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NEW LEARNING AND NEW IGNORANCE: MAGIA, GOETEIA, AND THE INKLINGS

It is one of the ironies of academic life that the work to which C.S. Lewis probably devoted the most time and the most effort is now among his least-read. This is the Oxford History of English Literature volume, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama (OUP, 1954). It is not without its admirers. Very recently a reviewer of a similar modern reference work contrasted it with Lewis’s, and commented on the latter’s “idiosyncratic brilliance” and “maverick excellence.”
 Nevertheless it has certainly not found a mass market. The reasons are obvious. The title itself is a dull one; and the period being surveyed is arguably the dullest of any period of English literature of which we have extensive knowledge. On page 1 Lewis himself described the first half of it (in poetry) as “a drab age,” and remarked that in both prose and poetry “All the authors write like elderly men.” One of the exciting elements in that early period may well have been the continuation of “medieval drama” and the change-over to the new style of Kyd, Marlowe, Shakespeare: but that topic was expressly excluded by Lewis’s title. Finally, and whatever the work’s other merits, it makes for very hard reading, as Lewis no doubt knew. The first few pages refer casually to Pico della Mirandola (1463-94), Marsilio Ficino (1433-99), Paracelsus [Aureolus Bombastus von Hohenheim] (1493-1541), [Heinrich Cornelius] Agrippa [von Nettesheim] (1486-1535), names barely known (if at all) to most students of English literature. A little later Lewis switches casually from the De Rerum Natura of [Bernardinus] Telesius (1509-88) to the De Rerum Sensu et Magia of [Tommaso] Campanella (1568-1639), giving no introduction to either name. Six pages later he mentions that  “pleasing little tract De Nymphis”; from what Lewis says I would be interested to read it, but he gives no reference.
 Lewis must have known what effect such casual assumptions of a generally non-existent background knowledge would produce. Why did he do it?


I would suggest that in this as in so many other cases, Lewis was deliberately “counterpunching.” One of his targets was the belief, common in university departments of English, that by Shakespeare’s time, anyway, “the triumph of English” had taken place. By contrast, Lewis silently asserted, in the sixteenth century writing in English remained a sub-culture: serious work was done in Latin. Along with the “triumph of English” theory was another one current if unexpressed in the English departments of both Oxford and Cambridge in the 1950s and 1960s, which might be stated, with deliberate crudity, something like this:

 “The Middle Ages were a regrettable waste of time. Fortunately, in the sixteenth century, the Renaissance took place. Gunpowder was invented. America was discovered, as was printing. Humanism broke the mould of the Middle Ages, as did the ‘new astronomy’ mentioned by Donne. The way was open for the rise of the middle classes, the Reformation, the ‘triumph of English’ aforesaid, and the arrival of Shakespeare and John Donne.”

I have put this in deliberately stupid form – for one thing, most of the dates are wrong – but attitudes like it were certainly part of the students’ intellectual furniture, and were not on the whole corrected by the faculty. Lewis refers to such notions with satirical economy in his novel That Hideous Strength (London: Bodley Head, 1945). Wishing to make the point that Jane Studdock, for all her inherited powers as a seer, is “not perhaps a very original thinker,” he has only to mention the topic of her PhD thesis, which is “Donne’s triumphant vindication of the body” (10). Donne, triumph, and the physical as opposed to the intellectual, or even less likely, the spiritual: to Lewis these are already the stuff of cliché. Lewis’s combative intention is signaled further by the title of his first chapter, “New Learning and New Ignorance.” The cliché-ed view had much to say about “new learning,” but it forgot the “new ignorance.”


The first topic Lewis chose to deal with in his survey – it is, one has to say, a most unexpected and unpredictable opening – was magic. Was this not a medieval survival, rapidly got rid of by the new astronomy, the new science, even new and rational forms of religion, as suggested for instance by the title of Sir Keith Thomas’s famous work (it covers a rather later period) Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971)? What point did Lewis want to make by directing his readers to that? And – here I approach the main topic of this essay – what relation did the topic have to Lewis’s fiction, and indeed the fiction of his fellow-Inklings?


Lewis’s argument, in pages 1-14 of Sixteenth Century, is by no means easy to follow, but I make an attempt to paraphrase it here.

· In the first place, he asks what created the sudden efflorescence of English literature in the later 16th century. Some have suggested that it was “humanism”; Lewis sees no connection. Others have opted for the “new astronomy,” creating a Darwinian or Freudian change of world-view; Lewis again sees no sign of this.
· In fact, and conversely, what he does see is a kind of deadening, the beginnings of a substitution of “a mechanical for a genial or animistic view of the universe” (3). But how could this be felt as liberating? The change was in any case not foreseen.
· Still “counterpunching,” Lewis suggests that the modern triumph of a scientific world-view tends to read itself back into the past, and to assign 16th century thinkers to one of two groups, “the conservatively superstitious” versus “the progressive or enlightened”. But this was not the case. Those who attacked astrology (and therefore might be scored as “enlightened”), might also be firm believers in magic.
· A more important distinction, in the period, was magician versus astrologer – both superstitions, to our way of thinking, but quite different ones: the astrologer stern, deterministic, the magician optimistic, empirical, a rejector of Aristotle and the schoolmen of the Middle Ages – indeed very similar in his high hopes to Francis Bacon and the early scientists.

At this point in his argument Lewis pauses for a couple of asides, which perhaps have contemporary point: Lewis knew as well as anyone that there was a great deal of “new ignorance” not only in the sixteenth century, but also in the twentieth. By “magic,” he says, he does not mean “mere witchcraft,” as practiced by “the poor, the ignorant, or the perverted” (7). For all the hysteria of the Malleus Maleficarum (1497), and of course the interest in the subject shown by James VI and I, King of Scotland and then of England, Lewis was inclined to doubt that very much witchcraft was going on in the sixteenth century. Evidence collected under torture counts for nothing. He asks his readers accordingly to dismiss from their minds “Gilles de Retz, Black Mass, Hieronymus Bosch, and Mr. Crowley” (7).
 He might have added, and no doubt thought, “and Margaret Murray, Wicca, and other inventions of the 1920s.” 

Returning to his slowly-developing theme, Lewis argues that there was in this area a real difference between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: their ideas of magic were different. “Only an obstinate prejudice about this period,” he declares – one sees that he is by now definitely and openly “counterpunching”:

could blind us to a certain change which comes over the merely literary texts as we pass from the Middle Ages to the sixteenth century. In medieval story there is, in one sense, plenty of “magic”. Merlin does this or that “by his subtilty”, Bercilak [in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight] resumes his severed head. But all these passages have unmistakably the note of “faerie” about them. (8)

They are, in a word, not scientific.

But in Spenser, Marlowe, Chapman, and Shakespeare the subject is treated quite differently. “He to his studie goes”; books are opened, terrible words pronounced, souls imperilled. The medieval author seems to write for a public to whom magic, like knight-errantry, is part of the furniture of romance: the Elizabethan, for a public who feel that it might be going on in the next street.

“Neglect of this point,” Lewis declares, “has produced strange readings of The Tempest, which is in reality … Shakespeare’s play on magia as Macbeth is his play on goeteia” (8). This last, it should be noted, is a rare word at any period, and is brought in by Lewis without explanation or support.


Turning back from what Renaissance magic was not to what it was, Lewis argues further:

· authors like Agrippa treat the Middle Ages and such authors as Roger Bacon as merely deluded.
· Agrippa is convinced that the universe is full of intermediate spirits, neither angelic nor diabolic, who may be controlled by humans.
· and when a sixteenth-century Englishman thought of “Platonism,” he thought principally of “the doctrine that the region between earth and moon is crowded with airy creatures who are capable of fertile unions with our own species” (10), copulation which is not in the slightest degree “Platonic,” in the modern sense, but which is very much part of “a spiritual cosmology” (11) markedly opposed to the mechanical and deterministic one also coming into being. Prospero’s Ariel is just the kind of creature they are thinking of.
· and what this does is to create “the possibility of an innocent traffic with the unseen” (12), i.e., the possibility of “high magic” or magia.

This possibility was not really innocent, Lewis concludes. It was yet another of those “dreams of power which then haunted the European mind” (13), just like the Baconian dream of science. Both scientia and magia promised new visions of unlimited human development and control – visions quite alien to the Middle Ages.


Such is Lewis’s argument, one which he thought important enough to take the leading place in his most ambitious academic work. Arguing with someone of his erudition may seem a bold enterprise, but in the first place there was nothing Lewis liked better than stout contradiction; and in the second place the vigour with which he puts a particular case – “Only an obstinate prejudice” etc. – is sometimes an indicator of its challengeability. Is medieval magic so clearly of faerie, so certainly unstudious that only “an obstinate prejudice” can deny it? Lewis himself notes Merlin’s “subtilty”; Bercilak’s magic seems to depend on Morgan le Fay, whose name proves her fairy ancestry, but Bercilak also calls her himself “that conable clerk,” which pays tribute to her learning; in Lewis’s third main example, Chaucer’s “Franklin’s Tale,” the magician is very definitely a learned clerk from the university. Meanwhile the Renaissance witches in Macbeth show no sign of book-learning; and as for Ariel, while he may well be one of Agrippa’s aereos daemones, morally neutral spirits figure in medieval works as well, such as the South English Legendary. What Lewis says about his collection of Latin Renaissance writers may, indeed, be true, and give a true picture of the age. But it could also be argued that in making such a severe disjuncture between the medieval and the newly modern, as also between magia and goeteia, Lewis was actually giving academic justification to a theme which he had already broached in his fiction: a theme furthermore of great interest not only to himself but also to the Inklings as a group.


Much of the argument about magic in Sixteenth Century had previously appeared in the third novel of Lewis’s “space fiction” trilogy, That Hideous Strength. The turning point in the struggle between good and evil in this work is the bringing back of Merlin, not from the dead, but from suspended animation. He is brought back as a representative of what Lewis calls “medieval magic,” and the difference between him and the new twentieth-century breed of scientist-magicians is made very clear by Dr. Dimble, the university don who in this work clearly acts as a spokesman for Lewis’s own ideas. Dimble explains at one point:

“[Merlin is] the last vestige of an old order in which matter and spirit were, from our modern point of view, confused. For him every operation on Nature is a kind of personal contact, like coaxing a child or stroking one’s horse. After him came the modern man to whom Nature is something dead – a machine to be worked, and taken to bits if it won’t work the way he pleases. Finally come the Belbury people, who take over that view from the modern man unaltered and simply want to increase their power by tacking on to it the aid of spirits . . . Of course they hoped to have it both ways. They thought the old magia of Merlin, which worked in with the spiritual qualities of Nature, loving and reverencing them and knowing them from within, could be combined with the new goeteia – the brutal surgery from without.” (352)

One should note that here goeteia is not linked with the illiterate witches of Macbeth, but with NICE, the National Institute for Co-Ordinated Experiments: both are evil, but that is the only similarity. Merlin’s medievalism, though vital for the plot – he has been allowed to be revived, Ransom the Pendragon explains to him, just because as a medieval person he may without sin do what would be definitely sinful in a modern – moreover seems to have elements of the sixteenth century about it. When he offers to waken the powers of Nature against the Pendragon’s enemies (355-6), he is surely doing exactly what Campanella thought might be possible with the elements, as Lewis says in Sixteenth Century (6), “to awake their sleeping sense (sopitus sensus) by magia divina.” Either Merlin is not as medieval, or Campanella is not as distinctively Renaissance, as Lewis wanted to make out. 

Perhaps what Lewis really wanted, and was prepared to juggle his arguments to provide, was an image of an innocent magician. He was fairly sure that no such person could exist nowadays, but conceivably in the past the rules were different. Dr. Dimble once again is made to put the point about Ariel and his colleagues, the “airy daemons,” the elementals whom Merlin can command:

“while it may be true at the end of the world to describe every eldil either as an angel or a devil, and may even be true now, it was much less true in Merlin’s time. There used to be things on this earth pursuing their own business, so to speak. They weren’t ministering angels sent to help fallen humanity, but neither were they enemies preying upon us. Even in St. Paul one gets glimpses of a population that won’t exactly fit into our two columns of angels and devils. And if you go back further . . . all the gods, elves, dwarfs, water-people, fata, longaevi. . .


“I think there was room for them then, but the universe has come more to a point . . . At any rate, that is the sort of situation in which one got a man like Merlin.” (351)

The awakening of Nature, one may say, is a shared Inkling theme. According to Tolkien’s Treebeard, it is what the elves used to do, “waking trees up and teaching them to speak and learning their tree-talk” (457, III/4).
 Perhaps that is how the Ents themselves arose. In the second “Narnia” volume, Prince Caspian, we also find Aslan waking the nymphs and dryads, and the trees, and the river-god from his slumber, to break the bridge of Beruna and defeat the usurper Miraz. Tolkien’s Tom Bombadil, surely, whatever else he may be, is also an “elemental,” drawing his power from Nature, impossible to separate from the land of which he is the presiding genius. All these scenes and characters betray a certain wish-fulfillment, as humans and hobbits find themselves able to talk to animals, trees, plants, rivers, to join a universe “tingling with anthropomorphic life” (Sixteenth Century, 4); though one might note that in Lewis’s poem “The Magician and the Dryad,” the dryad expresses dismay at being woken, finds anthropomorphic life far less satisfying than vegetative, and dies when released.

But is such a thing licit, for Christians? Is it not – like Bacchus and Silenus in Prince Caspian – a relic of the pagan?
 In That Hideous Strength both Ransom and Dimble note the risk. “It was never very lawful, even in your day,” says Ransom to Merlin (356). While dealing with nature-spirits may have been licit for Merlin in earlier centuries, Dimble reflects – as polygamy was licit for Abraham, under the Old Law – neither magic nor polygamy may have been entirely good for their practitioners at any time. There is something “withered” about Merlin, says Dimble (352). The old English word for “withered” is “sere,” and Lewis’s Merlin is something of a “sere-man”: not yet a Saruman, and indeed the deadly enemy of the modern versions of Saruman, but sharing something with them just the same. It is the suggestion, by Mrs. Dimble, that using Merlin is rather like fighting NICE with its own weapons, which provokes the explanation/apologia by her husband cited above.

What I am suggesting is that there is a discrepancy between Lewis’s argument about magic in Sixteenth Century and his fictionalization of magic in That Hideous Strength nine years before. In the former he argues that there are three categories: (1) the medieval magic which comes from faerie (2) the illiterate Renaissance goeteia of the witch-cult, as portrayed in Macbeth (3) the learned Renaissance neo-Platonic magia of scholars like Campanella, which depends on control of neutral spirits. In the novel, however, Merlin’s medieval magic looks very much like Campanella’s, without the bookishness – though Merlin is in his way a learned man, who talks Latin fluently, and knows Greek and Hebrew as well, not to mention the language of (Lewis’s mistaken spelling) Numinor. Meanwhile goeteia, though still opposed to magia, has also become learned, in the hands of the scientists of NICE. The simplest way of resolving the discrepancy is to say that Lewis needed a morally neutral, pre-separation style of magic for the purposes of his fiction. Alternatively, one might argue that the consistent element is the distinction between “white” and “black” magic, in the twentieth century as in the sixteenth – Merlin once again functioning in a “grey” area.

The Inklings must surely have discussed this problem among themselves, and one conclusion they perhaps all assented to is that “magic” is too inclusive a term. Tolkien has a scene in The Lord of the Rings which seems designed to make just this point. In the chapter “The Mirror of Galadriel” (II/7) Sam Gamgee says, “I’ve often wanted to see a bit of magic like what it tells of in old tales,” and Lothlórien, he reckons, is the place to see it. Galadriel decides to grant his wish and show him her Mirror, though she says hat she cannot control it. “[The Mirror] shows things that were, and things that are, and things that may yet be” (353). Later, after Sam has seen a vision of disaster in the Shire, and says he wants to abandon the quest and go home, she tells him also: 

“the Mirror shows many things, and not all have yet come to pass. Some never come to be, unless those that behold the vision turn aside from their path to prevent them. The Mirror is dangerous as a guide of deeds” (354). 

It is, in fact, very like the visions which the witches show Macbeth; and Macbeth’s attempt to avert the visionary future by killing Macduff and his family both fails, and is responsible for his own death. Maybe neither would have happened if Macbeth had not “turned aside from his path to prevent them.” Sam concludes, “I don’t want to see no more magic” (354). But maybe it was not “magic.” Galadriel also says to him:

 “this is what your folk would call magic, I believe; though I do not understand clearly what they mean; and they seem to use the same word of the deceits of the Enemy. But this, if you will, is the magic of Galadriel” (353). 

Galadriel, then, is uncertain about the word “magic,” and furthermore thinks that two words are really needed, one for her “magic,” and one for “the deceits of the Enemy.”

Behind the Inklings’ discussions, however, one may sense also a long discussion between scholars in the 19th and 20th centuries, well summarized by Ronald Hutton.
 Summarizing Hutton still further, the basic argument seems to have been over the relationship between magic and religion: clearly some commentators felt that the two were actually very similar concepts, but that to many “magic” (false, deceitful) was what other cultures did, while “religion” (true, benevolent) was the prerogative of one’s own faith and culture. It was in fact an argument about “multiculturalism.” With this neither Tolkien nor Lewis, nor Williams, would have had much sympathy, and indeed the scholarly debate appears to have been unproductive, and mostly circular. Nevertheless a point I have made twice elsewhere about both Tolkien and Lewis is that sometimes their fictional constructions seem to have been energized not so much by old mythology, about which they both knew a great deal, as by theories about old mythology.
 Tolkien perhaps developed his concept of the elves from the 19th century debate about the interpretation of (in particular) Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda; while Lewis, even more clearly, framed much of the action of his last novel, Till We Have Faces, on different and competing 19th and 20th century notions about the nature of myth. Both authors, meanwhile, rejected earlier theories in favour of more complex notions of their own.

As regards magic, I would suggest that behind both Lewis’s and Tolkien’s views there lies the famous argument of J.G. Frazer, in The Golden Bough, which is, that there are not two but three conceptions. I have taken the liberty of summarizing his view, for brevity, in the diagram below. It will be noted that in this triangle, any two of the points will be in agreement against the third:
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Thus, magic and science are fundamentally coercive: the practitioners of both are trying to get a result in the real world. Frazer indeed says of magic, “its fundamental conception is identical with that of modern science,” and he goes further in arguing that it even has “Laws” like those of Isaac Newton, expressed by Frazer as “the Law of Similarity” and “the Law of Contagion.”
 The idea was taken up eagerly by several science fiction writers, who imagined worlds in which these laws had become as well-understood and as productive as those of modern physics.
 Both concepts are, however, in Frazer’s view, different from that of “religion,” which is essentially supplicatory: God, or the gods, are not to be manipulated by human beings, who can only request help or favour, not control it.
 “Magic” and “religion” are meanwhile similar in that they rely on forces which in one way or another – this distinction created much of the rather sterile debate summarized by Hutton – are not seen as regularly operative in the real world, which “science” definitely is. Finally, “religion” and “science” are both forces which are actively accepted in the contemporary world, though held by some to be in opposition, by others to be capable of resolution: “magic,” by contrast is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as, “the pretended art of influencing the course of events . . . by processes supposed to owe their efficacy to the power of compelling the intervention of spiritual beings, or of bringing into operation some occult controlling principle of nature.”
 Pretended, supposed, some occult controlling principle: it is clear that the lexicographer has no belief in magic at all, and that this is the dominant opinion of his society.


Lewis, to put matters very briefly, in essence agrees with Frazer, as one can see from several scenes in “The Chronicles of Narnia.” At the start of The Silver Chair Jill and Eustace are desperate to escape from the bullies of Experiment House. Eustace tells Jill about Narnia, which he has visited once already, and they both wish they could get there. “How?” asks Jill, and Eustace replies, “The only way you can – by Magic.” But could they “do something to make it happen?” asks Jill. Eustace nods, and she goes on:


“You mean we might draw a circle on the ground – and write things in queer letters in it – and stand inside it – and recite charms and spells?”


“Well,” said Eustace after he had thought hard for a bit, “I believe that was the sort of thing I was thinking about, though I never did it. But now that it comes to the point, I’ve an idea that all those circles and things are rather rot. I don’t think he’d like them. It would look as if we thought we could make him do things. But really, we can only ask him.” (15)

Aslan, then, cannot be coerced, and Jill’s childish notion of magic is incompatible with him and unwelcome to him. Narnian “magic,” it seems, is different, like Galadriel’s, and perhaps needs another name. There is a more coercive, and in several ways more “scientific” notion of magic in The Magician’s Nephew, where Uncle Andrew is a magician of sorts. He carries out experiments; he even uses guinea-pigs, both real and metaphorical (Digory and Polly); and he creates rings to travel between the worlds. There is something unscientific, though, in the hints he gives in ch. 2 about how he has learned magic:

“I had to get to know some – well, some devilish queer people, and go through some very disagreeable experiences. That was what turned my head grey. One doesn’t become a magician for nothing. My health broke down in the end.” (25)

As with Merlin, the practice of magic is bad for the practitioner. Perhaps, indeed, what he has been doing should be called goeteia, “witchcraft,” for when the children bring the Queen Jadis back to England with them in ch. 6, she looks at him and recognizes a kind of similarity to herself, “I see . . . you are a Magician – of a sort . . . a little, peddling Magician who works by rules and books. There is no real Magic in your blood and heart” (69-70). Jadis, however, released into Narnia, will become the White Witch of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. She will feel in Narnia “a Magic different from hers and stronger” (95, ch. 8). Narnian magic, then is different from Jill’s conception in being beyond human control; different also from Uncle Andrew’s rule-bound quasi-science; and different again from the witchcraft of Jadis. In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe the White Witch calls for the sacrifice of Edmund by appealing to “the Deep Magic” of “the Emperor-over-Sea” (128, ch. 13). But there is “a deeper magic still which she did not know . . .  when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a traitor’s stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would start working backwards” (148, ch. 15). It is this which brings about the resurrection of Aslan, clearly parallel to the Resurrection of Christ. This “deeper magic,” Narnian magic, is in essence religion. Lewis preserves what is in effect the Frazerian triangle, though (like Tolkien’s hobbits) he allows the same word to be used of what we might call “white” and “black” magic – he avoids these terms – or alternatively magia and goeteia.


Goeteia is a rare and unusual word: so unusual, indeed, that as late as 1989 the Oxford English Dictionary still had no listing in that form, offering only “goety,” which is given as “Obs[olete] exc[ept] arch[aic],” and defining the word as “Witchcraft or magic performed by the invocation and employment of evil spirits, necromancy.” There is furthermore no trace in the citations of Lewis’s opposition of goeteia and magia. According to J. Sanford’s 1569 translation of Agrippa, “The partes of ceremoniall Magicke be Goecie, and Theurgie,” a distinction repeated several times between 1652 and 1834. One writer in 1681 indeed accepts that there are thought to be two types of magic, distinguished “so as to condemn indeed the grosser, which they called Magic, or Goety.”
 One may wonder why Lewis used such a rare word, and imposed a new definition on it.  

Possibly the answer is, that he learned word and concept from Charles Williams, whose influence on the other Inklings may in this area have been underestimated. The story of Williams and Lewis’s first acquaintance is well-known. Lewis read Williams’s novel The Place of the Lion at almost the same moment in 1936 as Williams was reading the proofs of Lewis’s first major academic book The Allegory of Love, as part of his duties with Oxford University Press. Each man was deeply impressed, and Williams wrote Lewis a “fan letter,” which arrived while Williams was still very much on Lewis’s mind.
 The coincidence was the start of a friendship which lasted till Williams’s death nine years later. It is also not too much to say that Williams “kick-started” Lewis’s career as a novelist. John Rateliff has pointed out how unpromising the situation must have seemed for both Lewis and Tolkien early in 1936, both men rather under-published academically for their age and seniority, and neither having made anything of their intended careers as poets.
 At this point Williams perhaps showed Lewis two things. He showed that it was possible to write a novel with an underpinning of learned neo-Platonism in the form of popular fiction, indeed as a “thriller.” And he showed that it might be possible to revive what Lewis would later call “the Discarded Image,” i.e. the late Classical / early medieval view of the universe, even in competition with the “new (scientific) learning” of the twentieth century, and indeed to put it in the form of science fiction. It is this which we see happening in chapter 5 of Lewis’s first novel, Out of the Silent Planet (1938) – the start of which is strikingly similar to the start of The Place of the Lion – when Ransom, in the spaceship into which he has been “shanghaied,” finds himself not in the cold dead dark “outer space” of his and the modern imagination, but in the radiant, vibrant, living cosmos of the medieval imagination. Furthermore, if coincidentally, Williams’s example fitted unexpectedly well with what Lewis and Tolkien had already agreed between themselves, namely that each should write a work which would demonstrate “the reality of myth.” 

It is tempting to say, especially in view of Lewis’s second novel Perelandra and his second major academic work A Preface to Paradise Lost, both published in 1942, that what both Tolkien and Lewis were in effect doing was repeating the finesse of Milton in Paradise Lost book 10: 669 ff., where Milton, describing the consequences of the Fall, carefully offers two alternative explanations of the phenomena of the changing seasons, one based on the old geocentric astronomy, the other on the new heliocentric astronomy:

Some say He bid His angels turn askance

The poles of earth twice ten degrees and more

From the sun’s axle . . .

In very much the same way Tolkien was to offer a mythical geography in his repeated attempts to tell the story of  “the Lost Straight Road,” while conceding that in real geography this no longer existed. His argument that the Road was no longer straight but “bent,” wraithas in Tolkien’s reconstructed Early Germanic phrase,
 contributed both the idea of the “wraiths” to Middle-earth and almost certainly the idea of the “bent” eldil to Lewis.


Lewis was to use the word “wraith” as well, very strikingly in That Hideous Strength, but it is a Williams word too. He uses it at the end of ch. 6 of War in Heaven (1930), “The wraith of the child drifted into the midst of the dance,” and again in a similar context near the end of ch. 17. All Hallows’ Eve (1945) has it at the end of ch. 2, “He felt . . . more like a wraith than a man”. In this area it is not at all clear which of the Inklings had an idea first, or how ideas were shared and jointly developed, as they evidently were, but Williams’s 1930 usages predate all the others. It may also have been Williams who contributed both the word and the idea of goeteia. He actually uses the word – as said above, an extremely rare one – in ch. 9 of All Hallows’ Eve once more, where the dead girl Evelyn tries to direct the course of the deformed body in which her spirit has been imprisoned: “It went as if against a high wind, for it was going with the sun and against all the customs of Goetia. Had it been a living witch of that low kind, it would have resisted more strongly . . .”
 Goeteia furthermore, however one spells it or defines it, forms the core of Williams’s entire sequence of seven “occult thrillers,” War in Heaven (1930), Many Dimensions (1931), The Place of the Lion (1931), Shadows of Ecstasy (1931), The Greater Trumps (1932), Descent into Hell (1937), and All Hallows’ Eve (1945). Recurrent features in this sequence are:

· the idea of a sacred object being used, or wanted to be used, for magic: the Stone of Suleiman in Many Dimensions, the Holy Grail in War in Heaven, the ancient tarot cards in The Greater Trumps

· the modern scholar-anthropologist who uses his learning to become a black magician: Sir Giles Tumulty in both the two first above
· the goetic operation described in detail: the creation of a succubus in Descent into Hell, the creation of the dwarf-shape in which two wandering souls are imprisoned in All Hallows’ Eve

· the figure of a powerful magus, searching for the secret of eternal youth: Considine in Shadows of Ecstasy, Simon the Clerk in All Hallows’ Eve again.
Consistent in the Williams meta-plot is the figure of the magician, or would-be magician, searching only for personal power, and opposed not by other magicians but by a coalition of ordinary people strengthened by religious devotion, and backed at decisive moments by the intervention of Providential figures like Prester John, “John the Priest,” in War in Heaven. A crucial weakness for the magicians is their conviction that there is only magic; there is no such thing as religion; religion is indeed just another word for magic (as argued by some of the figures in the 20th-century scholarly debate). Simon the Clerk, in All Hallows’ Eve is thus well aware of the Christian myth, of the Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection, but sees them all as only the account of a failed experiment, which he means to repeat successfully:

Once, as he had learned the tale, the attempt at domination had been made and failed. The sorcerer who attempted it had also been a Jew, a descendant of the house of David, who clothed in angelic brilliance had compelled a woman of the same house to utter the name, and something more than mortal had been born. But in the end the operation had failed. Of the end of the sorcerer himself there were no records; Joseph ben David had vanished. The living thing that had been born of his feminine counterpart had perished miserably. It had been two thousand years before anyone had dared to risk the attempt again. (end ch. 3)

As Simon has “learned the tale,” Christianity is just a garbled and mistaken response to magia, or goeteia.
 Frazer’s triangle of forces is reduced to a polarity, science and magic, both coercive, both in human hands alone.


Neither Lewis nor Williams, of course, endorsed this view in any way at all, and the whole point of Williams’s novels is to prove it an error. But what it expressed was, perhaps, an Inkling fear: very briefly, that as in the modern world religion might be downgraded to magic, so magic might be fused with science – or rather, to repeat a distinction Lewis himself made more than once, with “scientism,” science’s popularized and degraded offshoot.
 That is what is happening in That Hideous Strength. NICE, the new and threatening power which aims to take over first England and then the world, presents itself as entirely modern and scientific, exploiting just the kind of rhetoric which we have been accustomed to hearing from politicians, and which was even commoner in the immediate post-War years than it is now. The Director of the Institute, figurehead though he is, is clearly a comic caricature of the later H.G. Wells, spokesman for progress and atheism, vulgar, pompous, ill-educated, but irredeemably confident that his tiny outfit of opinions and half-digested misinformation is adequate for the greatest purposes. Behind Jukes/Wells, however, stand the figures of the Deputy Director Wither – a “wraith” himself, and another “sere”-man or Saruman – and his colleague with the symbolic name Frost; with behind them in their turn the real “Head,” the guillotined head of the murderer Alcazan, kept alive by science, but acting as a conduit for diabolic powers called down by magic. 

To Lewis, that was the threat in the twentieth century, as in the sixteenth: both eras very obviously marked by “new learning,” and both, in Lewis’s view, similarly threatened by “new ignorance.” What connected them was a dream of power. In the minds of Pico, or Ficino, or Agrippa, Lewis says in Sixteenth Century, the dream was one of re-creating human nature, re-establishing the connection of the human soul with the angels themselves, “the highest orders of created beings,” and in this way recovering the soul’s “original dominion over the whole created universe.” In fact, they thought – and here Lewis is in a way paraphrasing the belief of Simon the Clerk quoted above – “such recoveries have occurred. Pythagoras and Apollonius of Tyana are cited as examples” in Ficino’s Theologia Platonica XIII. iv (13). Lewis calls such beliefs at once “megalomania” and “anthropolatry” (12), but as said above notes that “the new magia” “falls into its place among the other dreams of power which then haunted the European mind,” most obviously, “beside the thought of [Francis] Bacon.” Magic and Baconian experimental science are very much contrasted in the minds of twentieth-century thinkers, but that is because, says Lewis, “we know that science succeeded and magic failed. That event was then still uncertain” (13). Lewis concludes his account of sixteenth-century magic by saying that what the magicians and the scientists shared was “something negative. Both have abandoned an earlier doctrine of Man,” which offered humanity both a guarantee, and a limit (14). The new limitlessness offered human beings the prospect of unlimited power over the natural world, but at the same time the threat of meaninglessness, insignificance in a universe not centred on humans and not built to their scale.

That, surely, is the threat which Lewis saw arising once again in the twentieth century. This time the threat came only from science, or rather, to repeat the distinction made above, from “scientism.” He saw the terrible threat of limitless ambition in J.B.S. Haldane’s essay “Last Judgement,” paraphrased and parodied in Weston’s speech to the eldil of Malacandra in Out of the Silent Planet, ch. 20.
 He repeats the threat in Filostrato’s strange ambition, expressed in That Hideous Strength, ch. 8/III, to destroy Nature entirely and shave the planet bald, so that there shall be nothing on it but the works of humanity. And one may add that another element in the “scientism” of Haldane and of Filostrato is the conviction – openly Marxist in Haldane’s case – that “scientism” must not only be scientific, but also be centrally planned by institutions of the state: in the twenty-first century we can be quite sure that that will not work. Connected with the “scientist” ambition, though, is the haunting fear that nothing makes sense, that human life is merely a vanishingly thin skin over a vast eternal chaos into which all of us must fall. Weston again expresses this – unless it is the Un-man speaking – near the end of Perelandra, in ch. 13, as he begs his enemy Ransom not to leave him. 

Both the ambition and the fear stem from the new Godless universe imagined by astronomers, biologists, geologists, physicists. In their fiction the Inklings saw new science fused with or taken over by old goeteia, in NICE, in Simon the Clerk, in a more metaphorical way in Saruman: two of Frazer’s three forces joining together to defeat and eradicate the third. In Sixteenth Century Lewis put forward his argument that both forces had originated at the same time and with similar motives. Everyone was aware of the “New Learning,” for they could see its effects in the world around them. He thought they needed to be just as aware of the “New Ignorance,” for its effects, psychological rather than physical, were just as present in the contemporary world.

A final and positive image of magic appears in the figure of Coriakin the magician in chapters 9 to 11 of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (1952). He is even one step beyond the planetary eldils of the “space fiction” trilogy, for we learn in ch. 14 that he is a dethroned star. Nevertheless he is always called “the magician,” and he has one of the traditional features of that role, the great Book of spells from which Lucy reads. He is also a servant of Aslan, and on familiar terms with him. Aslan indeed asks him, speaking of the “Dufflepuds,” the extraordinarily stupid monopod dwarfs entrusted to his care, “Do you grow weary . . . of ruling such foolish subjects as I have given you here?” Coriakin says (with here a deliberate echo of Shakespeare’s Prospero, see Tempest V.i.50) he is not weary but “a little impatient, waiting for the day when they can be governed by wisdom instead of this rough magic” (ch. 11, 138). Even benevolent Narnian magia is here presented as only a stage, something short of direct access to wisdom, to Aslan, and implicitly to religion. One might then sum up Lewis’s attitude to magic with another diagram, a square rather than the Frazerian triangle offered above. This would go:
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The diagram does not make a perfect fit with everything Lewis wrote, but as I have suggested above there is not a perfect fit between Lewis’s fictional and his academic writings. I am inclined to think that he overstressed the difference between medieval magic and magic as described by Campanella or Paracelsus in order to make a tactical point about the real nature of the Renaissance: his fictional Merlin, at any rate, is a Campanellan. Nevertheless, the diagram does, I believe, indicate three things, which are: (1) the shared Inkling fear of a Godless science falling into the hands of men obsessed with power (which is exactly what was happening in their lifetimes, with the dictators Hitler and Stalin); (2) the idea of magic, both good and bad, as a metaphor, in the form of narrative romance, for real-life experience; (3) and most of all, Lewis’s strong and consistent preference for “the discarded image,” the cosmology of late antiquity and the Middle Ages, the universe “tingling with anthropomorphic life,” crowded with spirits good, bad and neutral, animating the trees and the rivers and the beasts and the many species of longaevi. He may or may not have been able to believe in this as sober reality, but he regretted its replacement – and could, after all, claim that while it had been abandoned, it had not necessarily been disproved.

Tom Shippey

Saint Louis University
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