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26. ; BOOK REVIEWS
HENRY WILLIAMSON: THE MuN, THE WRITINGS. A Symposium.
Tabb House, Padstow, 1980. 165 pp. £6.95.

Ronald Walker

This symposium is the work of Father Broecard Sewell, who
has drawn together tributesto Henry Williamson of ten
contributors, as well as contributing one himself. There
are also the -text of.Ted Hughes' memorial addréss at the
gervice in St Martin's-in-the-Fields on 1 December 1977,
and two sets of notes by Williamson himg™: ¥, one on The
Blax of Dream:and'4 Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight, the
other entitled gimply 'An Affirmation'.

Father Sewell explains in the Foreword how the book
was conceived, after Williamson's funeral, as '"old friends
gtood in his field at Ox's Cross, talking and thinking of
him while ancient sunlight fell on them and warmed them".
The result is, on the whole, satisfying, though the quality
of the contributions veries greatly. As the sditor admits:
"with sc controversial a perscnality...it cannot have been
easy to achieve a balance and avoid distortion." For
those who value the more personal and emoticnal approach,
there are the contributions of two of Henry Williamson's
fermer secretaries, Alexandra Burgess and Kerstin Hegarty.
Yor those who seek a more academic appraisal of his work,
there are Hugh Cecil's 'Henry Williamscn, Witness of the
Great War' or Roger Mortimore's appreciation of A Chron-.
icle of Anciént Sunlight. Sylvia Bruce the novelist .con-

tributes 'Some Notes on the Nature Writings', in which “she™ ]

observes that Richard Jefferies' prose was "plain, sweet,
lyrical, and true" and comments on its influence on Will-
iamson's. I missed that influence in her own essay, and
felt that-it was the one overwritten section of the booky
adding little to my understanding of the writer or the man.
Frem Alexandra Burgess and Kerstin Hegarty much may be for-
given that seems & little idealised or bathed in sentiment.
They knew the man and worked with him. But personal griefl
at his dying is a delicate emotion to be put into words,
and Alexandra Burgess's disclosure of it might prove en-
barrassing to some readers. Among the women writers,
Disna Mosley's brief testimony is movingly simple, dircct,
and sympathetic.
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The great virtue of Hugh Cecil's essay 'Witness of
the Great War' is that it attempts to assess Williamson's
place among writers about that war (and_a useful biblio-
graphy- of them is appended). He finds Henry Williamson
standing out among a host of "briliiant and less able
authors"; less able, that is, than Graves, Blunden, Sass-
ocn, or Frederic Manning. He deplores the lack of att-
ention to Williamgson's war novels by the reading public
and also by Professor Fussell, in whose monumental The
Great War and Modern Memory there is barely & mention of
them. This essay is a cogent argunent for the importance
of the five central velimes of A Chronicle to the gocial
historian as well -as to the general reader. Hugh Cecil's
contribution ig clear, judicious, and sensitive and, for
me, the most readable and helpful in the sympegiunm.

w~It is-pleasant to find David Hoyle rée~examining The
"lax of Dream. I first read Dandelion Days on top of a 164
bus travelling to and from St John's Wood, the district
where I was teaching in 1938, and those carly days marked
the beginning of an admiration for Williamson that has
lrsted for forty-two years. The one-volume edition of the
tetralogy is still, miraculously, on my shelves despite its
numerous borrowings. David Hoyle finds it lacking in char-
acter-development, in exploration into complex relation-
ships, and in a "truly consequential plot"; "the concentra-
tion," he says, "is upon atmosphere - the atnosphere of 2
dream." He assesses it as's failure as a work of fiction®,
but many of us will prefer a failure of this kind to some
of the obnoxious successes of lesser writers. '

It is Roger Mortimore who ecxamines A Chronicle, which
is a masterpiece, if not the masterpicce, the work with
which Williamson was destined to crown z lifetime's
achievement in the novel. Its neglect, says Roger Morti-
more, 'raises serious-gquestions about the authenticity of
English intellectual life". TFrom that challenging cbser-
vation he goes on to give a finely succinct ocutline of the
events of all fifteen volumes, followed by an examination
of the art, the sheer inspired industry, the fire of the
spirit, with which Williamson forged such "intractable
material' into a sustained unity. He likens 4 Chronicle
to Blgar's symphonies: "knglish attempts to contain a
totality of experience”.
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Roger Mortlmurg is not the only one among the con-

Urlbutovs to touch upon the perplexing guestion of Will-
iamson's assoc1at10n with British Fascism, and the effect
of his political views upon his poularity. He guotes
teorge Orwell saying to Middleton Murry; "I can respect
shyone. who is willing to face unpoepularity, however much I
disagree with him." The words . are relevant to Henry will-
iamson: he saw himself as a prophet, but Ted Hughes in his
nemorial address is candid enough to call him "a political
cxtremist full of unpoular pronouncements". That has been
the fate of many prophets from Jsremish snd Jonah onwards.
The 'affirmation' by Henry Willismson himself mskes clenr-
sr the nature of his steely political intensity:

The horror of innumerable civilians burning in
. coke ovens called crematoria is the horror of
hundreds of thousands of civilians burning in
amburg, Bréslau, and other German towns set on
fire by the phosphorus bombs of the RAF....

It is one of the fascinating aspects of Father Sewell's
compel ling and rich and uneven and thought-provoking sym-

posium that the problem of Williamson's allegiance to the
"great man across the Rhine, whose life symbol is the
heppy child" is not baulked or watersd down. There is a

photograph in the bock of Henry Williamson a2t an anti—
Vietnam War demondtration in London in the 1960s. He is
standing at 2 police barricade in Downing Street, lool-ing
towards the camera over his left shoulder; and the fierce,
determined, forbidding, compassionate strength in that
expression says, perhaps, as much about Williamscn ag all
- the Toving, admiring, quizzical, assessing Judgements that
make up these absorbirng pages of testimony and tribute.
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Ian Wiall, PORTRALT OF A COUNTRY ARTIST: C.Fs TUNNICLIFFE,
Renosy 1901-16972..  Gollancz, 1980.  £10. o

4lan Dilnot

The work of Charles Tunnicliffe has long delighted those
“who enjoy well illustrated books on ‘CAuntry thenes! It
ig especially dear to Henry Williamson's res aders, since
they very frequently first encountered thwlr author in
Tunnicliffe-embellished editions of the animal -sagas. *The
conjunction of this gifted country artist with the brill-
ient oreator of animal fiction produced somethigg memors
_able: nothing couls’ SUTrpass these bocks .for the way.in
which the pictures give discreet amplification to the
wﬁrdg, But except for being equally hard-w vorking and:
dedictaed, Tunnicliffe and Williamson were utterly dissim-
Ilar personalities. Tunnicliffe was content that his life
should be free of gtirring incident. He was Lorn t00 late
for the Firdt World War, too scon for the wecon@. A schol-
trship took‘him from a secure childhoed on a Cheshire:firm
to the Royal College of Art, where he worked diligently
‘or four years without ever being snared by the tempta-
ions of London Bohemianism. In 1928 he married and, it
Cers, livéd happily ever affer. And so for forty years
¢mid the domestic and ruraltranquility he prized, he ‘ded- .
ic itpd'himself to the craft he loved. In that time his
utput was tremendous: one meets his work in many books
and dlw@ys with a welcome. I particularly admire hig 111~
ustrations for Gedrge Bwart Evans's The Horse in the Rarow
(1960), where the social historisn attemnpt to evcke the
rurzl past is matched by Tunnicliffs's suggestions of the
intertwined hardships and satisfactions of rural life. He
retained his skill tc¢ the end, as we can see in his work
for Tan Niall's To Speed the Ploughm(397?), although therc
is occagionally evident some loss of sharpness of vision.
If we remember his aChiemebnto in realms besides that of
book 1llustrationg we must regard Tupﬁlcllffu as cne of
the leading artists of the century.

.T

-

The book under review is essentizlly a biographical
tribute, but as: Tunnicliffe was really a strai thtforward,
simple man his life's story is rightly made subordinate to
hig life's work. That work is richly represented here,
with over fifty iliustrations in colour, and over n hundred
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in duotone and¢ monochrome. There are several examples of
his early etchings, and in these we can already see his
mgin characteristics. His animal and human studies alike
are virtually without moral or sccial comment. His har-
vesters and thatchers, hig butchers and farmers scem to
operate almost as necessarily as grass grows or birds flye
the scenes are timeless, and Tunnicliffe rarely suggests
that the world ought to be other than it is. In '"To the
Slaughter' (1925) the determination of the farmer and
labourer to congquer the pig, and its desperate and painful
resistance, are as powerfully caught as the dealings
between man and beast in Hogargh's 'The Four Stages of
Cruelty'. But in Tunnicliffe's view such struggles are
unavoidable: the men are not sadists, but are doing what
their work requires; and the scene is intended not as an
omblem of a corrupt society, but merely depicts without
questioning. Tunnicliffe's art is reflective, not criti-
cal. His search is always for representational exactness

n search taken to its end in the post mortem drawings of
birds to which he gave so much attention in the latter

part of his cateer. "He was at home to anybody who knocked
on his door bringing dead or injured birds," reports Niall.
This aspect of him might remind us of otubbs, but he was
really closer to Thomas Bewick in his avoidance of gensa-
tionalism and in its deliberately nasrrow focus.

Though Williamson sought an equal accuracy, he wa
slways on the watch for the deeper meanings that might lie
behind the visible world. It was this that so rerplexed
Tunnicliffe in the commission to illustrate The Star Born.,
To Tunnicliffe, who held fast towhat was tangible and
could be measurcd, 'fantasy’ must have seemed & kind of
artistic untruth. Many years later he declined to illus-
trate T.H. White's The Once and Futire King, wisely no
doubt, since it was even more allegorigal then The Star
Born. (I wish, however, that Tunnicliffe had taken on
White's The Goshawk.)

In any case, Williamson the man was not congenial 1o
his illustrator. Whereas Tunnicliffe kept his personal
life strictly distipet from his art, Willianson made sure
that his life and his fiction would one day be very hard to
separate. Ve know that in at least one case ~ the move to




© 1980 Henry Williamson Society. Henry Williamson Society Journal, 2 (Oct. 1980): 26-31
' 2]

Norfolk - Williamson planned-his life purposely to acquire
'copy'. Ve know too that, glorying in the creative tem-
pbrament he could be very dl*flcult

Nevertheless, contact with him was. perhapﬁ the live-
liest. thing that ever hgppaned to Tunnicliffe, even. though
he rued,it. This book's most entertaining chapter by far
is 'The World: of Henry Williamson'y, Not that Niall treats
Willi Omson with any sort of Justhb. He ‘¢calls him " in-
sulting , insensitive, disturbed. He suggests that he was
snobbish about people, and hypocriticzlly sentimental:
sbout animals. Niall has had access toc over sixty letters
in which, azs he pnts’it, Williamson "burdensd" the: Tunni-
cliffes with worries about his remantic .attachments, and
:also had the temerity to offer criticisms of the art-
'ist's work. "That bloody man Williamson", amongst his
other sins, would chkedly play Wagner "full blast" at
his guests. R : ;

There is no need for us to gquarrel with any of this
on Williamson's behalf. "But it is irritating that t while
Niall disperages Williamson he should show so little know-
ledge of his books and sey ®0 little about the place of
Tunnicliffe's pic tures. inthem. This is sad when énh re-
members that these were:probably the most 1mportant [eleluints
issions that Tunnicliffe ever received. WFiall concludes
that Williamson never "made his mark" as a novelist, yet
cne wonders whether Niall has read anything later than the
book he calle 4 Norfolk Farm. He rather derides william~
son .for revealing "how he had suffered from the domination
of others ever since childhcod... All this had been mentsl
torture which had come to a head in 1914-1918, but still
went on. But surely such a preoccupation in a novelist is
no more reprehensible than Tunnicliffe's absorntion in
measuring the smelly corpses of birds. All creative art-
ists are entitled to their obsessions provided they bring
- them into bal ncb in their Wwork.

The Wllglamson ohepter, then, is very one- 51d;d, Tut
the book aog a whole is delightful. It should send us back
to the bookshops  to look for-more volumes "with Tunni-
cliffe, TIts detailed bibliography will be & grect aid in
this - although it does omit to list the dust-jacket that
Turnicliffe designed for On Foot in Devon (1933).




