 

serenity. In contrast to her brother, Lothair Coningsby, 

"She enjoyed everything and he enjoyed nothing" (p. 38). 

Although each of the characters is symbolic of a spiritual 

type, Trowbridge points out that "the one who is most fully, 

most b elievably so, is Sybil, through whom we finally come 

to understand the nature of 'The Fool. "' 1 As a Beatrician 

image, she is the spiritual ideal of Love that enables one 

lc1inton w. Trowbridge, "The Twentieth Century British 
Supernatural Novel" (unpublished Dissertation, The Univer-
sity of Florida, 1958), p. 233. 
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to know the nature of God. But the ways of Love often 

appear to man as remote foolishness, and Williams purposely 

makes Sybil appear overly serene. The cynic who views the 

practice of spiritual love as weakness or naivete will mis

understand Sybil's almost inhuman composure that images God 

as Love incarnate. 

Even the characters in the novel do not understand her 

seren i ty. Henry says: 

"But you're very difficult to know, aren't you? You 
never seem to move. 111 

"Simeon Stylites? 112 she asked. "Do I crouch on a tall 
p i 1 1 a r i n t h e s k y ? Wh a t a n i n h um a n p i c t u re ! '' 

"I think you are a little inhuman," he said. "You're 
everything that's nice, of course, but you're terrifying 
as well. . You're strange, you're maiden, you're a 
mystery of self-possession." (p. 53) 

Her brother, Lothair, thinks she is "rather irresponsible" 

and has "a streak of wildness in her." Ralph, her teen-age 

nephew who realizes her forbearing nature, says that she 

"would find a torture chamber divinely lovely, so long as 

she was the one on the rack" (pp. 71-72). 

But Sybil entertains no such ambiguities of insight 

about herself or the Love that controls her, for the Love 

that possesses her is rooted in the intellect as well as the 

lThis remark suggests a comparison to the Fool who does 
not move among the golden images. 

2According to Dorothy Eagle in The Concise Oxfo:d . 
Dictionary .QJ_ English Literature ~London: Oxford ?n1vers1ty 
Press, 1970), p. 554, Simeon Stylites was an asce!1c who was 
supposed to have spent thirty years on top of a pillar near 
Antioch in A.O. 459. 
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spirit and is received only through commitment of body, soul, 

and mind. Th u s s h e a d m i t s , " Wh e n t h e w o rd L o v e h a d c om e t o 

mean for her the supreme greatness of man she could hardly 

remember: one incident and another had forced it on her 

mind . ." (p. 124). The revelation has come as a result 

of her mother's dying words, of her reading Dante, and even 

from a tract given her by some religions fanatic. Further-

more, this intellectual discovery of Love has not come with

out considerable spiritual struggle which results in "cruci-

fixion s . . where she herself hung and screamed and 

writhed" so that Love might become all when the soul is 

empty of self. Such a state has not been easily reached: 

That sovereign estate, the inalienable heritage of ma n , had 
bee n in her, as in all, falsely mortgaged to the intruding 
control of her own greedy desires. Even when the true law 
was discovered, when she knew that she had the right and 
the power to possess all things, on the one condition that 
she was herself possessed, even then her freedom to yield 
herself had been won by many conflicts. Days of pain and 
nights of prayer had passed while her lonely soul escaped; 
innocent joys as well as guilty hopes had been starved. 
(p. 124) 

Theref ore, Sybil's state of unity has come through struggle . 

Sybil has f ound that it is never easy to renounce self and 

the in na te pre-occupation with self, but she has wrestled 

as Jacob at Jabbok with unworthy spiritual powers in favor 

of supernatural possession. 

Nor are we to assume that the struggle ends when Love 

discovers and possesses her, for "She still forgot occasion

ally; her mortality still leapt rarely into action and 
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confused her and clouded the sublime operation of--of It" 

(p. 125). She has to fight to maintain her compassion and 

her composure when the kitten digs its claws into her arm. 

Furthermore, if the circumstances demand it, she allows her

self the catharsis of a rather profane, "Good God" (p. 129). 

Thus Williams reminds us that although she appears as a 

dainty, respectable Christian and a lovely ideal, she is 

still a human being whose grasp of Love comes not in her own 

effort but by a power beyond herself, a supernatural power. 

To receive this power, however, she merely wills it 

on faith, and the power flows in. When Sybil goes into the 

storm to rescue Lothair, she realizes full well her own 

inadequacies against the storm that symbolizes the vicis

situdes of all life; nevertheless, her purpose is clear for 

the moment and she surrenders herself to a benevolent force; 

then she proceeds undaunted against all the chaos of the 

disturbed elements. The details of the experience are 

symbolic of the Christian who "walks by faith." It is as 

if Williams is almost defining faith when he says: "Sybil 

Coningsby stepped out into the storm and tried to see before 

her. . As her body swayed and let itself move aside 

under the blast, she surrendered herself to the only certain 

thing that her life had discovered: she adored in this move-

ment also the extreme benevolence of Love. She sank before 

the wind, but not in impotence; rather as the devotee sinks 

before the outer manifestations of the God that he may be 
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made more wholly one with that which manifests" (p. 123). 

The application of this faith is seen as she assimilates 

both enduring physical strength and spiritual guidance for 

making intelligent decisions and for dealing with doubt and 

pain. Having given herself to the unconquerable dynamics 

of Love, the storm has no power over her and the challenge 

bec omes to her "a magnificent storm; she adored the power 

that was displayed in it" (p. 125). Moreover, when she 

reaches a division in the road and must decide which way to 

go, she views the decision matter-of-factly and confidently: 

"She had long ago discovered that Love expected you to do 

the best you could to solve such questions before leaving 

It to decide. The intellect had to be finely ready before 

It deigned to use it" (p. 126). The experience is Williams' 

remarkable image of the cond i tions for divine guidance. 

When she discovers a half-frozen kitten in the snow, 

her confidence is tested and momentarily she doubts her 

original purpose of finding Lothair. She rescues the kitten, 

a mere brute of nature that claws her in fright, but her 

compassion reigns: "the Power that governed her would be 

quite capa b le of dragging her out of the house to save a 

kitten from cold. She adored It again: perhaps the kitten 

belonged to some child in the village, and she was taking a 

four-mile walk in a snowstorm to make a child and a kitten 

happy" (p. 126). Consequently, Sybil is one who deals posi

tively with doubt as well as pain. Yet Sybil's compassion 
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is rewarded when the storm lifts momentarily at the parting 

of the roads, and she finds Lothair crouching by the hedge. 

Again she relies on supernatural wisdom, for in Lothair's 

half-frozen stupor she realizes that he must be roused and 

motivated to return to the Lee estate: "She stilled her-

self--either Love would lift him or Love would in some other 

way sufficiently and entirely resolve the crisis that held 

them" (p. 127). Then the divine insight comes as naturally 

as if someone skilled in psychiatry had spoken to her: she 

must provoke some sense of altruism in him; she must ask him 

to rescue her. And the moment of his awakening to the needs 

of another marks the beginning of both his physical and 

spiritual restoration, "Because he certainly thought he was 

helping her on, and he never grew irritable through all that 

task of salvation. ." (p. 129). But Sybil knows that 

supernatural power is working in his behalf, and the start in g 

point comes only when the intellectual agnostic, Lothair 

Coningsby, exhausts himself both physically and spiritually 

in the storm of selfish pursuit. Sybil knows that the forces 

about them are actually operating for good, not evil, when 

she says: "'I've got you.' The ambiguity of those words 

pleased her immensely, and she said them over again, more 

slowly, separating them, enjoying the exquisite irony of the 

universe which made them more subtle than at first she had 
' 

seen. For certainly she hadn't got him; something other 

than she was, as she had known it would, carrying and encour-

a gi ng them both" (p. 129). The experience concludes after 
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she and Lothair subsequently meet Ralph, Joanna, and Stephen 

and discover that presently they have reached the Lee house . 

But Sybil is aware that it has been more than a rescue from 

a snowstorm, and her grateful heart rejoices, "Not for 

salvation from death, but for the mere manifestation of its 

power , she adored the mystery of Love" (p . 132) . The joy 

and the serenity that accompany Sybil are the by-products 

of a life centered in the present: "being prepared for any-

thing at any moment, as those who have surrendered them

selves must naturally be, all amazement being concentrated 

in a single adoring amazement as the mere fact of Love, and 

leaving no startled surprises for the changes and new 

be auties that attend It . ." (p. 140). 

Nor could she be concerned about outcomes, as when she 

goes to search for Lothair: "Whether she was going to find 

him or not she couldn't tell, but it was apparently her 

business to look for him, or she wouldn't have felt so 

strongly the conviction that, of all those in the house, 

she alone was to go out and search" (p. 125). The operation 

of t he supernatural in Sybil's life means committing her 

will to a purpose beyond herself and letting the results 

rest with the power directing all things. 

But finding Lothair is not the conclusion of Sy b il's 

role in the novel. A true prophetess as her name suggests, 

she influences all the characters and guides them into 

reconc i liation as they discover the mystery of love. When 
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Nancy collapses in near hysteria over discovering Henry's 

plot to kill her father, Sybil is the guiding force that 

persuades Nancy to make reconciliation: "Go and live, go 

and love. Get farther, get farther--now, with Henry if you 

can. If not--listen, Nancy--if not, and if you loved him, 

then go and agonize to adore the truth of Love" (p. 143). 

Those last words, ''adore the truth in Love,'' are the words 

that Nancy must repeat often as she offers not only to for

give her lover but also to sacrifice herself in the experi

ence that eventually calms the storm but does not reconcile 

the hostilities that mount between other characters. And 

again in the last chapter Sybil's reconciling influence is 

seen in its all-inclusive effectiveness, even on the minor 

characters of the novel. Here she appears as the Sun of 

the Tarots. The significance of this image is two-fold: 

(1) traditionally the Sun of the Tarots symbolizes the 

awakening of spiritual life; and (2) to Williams the Sun 

also symbolizes reconciliation. Apparently Williams derived 

this latter view from the words of Joshua, "Sun, stand thou 

still upon Gibeon." 1 The words were spoken as Joshua 

brought reconciliation with the enemies of Israel. Un

doubtedly, Sybil embodies both of these ideas; she is an 

awakening force and a reconciling medium throughout the 

novel. In this last section, although the time is ten 

o'clock on Christmas night, the whole house is now illumined 

with a supernatural radiance as Sybil tries first to placate 

1 J oshua 10:12. 



Aaron Lee who has stumb led and injured his ankle. Bu t the 

pain of his injury is sym bolic of his spiritual agony for 

which Sybil intercedes: "Her mind went inwards into the 

consciousness of the Power which contained them both· she 
' 

loved it and adored it . . She interceded; she in him 
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and he in her; they grew acquainted; the republican element 

of all created things welled up in them both" (p. 219). 

Aaron then undergoes both physical and spiritual relief. As 

in the other characters' experiences of reclamation, Aaron's 

consciousness of himself as he really is progresses slowly, 

b ut that it has begu n is evident when he says, "I was a 

fool e ver to think I knew" (p. 220). 

In addition to Aaron, three other minor characters 

undergo reconciliation through Sybil's i nf luence. Amabel, 

a sullen household servant, responds to Sybilis commands with 

a new image of herself and a new sense of purpose, but not 

before she experiences as do the others a terrifying mysti

ca l vision of the Tarot images. In addition, Ralph and 

Stephen, who engaged in hand-to-hand combat during Joanna's 

attack on Nancy, find themselves "distracted from their 

mutual hostility" (p. 229). 

Sybil's role as a Beatrician figure, one who is destined 

to promote reconciliation between characters, reaches consum

mation when the cards are destroyed and man's superficial 

efforts to control the universe by human power have given 

way t o the power of love. ''The three great orders of grace 
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[Nancy] and intellect [Lothair] and corporeal strength 

[Ralph and Stephen], in those immature servants of their 

separate degrees, gathered round the place where Sybil 

kneeled by Joanna, and the search within and the search 

without were joined" (p. 229) . In this individualized pat

tern of salvation the novel achieves Williams' aim, which 

is much deeper than that of a mere work of romance. 



CONCLUSION 

As a novel The Greater Trumps is far more than a "super

natural thriller." The theme of salvation through supernat

ural power is demonstrated in the lives of characters who, 

even though they are not aware of it, are struggling between 

heaven and hell. The action culminates in a series of paral

lel separations which symbolize the disunity wrought by evil: 

the separation of the cards from the images, Joanna from her 

son, Henry from Nancy, and Lothair from his family. Even-

tually, all the major characters undergo a metamorphosis 

within from supernatural forces without, and in each individ

ual response is begun a unifying process of salvation commen

surate with the demands of singular personality. As restora

tion occurs within each soul, reconciliation is achieved not 

only between man and God but also between man and man. 

Even though the action of the novel seems to emphasize 

man's quest for salvation, it is precisely this terminology 

Williams wishes to avoid. To Williams, God is the super

natural aggressor in salvation, not man, and each of the 

characters is brought to redemption by forces quite beyond 

his own conscious designs. To be sure, each one searches 

for meaning and coherence in life and for escape from the 

frustrating forces that inevitably devastate a misguided 
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purpose, but Williams believed that the whole of Christian 

experience is of supernatural origin, not human conquest. 

God finds man and arranges for man to find Him. The inner

most longings of the soul may assume varying pursuits 

according to individual personality, but if these obses

sions are not submitted to supernatural control they lead 

unavoidably to cynicism, madness, or destructive boredom. 

To Williams, unending boredom means life without creativity, 

the horror of all evils for the Christian intellectual. 

Lothair Conings by , perhaps the most human of all the char

acters, aptly portrays this type of individual, although 

each character to some degree compares or contrasts to this 

ima ge of struggle within the mind. 

Williams recognizes that evil eventuates accordin g to 

personalized weakness in each character . In such forms as 

hate, or murder, or madness, or just ordinary selfishness, 

e vil is directed at destruction rather than creation . Fur

thermore , the root of it is man ' s choice to depend on himself 

and his material world rather than on a supernatural power 

that operates just as surely as natural forces. In Nancy, 

the perversion is an immature self-preoccupation that has 

gr own into hate; in He nry it is despotism that would have 

murdered; in J oa nn a it is frustration that has germinated 

into madness, and in Lothair it is a mere decent, intellec

tua l skepticism. On the other hand, the essence of serenity 



in Sybil is anchored in a love that creates an ideal for 

which the other characters aim. 

But love and evil and salvation are abstract, and 

Williams disliked abstractions; therefore, he weaves the 

theme around the separation of the images and the Tarots 
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as a symbol of the disunity that destroyed man's most God

like qualities, creativity and wisdom. He uses the figures 

o f the Greater Trumps as archetypes of the way back to unity 

with the Creator. Finally, when the characters have indi-

vidually yielded themselves to the supernatural influence 

of divine love, "The mystery which that ancient seer had 

worked in the Greater Trumps had fulfilled itself, at that 

time and in that place, to so high a point of knowledge" 

(p. 228). To Charles Williams "so high a point of knowledge" 

i s discoverable only through a love that recognizes super

naturalism operating in a natural world. 
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