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“When a prophet understands a prophet,

the stars move.”

PORIUS, p. 346
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“It has ever been the habit of guardians of spiritual secrets

to make the early stages of initiation difficult rather than easy.”

John Cowper Powys, OBSTINATE CYMRIC, p. 41
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“I am only a scribe of the outer gate,

a worm in the lintel of the porch of the Holy Ones.”

PORIUS, p. 333

––––––––
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“I hold the view that the really great things in writers of genius

and the things that will influence posterity

are not the things which are premeditated and intended,

but the things that rise up from the depths of the writer’s soul

and are diffused throughout the work.”

OBSTINATE CYMRIC, p. 35

––––––––
[image: ]


What THE STARS MOVE shows:

The depths of the soul of John Cowper Powys

—a “scribe” whose inspiration came from the “Holy Ones”

who guarded the “spiritual secrets” of ancient Europe’s Golden Age—

are “diffused throughout” PORIUS.

For him they opened the “outer gate” of an ages-old sacred faith;

through him they recast its secret beliefs;

from him they demanded a single symbolic act,

the one required of every would-be Initiate:

to successfully track and bring to bay a mysterious boar. 

PORIUS invites readers to participate knowingly 

in that same pursuit—in that ancient quest— 

in a spiritual hunt for that boar, 

The Boar in the stars.  
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A Prophet Comes to America
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A prophet who understood. 



––––––––
[image: ]



I am so bad at dates that I forget the exact year in which I first “set sail” for America; but it was in the Winter—that I do know—and it was on board the old Cunard vessel, the “Ivernia,” that was later lost in the War. . . You can believe with what nervous feelings, for this was my first deep sea voyage, I peered into the countenances of my fellow-travelers.  Very soon, indeed as soon as “we”—that significant “we” of a chance-flung group of strangers—had got into the Irish Channel, I began to feel, mounting up from the deepest gulfs of my nature, an emotion that was to seize me intermittently during the whole voyage.  This was the emotion . . . of the queerest and most grandiose kind.  As I stood by the rail of the second-class lower deck, which must have extended further than in many ships, and watched the foam-flecked, marble-streaked mass of water move—for so it appeared to me to do—in one vast flowing volume toward the land I was leaving, the notion came to me that I was bound on some occult mysterious errand, an errand of tremendous importance in the spiritual history of this planet.  

How can I describe exactly what I felt as again and again, by day and by night, when I found myself alone, I gazed at the flowing water and at those floating patterns of foam?  The feeling I speak of, though deep and intense, was not very articulate.  But what it amounted to, I suppose, was a vague sense of some portentous inspiration, coming, if I may put it so, from immortal presences, and to be delivered, as if I were a mouth-piece of Camelot and Carbonek and Stonehenge and Paladour, to the people on the further side of the ocean.

The odd thing was that, when I cast about in my mind to discover the nature of this oracle that I, like Taliessin in some new incarnation, was destined to reveal to America, I could not think of so much as a single opinion or idea! . . . . 

Destiny had declared that I might leave what I had to say to the inspiration of the gods.



(John Cowper Powys, AUTOBIOGRAPHY, pp. 401-2)
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The Questing Would-be Wizard
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Who was John Cowper Powys?  From what strange world or dimension did this Englishman with a Welsh name and soul come?  Who was this word magician who felt his destiny so deeply and surely that he did not simply believe but knew with utter certainty that “immortal presences” stood beside him and that “gods” would inspire him if he volunteered to be their oracular mouthpiece and prophet?

How does a sure belief about oneself, about one’s life and potentialities, even about one’s unseen companions, come to be?  What “spiritual secrets” might Powys have discovered and guarded?  Did knowing them give him surety?  While writing PORIUS, Powys regularly prayed “in a cloak, at the runic stone in Corwen churchyard.” (GWK 12)  Did Powys discover, treasure, and preserve runic spiritual secrets?  Immortal presences are ancient spirits.  Clearly, in the life of John Cowper Powys, the “not premeditated or intended things” that rose up from the depths of his soul and are diffused throughout his work included spirit matters, and he recognized that his own inspirations pertaining to guarded spiritual secrets were a spirit phenomenenon.  THE STARS MOVE abundantly proves that Powys had spirit companions from long ago who were Holy Ones for whom old Europe’s rune signs were sacred and proves also that their runes were not the alphabet letters that we know but, rather, were ideograms, glyphs, and spiritual symbols kept secret by Initiates of an ancient faith.  In his COMPLEX VISION, Powys intimates that his spirit inspirations came to him by way of what he calls the “soul-monad,” which, by his count, has at least eleven “attributes.”  Imagination and Intuition are two of them. (20)  As his interpretation of his Ivernia experience shows, Powys understood that these two psychic faculties are spiritual in nature; therefore he accepted that his future inspirations as a lecturer in America would come to him from “immortal [spirit] presences” and “gods.”

Imagination and Intuition are, respectively, the concrete and abstract forms of what we call “knowing”:  They come to us from the un-known and present themselves to us as seemingly magically known imprints upon the psyche.  Clearly, John Cowper Powys simply knew and accepted that, when “in-spired,” we may take “in” from “spirit” spoken, specifically relevant, imagined and intuited inspirations, and knew also and accepted that the “presences” who inspire them are spirits.  Thus, while at the stern of the Ivernia and watching the flow of waters foam away back home to the east, he knew, with utter surety, that his future inspirations would come from spirits—from the “immortal presences” then standing by him at the stern. 

When I wrote THE CAULDRON OF REBIRTH, my Masters thesis on Powys, I began where I have just begun:  with his faith in the inspirations that had come to him in the past and would continue to come to him as a person of immense spirit dispatched to America by trusted “immortal presences,” by his spirit companions, on an “occult mysterious errand of tremendous importance in the spiritual history of the planet.”  This amazingly profound human being speaks of the soul, of the sacred, and of spiritual secrets knowingly.  We will be dedicated listeners.  Our quest to learn what Powys knew begins with an admonition that he delivered to readers in 1916.  We will take its essential point to heart until his precisely moved stars become our stellar runes.  


We would be wise if we recognize, before it is too late, that the thing most sacred in us is that strange margin of unoccupied receptivity upon which settle, in their flight over land and sea, the beautiful wild birds of unsolicited dreams.  We shall be wise if, before we die, we learn a little of the art of suspending our judgment—the art of ‘waiting upon the spirit’ . . . For it is only when we have suspended our judgments and leave the arguing and criticizing, that the quiet gods of the moonlit shores of the world murmur their secrets in our ears.  They come without our seeking them, these rare intimations; without our seeking for them, and sometimes, without desiring them; but when they come they come as revelations of something deeper in us than any mere ‘soul of humanity.’  They come from a region that is as far beyond humanity as it is beyond nature.  They come from the fairy-land of that mysterious country wherein dwell the dreams and fancies of those lonely ones among [us] who have been possessed by imagination.  (SJ 336-7)   


Those who “wait” on spirit know that “secrets” and “rare intimations” come as revelations from spirit in the form of imaginings and dreams, even as spoken words.  We would be wise to recognize that the foremost “spiritual secret” known to John Cowper Powys is revealed here:  “unoccupied receptivity.”  THE STARS MOVE will thoroughly establish that the first and foremost secret of the ancient tradition out of which his inspiration to write PORIUS came is Receptivity.  Powys reveled in his receptive openness to spirit to such an extent that he has Porius call it a “policy of drift.”  Although, on the surface, this way of being and becoming seems to Porius to be “dodging finalities and drastic issues” and “avoidance of decisions” and “gaining time at all costs,” “below the surface it exhilarated him with a curious exultation.” (53)  John Cowper’s Ivernia exultations came from knowing that he would be able to do what he was inspired to do—perform on the lecture circuit—because he was spiritually “adrift.” 

Ever insightful, Powys makes much of childhood and what he learned from his own especially magical one:  He knew from childhood onward that Life’s magic and his own magicalness come from what he calls the “real reality” of Life, which holds and hides its secrets; that our most thrilling moments come to us from a level of reality beyond the material.  According to current rational belief and material theories, nothing truly magical exists or can happen.  Powys understood that any presently unexplainable human experience constitutes “the magical,” and also that anything deemed materially impossible can nonetheless be immaterially “magical.”  He knew that his magical real reality only seems to be impossible because we are ignorant of spiritual possibilities and the spirit aspect of every event, which is fully explainable when spirit is taken into account.  The omnipresent potency of “the magical” happens when spirit reality reveals its presence invisibly in ways that can be both felt and known; when spirits who exist in the spirit dimension of life interject themselves into our solid-seeming matter world interpenetrated by and encompassed within their spirit world.  Sadly for us, we live in a bright age of matter that, through our ignorance of spirit, has become an increasingly dark age of spirit. Happily for John Cowper Powys, he insisted on living magically.

When we feel a power within or around us that we cannot explain to ourselves, we sense Life’s magicalness; when this power flows through us and manifests in the “real world” of materiality, we are capable of “doing magic” and “being magical.”  When Powys looked down from the rail of the Ivernia at the foamy trail it left behind, he felt the power of spirit; and, because he was inspired at the time by companion spirit “presences,” he knew that he would be manifesting this power, their power, when he arrived in America and took up his life as an itinerant lecturer.  He had already seen through “the real world,” through so-called “objective reality,” and far beyond it.  He did not know who or what was in that “beyond,” but he knew for sure that some “thing,” some power, was most definitely present with and within him; that “immortal presences” and “gods” existed, and that they desired that he speak words reflective of the magical nature of “being human.”  All that he needed to do was trust, “wait on spirit,” and be a willing actor for them and receptive vessel for their inspirations. 

The power that Powys felt during his ocean journey to America, and also the feeling it created, were not new things in his life.  Early in his AUTOBIOGRAPHY, looking back on his childhood years, he remembers the magic he experienced then, his determination to become a magician by living a magical life, and also how children know that magic is real in spite of what “grown-ups” may believe and tell them:


Where children have the grand advantage over grown up people is in their freedom from the weight of authority and tradition . . . . The passionately intense inner life of children, that imaginative existence which is to them the whole purpose and vital interest of their days is not a game.  It seems a game to grown up people around them.  But so far from envying the grown up reality of the older person’s life, or admiring it, or thinking how to imitate it, children have a permanent underlying contempt for it as lacking in one thing important.

This one important thing is magic.  Children are unable to explain this!  They do not know what the word means.  I confess I am not perfectly clear about that myself.  But whatever it is, it implies two things.  It implies the feeling of a living power over matter and over nature.  And it implies a great gap in Space, a pure, clear void in this whole System of Things, where absolutely new reactions to life rise, like fairy bubbles, and go floating off into the unknown!  It implies a lot else besides.  But the great point is that the most thrilling moments of happiness with a child are secret and magical and come from a level of reality which is completely different from the level of reality of grown up people . . . . 

The truth is, children are not half-men and half-women, or half-boys and half-girls.  They are a race sui generis.  They are a race of Beings to themselves.  And it is the power of this curious race of Beings to plunge into the secret of life more deeply than all other mortals.  (25-26)


The “secret of life” is that something unseen animates matter, is within matter, is potent over matter, and exists within and around us every moment.  Kids know this.  Grown-ups forget it; sadly, they “grow” out of it.  Powys never forgot it.  At the time of his life that he remembers here, when he was nine, young Johnny Powys formed a secret “Thaumaturgic Society” with himself at the head and his younger brothers and fellow pupils at school as his adherents.  A thaumaturge is “a magician who incites wonder and performs miraculous feats.”  Of this time in his magical life, Powys says:  


My longing to possess supernatural powers had become a perfectly conscious and clearly articulate thing; and now on the strength of it I set to work, bit by bit, fragment by fragment, to invent a mythology! . . . . This was not a ‘story.’  This was a way of life . . . standing midway between the visible and the invisible. . . . What I wanted was that kind of romantic struggle with things and people, things and people always yielding as I advanced, but not too easily, a struggle which takes place in an ideal region, hewn out of reality and constantly touching but never quite identified with reality, such as might be most conveniently described by the expression, a Quest.  

The kind of ‘Quest,’ however, that I wanted was not a simple one.  To satisfy me it had to take place in a world that was at once the real world and yet a world of marvels.  Thus it might best be defined as a Magical Quest, a Quest undertaken by a young neophyte in magic.  The end or purpose of the Quest was not definable; was not even considered.  It was enough that it went on and on.  But though indefinable, there was Something ahead of me, Something rich and strange, Something mysteriously satisfying, a sort of Beatific Vision. (Autobiography 59-61)


As Powys viewed his “adrift” future from the deck of the Ivernia, the Magical Mysterious Something for which he quested and served as the mouth-piece had Grail connections:  Carbonek is a Grail Castle in Arthurian Legend and Camelot is the place from which Grail-questing knights set forth on their quests.  The Grail legend sprang from ancient Welsh tales of quests for the Cauldron of Inspiration known to be in the keeping of the Goddess Caridwen.  Powys identifies her as “the immortal inspirer of Taliesin.” (A 587)  As that famed riddler had done, Powys attained to his self-professed ideal:  To be a latter-day inspired bard whose devout desire to taste “oh—only one little drop!” from that Goddess’s sacred cauldron was richly rewarded.  Gwion Bach tasted three drops, and they transformed him into Taliesin, Chief Bard of Britain.  Powys calls Caridwen’s Cauldron the “mystic Heathen Grail.” (A 347)  He tasted many drops from it while the inspiration—the Beatific Vision—that became PORIUS poured through him.    

One thing is sure:  The grandest part of the “Something rich, strange, and mysteriously satisfying” for which John Cowper Powys quested throughout his life—he died in 1963 at age ninety—became the vision embodied in PORIUS, which he knew to be his “chief work.”  A “beatific” vision is one that, in being received, “blesses and makes happy.”  Powys’s “vision of everything” blesses those who enter it.  It also reveals how humans can make themelves happy in spite of the dark twists and turns of “being human.”  His sure conclusions about Life’s “real reality” are the foundation stones of PORIUS, and a vast foundation it is.  Mere material reality was much too small and confining for Powys’s inspired genius to contentedly wander about in; he knew that he had to get beyond the limitations of material reality and into more revelatory realms, into the realms within which his spirit wandered:


The more I ponder upon my memories of my early life the more I am convinced of two things.  First that there are abysses of Being and Reality totally outside this astronomical ‘pinfold’ [a place in which stray animals are kept], in which, as Milton says, we are ‘confined and pestered.’  Second that all the great urges of our spirit come nearest to the secret of the universe when they enjoy Nature with the detachment of a Pilgrim rather than analyze her with the curiosity of a Scientist . . . .

Green gravel, sea-sand castles, submarine forests in an aquarium, blue beads strung on a string . . . the stalks of artichokes used as spears—from one point of view all these things are child’s play; but from another point of view they are the sublime and mystical ‘Gleichnis’ [symbol] of our whole Faustian Quest.  

No words can describe what I am now trying to approach—hovering around it and about it but perpetually prohibited from seizing it by that troublesome law of Nature which makes it impossible to express a living truth except by suggestion and indirection.  All I can do is to indicate, by one clumsy analogy after another, the gap, the lacuna, the niche in our daily psychology where this mystery dwells like an unseen picture in a magic crystal . . . . It is a revelation of the Eternal totally unknown to mathematics and logic.  If at nine years old I felt it to be something ‘whose course,’ as Scott says of Arthur’s Wain [the Big Dipper/Great Bear constellation], ‘doth roll in utter darkness round the pole,’ it is to me now as I fumble towards it far less definable than any polar darkness.  

But whatever it is it endows the sands of the sea and the grasses of the field with an enchanted light, and it reveals this world as a place where lobworms and newts have souls, and where the Inanimate has a disturbing porousness and transparency . . . . [The Johnny Powys of nine] expected daily to come upon some magical object, made of earth or of sea-sand or of moss . . . that would at a stroke thrust into the world of grown-up people’s reality a wedge of my reality, so that it would be forced to come to terms with it!  I am convinced that I knew, without question or doubt, that my world—the world in which I was a magician—was a great deal more than mere pretending . . . .

I touch here upon what is to me one of the profoundest philosophical mysteries:  I mean the power of the individual mind to create its own world, not in complete independence of what is called ‘the objective world,’ but in a steadily growing independence of the attitude of other minds towards this world.  For what people call the objective world is really a most fluid, flexible, malleable thing.  (55-7)


The World According to John Cowper Powys is fluid, flexible, and malleable because spirit and soul are manifest Real Realities in both.  Young Johnny Powys was very much the future wizard preparing for the day that he would receive his invitation to Hogwarts.  In the meantime, he could not get enough of his era’s versions of Tales for Young Wizards.  In his youth they featured the novels of Sir Walter Scott.  Speaking of the “entranced absorption” that came over him when Scott’s Waverly novels were read to him, “and how these books encouraged my dominant obsession” to be a magician, Powys says:  “I can well recall waking up one morning in my room and looking out on the South Walk and thinking to myself that I must and I would bring into my real life those fancies about being a magician, like Merlin . . . which were forever hovering in my brain. . . . I have no doubt that the description of Michael Scott, holding in his dead hands in Melrose Abbey his Book of Magic, was one of the influences that affected my whole earthly vision of human and inhuman possibility.”  (69)  

Reading the novels of Thomas Hardy years later had a similar effect:  “As I listened to the wind in the chimney, the genius of Hardy would drive my demon away and some formidable Spirit from Stonehenge would come rushing out of the Magic West . . . and my whole inner being would change.  Then I would sit with my bony knees close to the red coals and feel myself to be as formidable and as powerful as that South-West wind itself!  I would feel myself to be what the great magician Merlin was before he met his ‘Belle Dame Sans Merci.’” (283)  PORIUS ends with Porius rescuing Myrddin, which enables the latter to triumph over the irresistible “beautiful woman without mercy” in both of their lives, the witch enchantress Nineue.  She was sure that she had successfully enchanted Myrddin, but Really she had not because Porius, who knew the magic of Life, was enough of a thaumaturge to be able to rescue a god.

It is safe to conclude that young Johnny Powys developed a “whole earthly vision of human possibility” that included a would-be great magician such as himself becoming a real wizard.  A boy and man of many obsessions, his self-proclaimed dominant one—to be a man of magic—triumphed.  He teaches us that, when we insist for years on end that “our whole inner being” not only can change but will change in ways that enable us to become a “person of power,” we can make it happen.  That we do not have to do alone all of the hard work that it takes to expand ourselves enough to get there—that we have spirits standing by to help us while awake, while asleep, and while dreaming—is the most important thing that I am capable of teaching.  

I am wholly comfortable with John Cowper Powys’s assessment of Human real reality:  Although he retained the ability to dip into a grim “realistic mood” while considering the survival of the soul after death, and he also insisted on maintaining a “neutral zone of balanced doubt” about this matter, “never for one single beat of time” could he “shake or disturb” his “certain knowledge, derived from the ‘Complex Vision’ of everything” in him, “that the whole astronomical universe, however illimitable, is only one part of the Mystery of Life.  Of this I am as certain as I am certain that I am I.  The astronomical universe is not all there is.” (A 592)  THE STARS MOVE will add an “absolutely” to Powys’s “certain”:  Both we and Planet Earth, our present astronomical holding pen, exist within vast expanses of Being and Reality. 

In the Midst of the Unseen

John Cowper Powys was a mystical poet before he became a magical novelist.   In A GLASTONBURY ROMANCE, Rachel Zoyland sets both of these declaratory calling cards before its readers.  Speaking to the poet Ned Athling while standing on the top of Chalice Hill on May Day—the Day of the May Queen, the White Barley Goddess and Queen of Heaven of the ancients of Britain, both of whom we will be meeting—the Glastonbury hill at the center of the Grail legend, she expresses the dilemma of doubt that haunts “modern” souls, the dilemma that the young thaumaturge Johnny Powys was born to ignore:  “Can’t you feel, Ned, as we stand here, that this place is magical?  What’s Poetry if it isn’t something that has to fight for the unseen against the seen, for the dead against the living, for the mysterious against the obvious?  Poetry always takes sides.  It’s the only Lost Cause we’ve got left.  It fights for the . . . for the . . . for the Impossible.” (549)  The unseen dead are spirits.  The after-death lives of a few select poets and wizards among these “immortal presences” included accompanying John Cowper Powys and providing the only seemingly impossible spirit inspirations that birthed his collected works.  Only splendidly bright and knowing spirits could have inspired Powys to imagine and people the magical worlds that he created in A GLASTONBURY ROMANCE and PORIUS.  These works show that Light triumphed supremely in his dark-edged life as a self-proclaimed but successfully repressed sadist too powerful for anyone to ignore.  While visiting Stonehenge and a stone amphitheater in Verona, Italy, he had experiences that show why:  


Alone in the Roman circle, under those clouds from which no drop of rain fell, the thaumaturgic element in my nature rose to such a pitch that I felt, as I have done once or twice since, that I really was endowed with some sort of supernatural power.  To what end had the gods thus dedicated me?  Merely to indulge in ‘dithyrambic analysis’ [his name for the “adrift” (spirit-inspired) lecturing technique that he practiced in America] before bewildered, puzzled, derisive audiences?  I refused to believe it!  I refuse to believe it still.  What I felt at that moment in the Verona Amphitheater was the very thing I had been obscurely fumbling my way towards through all my lusts and obsessions . . . . I felt it again, only five years ago, when I visited Stonehenge . . . . The feeling that comes over me at such times is one of most formidable power.  It makes me conscious that . . . I conceal a demonic formidableness of my own, of which my enemies were well advised to beware!  As I have hinted before, no amount of ‘manic elation,’ or ‘paranoia,’ or ‘megalomania,’ can explain the fact that I am the most unlucky person in the world to insult or malign.  The evidence of this—of my being able, I mean, and quite unconsciously too, to exercise some kind of ‘evil eye,’ on people who have injured me—has so piled up upon me all my life that it has become a habit with me to pray to my gods anxiously and hurriedly for each new enemy!  (373)


John Cowper Powys was a natural wizard filled with lusts and obsessions, but he only pursued externally those that caused endless problems for him rather than for others.  Having two continuous streams of inspiration, one light and one dark, he could not keep the “Verona dark ones” away.  They were his heaviest karmic burden to bear.  He knew and accepted this burden.  He fought to keep from using his imagination in hurting especially them.  Polite and deferential to strangers on the outside, he was exceedingly strange on the inside.  He successfully repressed his sadism but not his masochism.  He had more external phobias and inner “horrors,” as he called them, than anyone I know, ever read about, or imagined.  Porius carries some of them but, nonetheless, as Powys himself did, succeeds greatly in his quest for moments of exultant happiness.  

Powys’s greatest lust was to be in close proximity to slim girls whom he called sylphs.  His strange erotic quest to gaze upon but not touch them can be found throughout the story of his life and in his fiction, especially in Sylvanus Cobbold, the self-stated mystic of WEYMOUTH SANDS.  Reflecting upon this combination of lust and obsession, Powys says of himself:  “This blending of an irresistible attraction to the feminine body and mind, with an absolute lack of emotional passion, was nothing less than a monstrous deformity.” Of the unforgettable parts of the AUTOBIOGRAPHY, none is more vivid than his recounting of his lecturing years spent first in England and then in America, during which he relentlessly haunted burlesque shows, dreary peep-shows, and vaudeville performances.  His closest approach to heaven on Earth occurred in his twenties when he spent endless days on Brighton beaches observing the divine forms of his beloved sylphs.  If Powys had a material “religion,” his cool, detached observations of slim girls’ bodies and their female motions and behaviors formed its Holy Sepulchre.  

Although riddled with gnawing obsessions, Powys was far more a saint than a sinner, far more a wizard servant of the Unseen than a hedonistic voyeur of the Seen:  


I do not know much about Paracelsus, who must have been half-mystic, half-thaumaturge, but one idea of his, which jumps with what I have gathered, by ambiguous hints here and there, of Tibetan adepts, has sunk deep into my mind.  This is the idea that our intensely concentrated thoughts can become ‘elementals,’ faintly living entities, that is to say, whose dimly visualized shapes, once projected from the creative energy of a person’s imaginative will, can go on existing and acting in some etheric dimension of the psychic plane in which all so-called ‘matter’ floats.

It has been under the obsession of this idea during these semi-anchorite years [of living from 1930 to ’34 among the fields and woods of upstate New York with his sylphic female companion and soul-mate Phyllis Playter] that I have got into the habit of projecting the thought-images that I name my ‘angels,’ sending them over the face of the earth to alleviate those particular sufferings, such as the suffering caused by vivisection, lynching, trapping, the sufferings of prisoners and captives, the sufferings of ‘women laboring with child,’ the sufferings of misused children and all victims of sadism, that have lodged themselves most deeply in my consciousness. 

I have said that I was ‘pretending to be God’; but this does not really quite describe what I have been up to.  I once read somewhere a passage from some English ex-soldier, who had dabbled in these mystical matters, in which there emerged the singular idea that what we call ‘God’ is a magnetic, ubiquitous, vibratory force, of a sub-conscious rather than of a super-conscious character, corresponding on a very practical plane with Dr. Bucke’s ‘Cosmic Consciousness’ [an influential book espousing a theory of the evolution of the human mind, published in 1901], and a force moreover, which, in place of praying to, you were in a position to command!  This queer notion of ‘commanding’ the psychic creative force instead of invoking it arrested my deepest interest; and for these four years of retirement from the world that is what I have been trying to do.
It will not be hard for you to see, reader, if you have read this book with any penetration, that in this obsession, or superstition in the order of ‘white magic,’ I realized, in a peculiarly natural manner, though it has tended to become a most trying burden, certain very deep and far-back-rooted impulses of my identity. . . .  
Such is my deep-rooted asceticism that the mere fact of my feeling so happy in these hills at having escaped the tumult of cities automatically sets me upon my heavy burden of playing at God. . . . [While on my walks] I shut my eyes and project my various-colored and yet invisible sprites upon their airy campaigns of rescue . . . I have come to do exactly what the occult ‘masters’ hint at is the proper method in such proceedings.  I act the Trinity; for I project my waves of magnetic force from the three centers of my being; from my brain, from the pit of my stomach, and from the center of my erotic energy.  I won’t weary you with a detailed description of the armies of magically created spirits that I thus send forth.  What I felt was that since human beings have believed in prayer for some twenty-five thousand years who was I—on the strength of a few scientific discoveries and a few scientific theories only a few hundred years old—to intermit an immemorial custom, with which my race had mitigated, or fancied it had mitigated, the horrors of life for that vast tract of time.  (576 & 581-2)


Powys’s “three centers” are three of the seven centers that whirl spirit power and energy from the Unseen spiritual dimension of human existence into our Seen matter body.  They are the chakra power centers known to the Hindu faithful.  In order to be a wizard with powers to call up and command, one has to have at least partially opened chakras.  In ancient hero and heroine legends, successful quests typically required a seven-step initition process that, secretly, and in accord with a specific belief system and faith, corresponded to the bottom-to-top opening, from the spirit side of life, of the first (root) to seventh (crown) chakras.  In his book called THE CHAKRAS, C. W. Leadbeater notes the spiritual situation in which, so it appears from the above account, Powys found himself:  that of having at least partially open chakras:


Though nature takes precautions to guard these centers, she by no means intends that they shall always be kept rigidly closed.  There is a proper way in which they may be opened.  Perhaps it would be more correct to say that the intention is not that the doors should be opened any wider than their present position, but that the man should so develop himself that he can bring a great deal more through the recognized channel. . . .

That is why we are always abjured to wait for the unfolding of psychic powers until they come in the natural course of events as a consequence of the development of character, as we see from the study of these force-centers that they surely will.  That is the natural evolution; that is the only really safe way, for by it the student obtains all the benefits and avoids the dangers. (93-4) 


The “dangers” of which Leadbeater speaks are mostly spiritual ones:  A person with partially open chakras is susceptible to their being used not only by spirits of light but also by any spirit capable of using them who can gain access to these centers because of the character and karma of the inspired one.  Some, if not many, of Powys’s obsessions likely came from his assigned karma.  Being “open” to opportunities in which dark or dangerous kinds of karma might be played out at the same time that one’s chakra power centers are at least partially open makes for challenging situations in which one’s spiritual powers can be used externally for good while one internally resists the darkness and danger.  Such openness describes Powys’s “psychic unfolding” quite well:  Self-development and light triumphed over self-indulgence and darkness.  When he walked into a room, he lit it up; that’s the surest sign of a human being with at least a partially open crown charka.  Such individuals are natural receptacles and dispensers of good, happiness, and inspirations that enable human expansion.  Powys was apparently able to receive and project positive energies that—so he must have concluded—his “immortal companions” had at their disposal due to their own good karma.

The AUTOBIOGRAPHY contains many stories of the triumph of Powys’s karma over his obsessions.  For instance, he recounts many hours spent walking in upstate New York with his dog “the Black,” during which walks he moved fish in buckets from drying river pools to deeper waters; and he tells of his careful capture and release of houseflies caught in cramped places.  In all external matters, he was for life and against pain and suffering of any kind, for anything and anyone.  The lowest level of hell—he was very sure—was populated with vivisectionists, with those who torture and kill animals in response to the demands of science and commerce.  

The magical aspect of Powys’s life reflected his terrific self-control, good karma, innate spirituality, and openness to the Unseen rather than any unconsious dabbling with darkness:  “It was natural enough . . . that I should find it inevitable to lay stress on the magical element in life.  My idea of the relief and release to be got from religion has always been quite as magical as it has been poetical, and as far as my secret personal life was concerned the particular kind of self-control I aimed at, and the particular kind of mental concentration I aimed at, had more of the stain and tincture of medieval sanctity, or, if you like, of Tibetan sanctity, than of natural heathen goodness.”  (424)

Near the end of his AUTOBIOGRAPHY, Powys confirms his unyielding pursuit of magic in the service of the “cosmic forces” and the “mystery” of the Unseen that he observed in action everywhere around him throughout his distinctively wizardly life:  


To a considerable extent, this book of mine, the ‘Autobiography’ of a tatterdemalion Taliessin from his third to his sixtieth year, is the history of a ‘de-classing’ of a bourgeois-born personality . . . for I feel that the deepest thing in life is the soul’s individual struggle to reach an exultant peace in relation to more cosmic forces than any social system, just or unjust, can cope with or compass.

What is wrong with so many clever people today is the fatal distrust lodged in their minds—and lodged there by a superstitious awe in the presence of transitory scientific theories—of the power in their own souls.  What we need—and the key to it lies in ourselves—is a bold return to the magical view of life . . . . Science has not changed the human soul.  Science has not changed the basic relations between the human soul and the mystery surrounding it.  We are still potential magicians as long as we have faith in the power within us to create and destroy.  (571)


We can restate this final declaration while sharpening its focus at the same time by remembering to remember that potential “magicians” must have faith both in their power to create and also in other “cosmic forces” from the Unseen that intrude on the Seen.  The challenge is to become what Powys relentlessly became:  a magician who chose to create.  He knew that he could easily have become a destroyer from the moment in his childhood when he discovered that he was open to experiencing joy by hurting someone he loved.  His one overtly sadistic act happened suddenly, and he yielded to it:  While playing, he deliberately ran his younger brother Theodore into an iron fence.  He never forgot either the pleasure or horror that he experienced in that moment; he decided to build his life upon never again seeking the former while never forgetting the latter.  

John Cowper Powys was an extremely complex man, a dark-edged “man of light” subject to strange compulsions and bizarre obsessions.  In his JOHN COWPER POWYS:  Old Earth-Man, H. P. Collins shows his understanding of the source of this complexity:  It came from a fathomless “invisible within” that we are equating with spiritual complexity, breadth, and depth.  At the end of his chapter called “The Essential John Cowper,” his own and one other tribute to Powys appear: 


His reckless plunging into life sometimes obscures his vital difference from the great majority, for whom the visible world not only exists but provides the main theatre of experience, the inspiration of art and fancy.  While with John Cowper it is always the invisible world that predominates.  Beneath the adaptable, accommodating portrayer of the human round, common or uncommon, trivial or significant, there lurks the John Cowper ever in communion with elemental [and, so we are surely supposed to add, invisible spiritual] influences. . . .

John Cowper remains beyond question one of the most complicated and richest personalities of our time, if not the richest. . . . He emerges predominantly lovable in all his obliqueness.  He survives the most ruthless self-revelation; and there is no gulf between the unsurpassed autobiographer and the alter ego drawn:  no half-conscious editing of the authentic Adam . . . . He laboured to underwrite himself as most men to magnify themselves; and Alyse Gregory’s tribute—the tribute of one who knew him well [she was his brother Llewellyn’s wife]—may fairly stand.  In the London Magazine of March 1958 she wrote:  

‘Of all the people I have known intimately over a long lifetime, it is he, with all his malice dances and his buffooneries, his phobias and obsessions, his proclaimed sadism and his invisible perversities, that most nearly approaches my idea of a great and good man.  Faithful in friendship, magnanimous at all times, courageous in adversity, compassionate to the point of self-destruction, it is enough to have him in the room for life to lose its ordinary aspects, for the most apathetic mind to be suddenly wide awake, the most obdurately melancholy heart to yield up its burden.’ (203-4)


Powys’s personal quest to encompass, take in, and even magically mold himself into everything in creation was deeply centered human soulfulness on display.  He never tires of bringing soul into the essentials of “being human.”  His soul’s outer circumference was as vast as anyone’s who walked the Earth during his lifetime.  That his was the richest personality of his time is apparent to readers of his works of fiction as well as his AUTOBIOGRAPHY; after all, 20th-century wizards are hard to find.  That he joined the human parade is a cause for great celebration; that he left a truly voluminous record of his Life journey is a wonder.  That, personally speaking, his ongoing life as a spirit intersected with both my dreaming and waking lives has been one of my Life journey’s great blessings.  

Little Johnny Powys became the great wizard that he knew himself to be, that he was born and destined to be.  He inspires marvelously by manifesting, by magnificently becoming, what we fantasize that we might, if we work very hard and long at it, ourselves become.

The Spirit-obsessed

John Cowper Powys never proclaimed the full range of his spiritual beliefs or his “gods-given” talents.  He was as unsure of them as human beings naturally are who live in dark times in which spirituality is condemned by blinkered “religious” orthodoxies.  Apparently, at the very least, he saw himself as an inspired participant in some kind of incarnational reality.  Commenting in his AUTOBIOGRAPHY on his discovery of a way of “acquiring merit unknown to any Christian Cult,” he wonders if, “Perhaps it really is some trick, derived—if there were by remote chance anything in my pretense that I am a re-incarnation of Taliessin—from the ancient Druids.” (414)  Although Powys’s belief in an incarnational unlikelihood may have been inaccurate, it was not a “pretense.”  He, after all, mentions his real and/or imagined relationship with the spirit of Taliesin several other times without any “perhaps” or “remote chance” disclaimers.  Two of them occur in conjunction with his voyage to America on the Ivernia, when he described his view of himself as being not only an inspired “messenger of the gods” but “a Taliessin in some new incarnation” (401) as well as “a tatterdemalion Taliessin.”  

Taliesin appears again when Powys describes his twenty-five years as a lecturing messenger to America, from 1905 to 1930.  He claims that he could transform himself, Animagus-like, into whatever he focused on: “It was not only into women I could transform myself when the old Druidic spirit, the spirit of Taliessin of the many incarnations, took possession of me!  I could become inanimate objects.  I could feel myself into the lonely identity of a pier-post, of a tree-stump, of a monolith in a Stone Circle; and when I did this I looked like the post, this stump, this stone.” (482)  

Powys invites readers to imagine what might have happened when he focused on spiritually becoming a particular author; when he “felt himself into” a particular one of them.  What if the spirit of those authors “felt themselves into him” at those times and thereby talked along with and through him?  This would explain his uncanny ability to speak at times for an author as if he really were this author during the lecture.  He would have been covertly spirit-obsessed rather than overtly spirit-possessed on those occasions because a possession experience results in the distinctly different voice of the possessor coming through the vocal cords of the one possessed.    

What if the spirit of Taliesin, the secrets-knowing/-hiding/-revealing, self-proclaimed Chief Bard of Wales, really could obsess Powys, really unobtrusively “feel his way” into his head, and did so, on many occasions, while he wrote PORIUS?  To understand how Taliesin’s real or imagined, shape-shifting, thaumaturgic spirit might have worked through John Cowper Powys by inspiring him at times, one needs to get as close as possible to the apparently spirit-obsessed Powys the lecturer; to become familiar with the inner workings of the man who so brilliantly served the “immortal presences” and “companions” who stood by him not only on board the Ivernia but on stages in every state in the U.S.A. other than South Dakota, Arizona, Nevada, Wyoming, Washington, and Utah. (472)  One of his close friends from this time, the actor Maurice Browne, gave this testimonial to his more than “lecturing” skills:  


Powys was then reaching the height of his amazing career as a lecturer in the U.S.A.  He earned large sums which he sent to his family [he had a wife and son in England], traveling himself in endless discomfort, sleeping in pokey hotel bedrooms, suffering almost continuous pain from duodenal ulcers, never complaining.  Incomparably the finest public speaker I have heard . . . I listened to him scores, perhaps hundreds of times, and never heard him speak badly, not even when he was so crippled with pain that he could hardly stand upright; more often than I can remember he was like a trumpet calling to battle.  He identified himself with his subject, almost invariably a literary subject, even if the author were one whose work he did not rate highly.  When he lectured on Huysmans at Lincoln Center, a social settlement on Chicago’s south side, sparks seemed to fly from his fingers, which were handling like an obscene object a Bible lying on the lectern before him; the audience hated his guts, as he intended.  When he spoke on a subject near his heart, he inspired his hearers.  Once I heard him talk on Hardy for over two hours to an audience of over two thousand in a huge auditorium in the heart of Chicago’s slums; throughout those one hundred and thirty odd minutes there was no sound from his listeners save an occasional roar of applause or laughter; and when he had finished speaking we rose like one person to our feet demanding more.  The man was a great actor.  (Too Late to Lament, Gollancz)


Powys describes his lecturing years in America as only he could.  That he was doing far more than merely “acting” was crytallinely clear to him; potent spirit and powerful spirits participated, including—so he imagined—“the gods of the old world” and a sort of world-spirit:  “Before very long I found that I could summon up in my lectures something that resembled that Druidic hypnotism of speech which in my “Glastonbury Romance” I have attributed to Mr. Geard.  And what, when you really come down to it, was the nature of this magic message from the gods of the old world to the market-places of the new, that had exulted within me . . . on the Ivernia?  Something it was, from those far-off ‘sacred hills,’ from Glastonbury Tor, from Cadbury Camp [Camelot]. . . from [the] peak of Snowden . . . that I found I could call upon.” (422)  According to Powys—so it appeared to him—his lecturing “really was—only there were so few who heard me that had the wit to grasp such subtleties—a sort of focusing, through one single twisting, leaping, shuffling, skipping, bowing and scraping human figure, of some special tragic-comic vein in the planetary consciousness.”  (482)  

A part of his magical message from the gods delivered in A GLASTONBURY ROMANCE and PORIUS does seem to come straight from a planetary consciousness that continues to dwell in Earth’s ancient sacred places, two of which, Glastonbury Tor and the peak of Snowdon, he honors in his two greatest novels.  At the end of A GLASTONBURY ROMANCE, Powys imagines and speaks for Planet Earth embodied in Goddess form.  In PORIUS he speaks, albeit quietly and in secret, for Cader Idris, the highest of the Berwyn Mountains located not far from his workman’s cottage in Corwen, North Wales, where he wrote it.  According to the long-preserved Welsh Triads, this particular mountaintop formed the cader (chair) of the ancient astronomer Idris, who was said to have viewed the stars from its height, and who apparently saw there what Taliesin saw and Powys was inspired to see and leave secret signs of in PORIUS:  He saw familiar stars “moved” into differently-shaped constellations.  

But a more likely explanation than Powys’s above comes to mind when contemplating the source of his “hypnotized speaking”:  A fragment of “planetary consciousness” is a less likely “speaker of hypnotic words” through a human mouth than “immortal (human spirit) companions” using a semi-trance state to obsess (inspire) a receptive and willing, brilliantly verbally talented mortal.  One thing is sure:  the “normal consciousness” of John Cower Powys was not in control of his inspired lectures, of his inspired imagination, or of his inspired writing.  Spirit and spirits moved on him, in him, and through him; and, in words that he used to describe “hypnotic” Johnny Geard in A GLASTONBURY ROMANCE, he responded as if he were “a hollow reed, a wretched conduit, a contemptible sluice”:  “I often found it impossible to stop.  That was my worst fault as a lecturer.  I used to try to stop; and even begin my peroration; but something, some delicate nuance, some metaphysical nicety, would come sliding into my brain, and I would go whirling on again in my spiral dance, like that mad storm god in Hiawatha.  There were even times when I would lecture without a pause and in a constant mounting crescendo for no less than two hours! . . . . I took it for granted that my destiny was go on lecturing till I died.” (473-4)


It was really a great new art.  By getting rid of all ‘high-brow’ solemnity, of all academic ‘correctness’ and ‘documentation’ . . . I succeeded eventually in hollowing myself out, like an elder-stalk with the sap removed, so that my whole personality, every least movement I made, and every last sound I made, and every flicker, wrinkle, and quiver of my face, became expressive of the particular subject I was interpreting.  I was ‘the reed shaken by the wind’ that the people did go forth into the Desert to see. . . . My ‘dithyrambic analysis’ began . . . to change into something that I seriously consider—now that I have given it up—to have been an extraordinary phenomenon in the world.  In the calmest and coldest blood I would like seriously to say, as I look back at if from a distance, that I regard what was called my ‘lecturing’ as a thing in the history of the platform—if not of the stage—that will not soon occur again.  (410-11)


To “hollow oneself out” is to attain to a state of “unoccupied receptivity” into which “the Gods” and other spirits may, if they will, pour their inspirations, even pour themselves.  But first—as Powys was fond of saying—they have to “half-discover and half-create” an articulate and talented messenger.  It is safe to say that there never was before, and there will likely never again be, as passionate and dramatic a presentation of unique human individuality and spirit and soul as the one Powys gives us in the AUTOBIOGRAPHY and his epic narratives.  To call them “fiction” leaves far too much of their real reality—their psychological breadth and depth, their multi-dimensional scope, and their truthfulness to human creativity—out of the equation.

Not surprisingly, for Powys, his so-called “lecturing”—his obsessively inspired “dithyrambic” speaking—was a two-way endeavor:  He was not at all reticent about admitting that he received more spiritual energy from it than he gave to it:


The curious thing was that I derived renewed strength, vitality, magnetism, electric force, and even some kind of mysterious planetary energy, by giving a lecture.  Instead of being vampirized by my audience, I vampirized them.  I was always in my highest spirits after a lecture . . . . Just as if I had been one of Mr. Charles Fort’s disconcerting cosmic visitors [Fort was famous for collecting stories of strange, unexplainable things, including, in the years before UFO reports, flying discs and “visitors” to Earth.  His most famous idea was that humanity might somehow belong to them.], what really paid me for lecturing was . . . the actual sensation I got from it and the life-energy I imbibed from it.  Such sucking up of crowd magnetism I found to be one of the most marvelous human restoratives.  When I stopped, after lecturing for an hour and a half, or even sometimes two hours, I felt light, airy, frivolous, gay and butterfly like; whereas my audiences were so wilted, so drooping, so exhausted, so wrung-out, that they were like people who had spent a night of the extremest form of erotic debouch!  

As a matter of fact I used sometimes to come to the lecture-hall absolutely exhausted . . . . At such times I used to squat down on anything available behind the stage and proceed with deliberate Tibetan craft to make my mind a blank.  This I generally had no difficulty in doing and with my mind in this condition I could sink and sink into I know not what fathomless depths of sub-Being. . . . I could return from Nonentity, or from the condition of the Inanimate, in good time to stretch myself out and lick my lips like a cat at a milkman’s knock, and feel a thrill of sensual satisfaction in the presence of the great reservoir of human magnetism into which I was now going to dip my ladle!

This sounds as if . . . I really was becoming a monster, a kind of were-wolf; but to counter this sinister impression you must remember that not a day passed but—as a boy-scout vows to do—I used to put myself out to try to enhance the well-being of some poor sentient devil.  (477-8)


What happened in those minutes in which Powys, by “deliberate Tibetan craft,” “made his mind blank” —that is, invited and attained “unoccupied receptivity?”  If he did not know “to what fathomless depths of sub-Being or Nonentity” he went and returned from on those occasions, he also did not know what or who entered his blank mind or what or who joined him in the fathomlessly deep places in his psyche during the minutes before his inspired and inspirational “lectures.”  It is highly likely that he offered himself as a medium for spirit, was used as one, and was rewarded for doing so. 

If we think that a speaker or athlete cannot “feed off the crowd” in some very real and soul-satisfying way, then we are mistaken.  Both receive energy from the “great reservoir of human magnetism” adoringly poured forth (projected) from their “fans,” their “fanatics.”  Powys knew that he was “taking” and wisely made sure that he did plenty of “giving” in return.  In this way, he proved to himself that he was neither vampirish nor prone to be used by dark spirits.  If it can be said that Powys was a Rowling Legilimens as an oracular speaker because he could “feel his way” into the head and being of the writer whose inner nature he expressed, then he was likely an Occlumens, as well.  Presumably, he or a guarding spirit must have kept out of his own head the kind of spirits who did not work for the inspiring “immortal presences” for whom he worked.  Either through his own “Tibetan” self-control and concentration or by their power, he walked in, and lived in, light.     

Before we leave Powys the inspired oracle and spirit-obsessed entertainer behind, his two most memorable lectures should be noted.  When he wrote about Merlin the Wild in PORIUS, he knew Powys the Wild very well:


Whenever I got the chance I felt it was ‘laid upon me’ to lecture on Dostoievsky; though, of course, in doing so I had to make of my spirit a desperate goose-quill wherewith to write on the bodiless air. . . . I was in Youngstown once when I was lecturing on Dostoeivsky and I stirred up a fine row.  Never again was I invited there . . . . It was an exciting night, that night in Youngstown.  What upset these good people was not any revolutionary attitude in me, but my obstinate persistence—even in Youngstown—in trying to be a medieval saint!  Dostoievsky that night worked like a firebrand upon all of the dangerous explosive in my nature.  The black flame in Dostoievsky’s dead and buried eyes burst out, demonic and angelic, between the furnaces of Youngstown, and blew this poor audience sky-high.

Feeling from head to foot a curious trembling, and making little movements with my shoulders . . . I began to tell these people that most characteristic of all his shorter tales, the one that in the French translation is entitled “L’Espirit Souterrain” [The Spirit of the Underground; called Notes from the Underground in English] . . . . I think it was the first time that these busy employers of foreign labor and their hard-working wives had ever had the lid taken off from the terrors of our human soul . . . . 

There was a tremendous hullabaloo.  The lady who was responsible for the coming to town of this wolf in sheep’s clothing burst into indignant tears . . . . If I have any psychic power at all it is a power of melting God and the Devil into one person, and then letting this Person loose and making Him run amok . . . . As I have already hinted, the Protean fluidity of my nature is such that I could give myself up so completely to the author I was analyzing that I became the author.  (480) 


As we consider Powys’s not-so-simple final statement, we can legitimately ask this question:  How, in “giving himself up so completely to the author,” could Powys tell the difference between an experience during which “I became the author” and one during which “the author became me?”  When he described his feelings as he wrote about the seven days encompassed by PORIUS, he said:  “I personally felt, as I was passing through each of these successive days and nights, that I was really there ...  whether the person whose body and mind I inhabited like an indwelling good or evil spirit was a man, woman, or child.” (UM 9)  Inserted into this sentence, after I was really there, is a French phrase, moi qui vous parle, which asks the question on Powys’s mind here:  “Who spoke (just then); (was it) you or me?”  Clearly, Powys the inspired lecturer and Powys the inspired writer experienced creativity in the same way; that is,  by a projection of self into, or by a surrendering of self to, some kind of “indwelling spirit”:  “Such was my young-girl-like receptivity that just as Wordsworth’s young women gave themselves up to the elements so I gave myself up to the spirit of my particular man of genius . . . What I aimed at was a sort of transmigration of my soul, till, like a Demon possessing a person, I serpentined myself into the skeleton of my author, and expounded his most eccentric reactions to life from the actual nerve centers where these reactions originated.”  (417)

Again, who can say if Powys serpentined his soul into the skeleton and “actual nerve centers” of his author of the moment at these times or if the spirit of that author serpentined itself into the body and “actual nerve centers” of John Cowper Powys?  Either way, Powys the lecturer became an oracle in service of either the author or of the “immortal presence” inspiring him on the stage:


A morning lecture on Strindberg . . . turned out, totally against my wish, to be the best lecture I have ever given in my whole life.  There were, I think, ten to fifteen persons present [in an “enormous theater” on the West Coast] . . .  But the mere fact that I was ‘up against it,’ the mere fact that I was reacting in my heart against ‘the Coast’ . . . stirred up within me that formidable Daimon which . . . can be reached somewhere in my nature, and which when it is reached has the Devil’s own force.  

Absentmindedly I looked at those ten devoted society women sitting alone in the stalls and at the immeasurable space above their heads, rising and rising tier above tier, gallery above gallery, and I became aware, more vividly aware than I had ever been, that the secret of life consists in sharing the madness of God.  By sharing the madness of God I mean the power of rousing a peculiar exultation in yourself as you confront the Inanimate, an exultation that remains mysteriously erotic. . . . 

But whatever effect it may have been that this vast empty Theatre had upon me, I was allowed by my Daimon to become Strindberg as completely as any critic has ever become any author.  And for some reason it seemed to suit this resuscitated Strindberg to tower up there above those ten society women like a gigantic Loki.  Perhaps he was prophesying a crack in the System of Things and the emergence, as we swept forward towards the constellation of Hercules, of new dragon-slayers as well as of new sea-serpents.  (484-5)


When used in the sense that Powys uses the word, a “Daimon” is a “guardian spirit; an inspiring spirit or inner spirit” who, in our world, works through real-reality cracks in the System of Things.  Remember the Powysian prophecy that ends this account of the best lecture he ever gave:  Stars, Hercules, and dragons belong together.

By the time that Powys, in 1942, began to write about Myrddin (pronounced “Merthen”) as “Myrddin Wyllt” (“Merlin the Wild”), and about Taliesin, he had, in his unique way, become a latter-day Myrddin and Taliesin:  He had transformed himself into a spell-weaving enchanter whose inner life and world were ready to gush from him in the narrow neuroses and grand glories of PORIUS.  In the end, the glories triumph majestically because John Cowper Powys was a good man with tremendous verbal, writing, and human talents.  His friend for decades, Louis Wilkinson, who was made uncomfortable by Powys’s love of the USA and who was not greatly impressed with the verbosity of Powys the writer, said this of Powys the speaker and person:


His eloquence was as exciting and persuasive in private as it was in public; and he was the most powerful public speaker that I have ever heard.  Eloquence, imagination, force of life, and a complete freedom from the usual cautions and conventions and deferences and meannesses were what most impressed me in John Cowper when I met him first.  Also, very importantly, he had then, as always, to an extraordinary degree, the gift of drawing out the mental and emotional resources of anyone he met, even though these were resources that they could not draw out for themselves.  If there was any validity in anyone, he was the magnet for it.  ‘He makes you feel you are important,’ a rather humble and diffident friend of mine once said of him, and that was true, for he drew out whatever there might be of any sort of importance, or any possibility of importance. 

By his talk and his companionship  and sympathy he stimulated, he intensified; he gave exaltation and excitement without effort, by natural force. . . . What he says has the effect of an incantation, of the weaving of a spell.  (Seven Friends pp. 68-9)


When Powys is most creative and most inspired, as he is in PORIUS, his writing does for readers what Powys did for all:  It intensifies; it exalts and excites; it has the effect of an incantation, a woven enchanting spell, as it draws out the biggest and best possibilities in us.  He shared this marvelous spiritual gift tremendously well.  






The Native Medicine Man

Powys calls the last chapter of his AUTOBIOGRAPHY “There’s a Mohawk in the Sky” but does not say why.  He simply notes that he felt himself to be “under the ‘aura’ of the last of the Mohawks” (588) while living in upstate New York and completing it.  Perhaps he heard one of his “immortal presences” shout that phrase in his ear, or in a dream, while living there.  It is as if he, or they, wanted to declare the presence of an Algonquin power in the space high above what had, during previous millennia, been Mohawk country.  Perhaps he imagined that one of the “gods” who brought him to America because he needed to be there and experience its land and peoples was a Native American one keeping an eye on him while he lived on sacred Mohawk land.  

Although the soul of John Cowper Powys was indubitably Welsh, it is not surprising that he found a happy home in America for twenty-nine years while he awaited his destined call to return to Wales.  Most of his English friends regarded both his attraction for America and his lecturing there as unfortunate, barely-to-be-tolerated foibles.  In OLD EARTH-MAN, H. P. Collins says next to nothing about PORIUS but gives an entertainingly dismissive portrayal of Powys’s attraction for the United States and his decision to become a lecturer there, both of which occurrences we need to appreciate as fully as Powys himself clearly did but Collins did not:


His first invitation to the United States (whether or not one considers it ill-fated) took him to Philadelphia where in January, 1905 he gave his first lecture under the auspices of the American Society for the Extension of University Teaching.  His own reminiscences show far more interest in the boat-journey out than in the work, but his rhetorical genius did not fail him, and he was soon burning up large audiences from the Atlantic to the Pacific seaboards. . . . His appeal to the shoulder-chipped and nonconforming cultural aspirants of a young civilization was phenomenal—above all, Jews took him to their hearts. . . . 

He projected himself with overwhelming energy into his lectures, even leaping down among the audience, shaking them by the hand, thumping them on the back and bidding them to come to Dostoievsky as a Salvationist might exhort them to come to Jesus.  He rather exulted in this abandon than sought to contain it.  ‘I howled and whimpered and chanted and burbled like a dervish . . . for these people I tore my heart to pieces.  For these people I gouged out my most sensitive nerves with my own fingernails, and wrote with them in blood on the trembling air.’ (35-6)  


There was something about the USA, something wildly and freely spiritual about that land that wholly suited Powys’s temperament and imagination.  It was something that needed to be experienced before he sank into the damp and misty soul of Wales.  It may have appalled his English friends, but
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