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It’s a rare pleasure to introduce a book by
someone whose work you respect and whose friendship you treasure. Joe R.
Christopher has been both of those things to me for many years, and I suspect
that many readers opening this volume will feel a similar delight: in the
thorough, satisfying toil of a scholar whose clarity and rigor have helped to
shape Lewis studies for decades, and for the man whose quiet generosity and
steady intellectual curiosity have enriched so many of our lives. That
combination — the mind and the person — is everywhere present in the essays
gathered here in this retrospective collection.


Joe grew up in Bartlesville, Oklahoma, which
has always struck me as a lovely coincidence, because it’s also where I was
born. I didn’t stay long enough to put down roots there as Joe did, but the
shared geography has always felt like a small, private bridge between us — a
reminder that intellectual kinships often begin in unexpected ways. Joe’s work,
too, builds bridges: between medieval and modern, between children’s literature
and adult interpretation, between the imaginative worlds we inherit and the ones
we build ourselves.


I first met Joe in 2006 — 20 years ago almost
to the day that I am writing this foreword. He attended the 9th annual
conference of the C. S. Lewis and Inklings Society (now dormant, if not
defunct), where I gave my first ever conference paper that spring. He was also
in Oklahoma City for Mythcon 37 that summer — both of us returning to our
mutual home state — and my first time attending Mythcon. Over the years, we
both attended many of the same conferences. We also both made the short trip —
Joe from Longview, me from Dallas — to Texas A&M University (my alma mater)
to visit the incredible Science Fiction and Fantasy Research Collection at the
Cushing Library, about which Joe contributed a report to me in 2010 as the
editor of Mythprint (Vol. 47, No. 3, Whole No. 332). Bringing all this
full circle, Joe is being recognized as the scholar guest of honor at Mythcon
54 in 2026 — again in Oklahoma, 20 years from when I first met him. All of this
feels like kismet to me.


Shortly after we first met, I wrote to Joe out
of the blue to ask whether I could pick his brain on C. S. Lewis for a
comparative paper on talking trees in Tolkien and Lewis. He was kind, generous,
and helpful — the first of many times over the years. In fact, reading back
over twenty years of off-and-on correspondence in preparation to write this
foreword, I’ve rediscovered all sorts of little gems that I probably never
followed up on!


In Plain Sight Behind a Wardrobe Door shows Joe him at his best. Across these chapters — rambling through
the decades of a prolific and impactful career — he does what he has always
done: he reads closely, patiently, thoroughly, and with a kind of moral
steadiness that refuses both the sensational and the superficial. Hemingway
suggested that nine-tenths of the meaning of any story worth reading lies below
the surface, and this is the part that catches Joe’s keen eye. His subjects
range widely — from Dantean mountaintops to Narnian angelology, from Tolkien’s
uneasy distance to Carroll’s dream-logic — yet the through-line is
unmistakable. Joe is interested in how stories mean not merely what they say on
the surface, but in the architectures beneath the narratives, the deeper
structures, symbols, traditions, and imagination that make a fictional world
cohere. Or that don’t. Joe equally points out failures, mistakes, and missteps.


Several chapters in this volume stand out as
especially emblematic of this gift.


His study of Tolkien as a “Narnian exile” — an
exile from Narnia, not to Narnia — is one of the clearest treatments I
have read of a topic often handled with more heat than light. Joe avoids the
caricatures of jealousy, the overconfident psychologizing, and the tired
critiques of the biographies (yes, they are flawed, but can’t we move on from
that to something more constructive?). Instead, he traces the actual
documentary record with care, urging wariness and skepticism. The result is a
portrait not of rivalry but of two very different artistic temperaments, each
committed to a vision of sub-creation that the other could not fully share.


Equally striking is his chapter on Narnian
angelology, which manages to be both playful and precise. Joe threads together
biblical cosmology, medieval metaphysics, and Lewis’s own imaginative instincts
to show how the stars of Narnia function as a coherent angelic order. It is the
kind of essay that makes you see something you thought you already understood —
Ramandu, Coriakin, even Tash — with fresh eyes. If I could add a postscript of
interest to, well, to me, at least, it might be this. Where Joe focuses
primarily on how Lewis equated stars and angles — “a very clever pattern: on
Earth, fallen angels; in Narnia, fallen stars” — and alludes to Tolkien’s
cosmology mainly in comparison to, or even a source, for Lewis, I think it’s
well worth remembering here that Tolkien carried out an equally clever
transformation, transforming the angel of Cynewulf in the Old English poem, Crist
— Éalá Éarendel engla beorhtast (“hail, Earendel, brightest of angels”)
— into a star in his own mythology, in Frodo’s cry in Quenya, Aiya Eärendil Elenion
Ancalima (“hail, Eärendil, brightest of stars”). Lewis and Tolkien thus
both enacted similar transformations, but for different reasons and with very
different effects.


Joe’s exploration of mountaintop gardens — the
Dantean and Miltonic echoes behind the green hill in The Magician’s Nephew,
The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader,” and The Last Battle — is
another example of Joe’s characteristic method. He never forces a parallel;
rather, he lays out the imagistic lineage with such clarity that the
connections become obvious. Lewis’s hilltop gardens are not imitations of
Dante’s Eden, nor of Milton’s Paradise, but they belong to the same imaginative
family, generalizations and adaptations of the medieval hortus conclusus
and locus amenus tropes. Joe shows us how and why.


And then there is the delightful essay on Alice
and Narnia, which reveals the difference between Carroll’s logical anatomies
and Lewis’s mythic romances. It is a chapter that could only have been written
by someone who loves both authors, but who also understands the significant
differences in how their two imaginations operated. Joe’s comparison of the Red
King and Father Time — one a paradox, the other a mystery — is the kind of
insight that will stay with you.


What unites all these chapters is not merely
Joe’s command of primary and secondary sources or his long familiarity with
Lewis’s world. It is his temperament as a reader and the ways in which he
invites us to join him, take time, linger in the words and the worlds. Joe
approaches literature with the seriousness of someone who believes that stories
matter, and with the humility of someone who knows they are always larger than
our interpretations of them. He has more humility than most scholars. He is never
reductive. He never treats a text as merely a puzzle to be solved or a quarry
to be mined (as many of us have been guilty of doing). Instead, he treats texts
as places — landscapes to be walked, worlds to be inhabited, or conversations
to be joined. That’s why his work has always been so inviting.


And that’s why this book feels so welcoming.
It’s not an ostentatious display of scholarly expertise, though expertise is
everywhere in it. It’s an invitation: come see what I have seen; come notice
what is hiding in plain sight; share your thoughts; let’s explore these worlds
together.


For those of us who have known Joe personally,
this tone will feel familiar. It’s the same tone he has always brought to
conversation, to teaching, and to friendship. He’s always been a scholar who
listens as carefully as he speaks, and a friend who brings the same
attentiveness to people that he brings to texts. That quality — that blend of
intellectual rigor and genuine human warmth — is what gives In Plain Sight
Behind a Wardrobe Door its distinctive voice.


Readers who pick up this book already knowing
Joe will find here the knowledgeable, approachable, avuncular figure they
recognize. Readers who know only a little of his scholarship will, I think,
come away feeling they have met the man behind it. And readers who know both
will feel, as I do, grateful: grateful for the work, for the friendship, and
for the chance to travel once more through the imaginative landscapes he has
spent a lifetime opening up for us.


So, go ahead and turn the page. You’re in good
hands.


 


Jason Fisher










 


​A Lifetime in the Shadow
of the Inklings


 


Introduction


For over seventy years, I, Joe R. Christopher,
have found myself captivated by the intellectual and imaginative landscapes of
C. S. Lewis. To look back on his writings is to chart the course of my own
life—from a curious student in Oklahoma to a scholar attempting to map the vast
territories Lewis left behind. This volume, a compilation of my essays on the Chronicles
of Narnia, represents the culmination of that long journey.


Oklahoma and the Sci-Fi Fandom


My journey began not in a library or a
classroom, but with a face on a magazine cover. I grew up in Bartlesville,
Oklahoma, and while my memory of the local library’s inventory is hazy, I
vividly recall seeing Lewis on the cover of Time in 1947. I was in my
junior high years then—just beginning to look toward the wider world—and the
caption, “Oxford’s C. S. Lewis: His heresy: Christianity,” stayed with me. It
signaled that Lewis was a writer who delighted in challenging the modern status
quo with an ancient, yet vibrantly alive, worldview. This image of the
“heretical” Christian remained in the back of my mind as I explored the
“secondary worlds” of speculative fiction.


The Screwtape Letters was the first Lewisian work I read. At the time, I found them
intensely amusing, but not in a trivial sense. In Lewis, amusement is often the
first hook; it is the “sugar” that helps the medicine of profound moral
philosophy go down. I was drawn not just by the wit, but by the intellectual
rigor behind the satire. This connection—this “feeling intellect”—was what
first drew me to Lewis, even before I understood the full scope of his work.


This path was also paved by an early love for
the imaginative reach of science fiction. Between my junior and senior years of
high school, a friend, Don Hinkle, and I took a bus all the way to Chicago for
a World Science Fiction Convention. We were bold enough to crash a fan party,
where I found myself sitting on the floor listening to Theodore Sturgeon play
his guitar. He sang what fandom would soon call “filk” songs—folk music for the
sci-fi community—including one titled using Robert Heinlein’s phrase “The Green
Hills of Earth.” This background in fandom provided the fertile soil in which
my later appreciation for the Inklings would grow.


While a student at the University of Oklahoma,
I encountered the mythic tradition in a more formal capacity. I recall a
professor there, perhaps John M. Raines, offering an early English course on
the Inklings; though I did not officially enroll, I sat in on the sessions. My
memory of the details is hazy, but I remember the syllabus leaned heavily
toward Tolkien, which was perhaps a sign of the burgeoning “Tolkien Mania” of
the 1960s.


Finding a Spiritual Home


As these intellectual and academic interests
matured, they eventually began to intersect with my own search for a lived
experience of faith. When it came time for me to choose a spiritual home, I
joined the Episcopal Church—a move that, quite simply, felt like finding home.
At the time, I did not consciously associate this decision with my interest in
Lewis or my academic pursuits; it was an independent arrival at a place that
spoke to my own needs for reason, tradition, and a certain quiet compassion.


It was only later, upon reflection, that I
recognized the happy coincidence: in the Anglican tradition, I had found a
living reflection of the “Mere Christianity” Lewis championed. It provided a
framework that balanced the intellectual demands of reason with the weight of
tradition, mirroring the very qualities I admired in the authors I was
beginning to study. This alignment of spirit and mind provided the steady
foundation I needed as I transitioned from a student of the Inklings to a
contributor to their scholarship.


This sense of “home” in the church gave me a
grounded perspective as I entered the formal world of Inklings circles. I
joined the Mythopoeic Society shortly before the first Mythcon in 1970. I
remember receiving a phone call from Claremont, California—Glen Goodknight
himself, checking to make sure I was actually coming. He had organized a large
Inklings picnic in a city park as a precursor to the conference, and he was
meticulously verifying his attendee list. While my memory of what I might have
presented at that first conference has faded, the gathering created ties with a
community of fellow travelers that have continued to this very day.


The Trio of Foundation: Romances,
Bibliographies, and Twayne


My professional reputation was built largely
upon three early projects, each of which allowed me to explore Lewis from a
different vantage point. The first was my doctoral dissertation at the
University of Oklahoma, The Romances of Clive Staples Lewis. It was a
massive undertaking, running 432 pages, in which I attempted to navigate the
specialized jargon of the academy to distinguish between Lewis’s various modes
of writing. I argued that The Screwtape Letters was not of primary
interest to the dissertation because it functioned as an “anatomy” rather than
a “romance.” Following the definitions of Northrop Frye, an anatomy is an
intellectual dissection of ideas—a Menippean satire—whereas a romance follows
the hero’s journey through a mythic landscape. I spent eleven pages of the
dissertation explaining exactly why Screwtape was not my subject, a
quintessential academic irony that highlighted my commitment to generic
precision.


While the dissertation provided the
theoretical framework for my work, I soon recognized the need for a more
practical map of the field. This realization led to the second “pillar”: C.
S. Lewis: An Annotated Checklist of Writings About Him and His Works
(1974). Although this project began as a solo effort derived from my
dissertation research, I soon learned that Joan K. Ostling was working on a
similar bibliography for her dissertation at a religious school. She had been
encouraged to submit to Kent State and mentioned her general plans in a
conference—I believe it was in a New York C. S. Lewis Society meeting. At any
rate, I read it and dropped her a note saying that I regretted our competition,
and I mentioned the contract I had signed. She replied, saying her first
impulse was to burn her papers, but she decided to send me her typescript and
perhaps be mentioned. Her many citations were primarily from religious sources.
It was a fortuitous match as my citations focused on secular and academic
literary criticism. I combined the two and asked that Ostling be made a full
collaborator. Together, we created a comprehensive bibliography—a checklist
that remained a standard reference for years, helping other scholars find their
way through the ever-expanding woods of Lewisian criticism. The bibliography
received the Mythopoeic Society’s Award in Inkling Studies.


The third pillar of this scholarly foundation
was the C. S. Lewis volume for the Twayne English Authors Series
(1987). Originally, the contract belonged to Walter Hooper. He once claimed he
was going to use a desk at Lewis’ home on which to write the biography, but he
never got it done. The publisher cancelled the contract. I submitted my
background, got the contract, and barely completed it—with “acceptable
slowness” as the publishers might call it. This biography remains a cornerstone
of my work on Lewis’s life and literary chronology, and was honored for the
second time with the Mythopoeic Society’s “Aslan” Award in Inklings Studies.
Since stepping back from the exhaustive demands of formal academia—and the
indispensable help of former secretaries—I have traded the rigors of
institutional research for a more personal exploration of these topics.


Narnia as an Analogous World


This background in theory and bibliography
eventually led me further up and further into the silva of the Narniad, where
the “Anatomies” of the mind give way to a reflection of the world analogous to
our own. My interest in Narnia has never been merely for the sake of children’s
stories, per se; rather, it revolves around how Lewis used a secondary world to
illuminate the primary one. I have always been enticed by the “hidden world”
archetype— the notion that creative discovery is reserved for those who wander
beyond the familiar details. Narnia provides a landscape where moral dilemmas
are stripped of their modern complexities, often through an atmospheric “cozy”
aesthetic that feels like a mentally safe space but frequently is not.


For example, we see this normalcy and comfort
used as a mask in the iconic scene of the Turkish Delight in The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe. It is the facade of the Witch’s magic and
seduction, using a simple sweet to bolster Edmund’s resentment and ego. This
leads him to a calculated betrayal of his siblings, trading his family for the
empty promise of power. Such visceral moments reflect the “dragonish” thoughts
of greed and isolation we later see in Eustace Scrubb’s physical transformation
in The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader.”


We see further analogies for our own world in
the character of Jadis, whose “Deplorable Word” in The Magician’s Nephew
serves as a parallel to the nuclear anxieties of the twentieth century.
Furthermore, the “Old Narnians” hiding in the woods of Prince Caspian
serve as an analogy for the preservation of tradition and truth in an age of
“modernization” that seeks to bury the past.


This depth is why the Narnia series reveals more to the reader as the books are read and re-read over a lifetime. As recorded by biographer Roger Lancelyn Green, J.R.R. Tolkien once famously complained about Lewis giving a classical Greek faun a bookshelf filled with Victorian-style titles, asking in exasperation, “Doesn’t he know what he’s talking about?” The answer is a resounding academic 'yes,' but in Narnia, the secondary world carries additional layers of meaning that transcend simple genre expectations. While an imaginative bestiary is expected in fantasy, Lewis’ is so well-written that it engages the reader's moral compass. As part of the genre, this clear morality appeals particularly to the Christian part of his audience, yet the 'unsolved mysteries'—such as the origins of the Giants or the fate of Susan—allow fans to fill in the missing information with their own theories.


Even the loss of political trust and religious
belief by the Dwarfs in The Last Battle does not lead to a predictable
mass conversion; rather, Lewis is doing something more ironic. As he
demonstrates in Chapter 13, “How the Dwarfs Refused to be Taken In,” their
cynical “sophistication” renders them unable to trust either the corrupt crooks
seeking power or those who seek to re-establish Narnian ideals. This dual
rejection leads to a state of blindness and isolation; in refusing both the
“corrupting crooks” and Narnia’s true values, they prove that a stubborn
refusal to trust can create a prison of one’s own making. This is the ultimate
example of Lewis using a secondary world to illuminate the primary one: the
Dwarfs are for the Dwarfs—yet ultimately, they cannot even trust each other.


As the Narnia series has moved into the realm
of modern adaptation, for example into film, I have watched with interest to
see how other creatives reimagine Lewis’ world. In my opinion, the first
Narnian film remains the most successful, though perhaps future projects, such
as the upcoming Netflix adaptation, will finally achieve the majestic scope and
mythic weight that defined The Lord of the Rings. Regardless of the
medium, the portrayal of courage in these stories remains their most enduring
feature. Lewis tends to make his characters’ traits simplistic— “good or
bad”—as seen in the bravery of the mouse Reepicheep or the steady faithfulness
of Puddleglum. Lewis’s characters offer a map to the truths hidden in plain
sight.


Conclusion: Beyond Childhood’s End


Reading these chronicles repeatedly, we get
more out of them each time as the complexity and layers slowly reveal
themselves. It is for this reason that I am reticent to refer to Narnia
strictly as “children’s books.” The presence of sexuality hinted at in The
Horse and His Boy, or the stark violence proffered by Rabadash, suggests a
series that deals with the end of childhood and the beginning of a much more
complicated reality. I hope the following essays from my early and mid-career
offer more than just “amusement”—I hope they offer a map to the truths Lewis
hid in plain sight behind a wardrobe door.


 


Joe R. Christopher with assistance from
Randell Christopher, March 2026
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​Introduction to The Chronicles


(from C. S. Lewis, Twayne’s English
Authors Series)


 


Why, after a decade and a half of prose for
adults, did Lewis, in the 1950s, suddenly publish seven children’s books and
one poem “Narnian Suite” (latter half, 1952; whole, in Poems, 1964)—
laid in the magical kingdom of Narnia? Lewis’s enjoyment of children’s fiction
was mentioned in the biographical chapter, but this does seem a sudden shift.


Perhaps the best way to describe the
Chronicles, and to answer this question, is with an equine metaphor: Narnia,
out of E. Nesbit by Tolkien. Lewis thought of the Chronicles as being similar
to E. Nesbit’s children’s books that he enjoyed as a boy, mentioning in 1948 he
had plans to complete a book in her tradition. Lewis probably was thinking of
her three fantasy books about the children named Cyril, Robert, Anthea, and
Jane—Five Children and It (1902), The Phoenix and the Carpet
(1904), and The Story of the Amulet (1906) for in the third book, by
means of the Amulet, the children journey as far back in time as Atlantis and
as far forward as a future Utopia à la H. G. Wells. Admittedly, Lewis’s
children move to another world, like Lewis Carroll’s Alice or George MacDonald’s
Anodos in Phantastes, instead of to different ages; but the magical
adventures of a group of siblings seem to have been Lewis’s starting place. And
perhaps his mention of E. Nesbitt came from his unconscious, for Roger Lancelyn
Green convinced him that the journey through a wardrobe in The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe was taken, down to some of the dialogue between Lucy
Pevensie and Mr. Tumnus the Faun, from E. Nesbitt’s “The Aunt and Amabel,”
which Lewis must have read on its magazine appearance in 1908 and, at the
conscious level, forgotten.


If the starting point was E. Nesbitt, however
many other influences come into individual books, then the overall pattern of
the Chronicles, taken according to its internal chronology, probably is
indebted to Tolkien’s works on Middle-earth. This is a controversial assertion,
since Tolkien disliked the Narnian books for their softening of mythology: if
Lucy had really met a faun—that is, a sa​tyr1—the
result would have been a rape, not a tea party. But Lewis had listened to much
of Tolkien’s Silmarillion (1977) in 1929–30, had read The Hobbit
(1937) before its publication, had listened to The Lord of the Rings
(1954–55) as it was composed, had written two reviews of The Hobbit, and
would write two of The Lord of the Rings as it appeared in the same
period as the Narnian books. Admittedly, Lewis and Tolkien shared a general
medieval orientation as a result of their professional interest, and shared a
Christian faith, despite their denominational differences, which gave them a
biblical pattern of Creation to Day of Judgment; but neither of these, in
themselves, explains Lewis’s impulse to produce a work that, in its overall
pattern, is close to Tolkien’s. Perhaps Nesbitt provided the impulse to
children’s fiction, at least to the first volume written, The Lion, the
Witch and the Wardrobe (1950); and Tolkien, the form the series was to
take.


The following survey covers mainly the Narnian
material in the books, not emphasizing (yet mentioning) the children. The most
obvious parallels to Middle-earth will be drawn.


First in the internal chronology of the books
is The Magician’s Nephew (19​55).2
Narnia begins in darkness, although the children Polly Plummer and Digory
Kirke—and some others who have arrived there via magic rings are able to stand
on something—Narnian ground, it turns out to be (chs. 8–9). A voice begins
singing; soon the stars come into existence and sing with the original voice.
(This echoes Job 38.7, in its account of creation “When the morning stars sang
together.”) The first voice sings into being the sun, the vegetation, and the
animals. With the coming of the sun, the singer is revealed to be a lion. This
is Aslan, who is the Narnian equivalent (with some differences) of Jesus. (His
creation of Narnia is based on the statement in the Gospel of St. John 1.3,
referring to Christ, the Divine Logos, that “All things were made by him; and
without him was not any thing made that was made.”) The general parallel with
Tolkien is that Ilúvatar (God) and the Ainur (angels) at the first of The
Silmarillion sing into existence the World, as Tolkien calls it in his
old-fashioned diction, meaning the universe. Actually, they sing into existence
a model of it, from which the Ainur construct the suns and planets. This
creation to music in both Lewis and Tolkien is an ancient concept, best known
in British literature for its appearance at the first of John Dryden’s “A Song
for St. Cecilia’s Day” (16​87).3


A minor echo of Tolkien in this creation
account occurs in the episode in which Digory’ s uncle, Andrew Ketterley, who
is also in Narnia, loses some gold and silver coins from his pocket. By the
next morning, in the creatively charged soil of Narnia, they have produced a
Golden Tree and a silver tree (ch. 14). In Middle-earth, Laurelin the Golden
and Telperion the Silver are the two trees that give off light for the world
before the sun’s ris​ing.4
Lewis’s version is almost a parody, particularly in the context of Ketterley’s
fears of the animals and other problems, of Tolkien’s mythic concept; but
Lewis’s world is intended for children, unlike The Silmarillion, and its
tone is correspondingly lighter.


An interesting aspect of this creation
account, unrelated to Tolkien, is in the gift of speech to some of the animals
who had been created: Aslan breathes on them and they can then talk (chaps.
9–10; cf. Ford, “Gift of Speech,” “Holy Spirit”). Lewis’s biblically oriented
reader may think of the creation of Adam (Genesis 2.7), but the animals are
here already alive. The passage parallels one of Lewis’s letters (Letters
237) in which he imagines the first men being called out of the anthropoid
stock to be humans, as Abraham was called from his family and city to be the
ancestor of the Hebrews. The result of Aslan’s breath in this case is to give
the animals a rational soul, rather in St. Thomas Aquinas’s sense. If this is a
symbol of God-directed evolution, here the events, as is appropriate for a
child’s book, are condensed in time. Tolkien is more of a creationalist in The
Silmarillion.


In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe
(1950), the four Pevensie children—Peter, Susan, Edmond, and Lucy—enter Narnia
through a magic wardrobe, finding a later period of Narnian history. The main
connection with the first book is chat Queen Jadis of Charn, who entered Narnia
with the two children at the creation, is now ruling Narnia and is usually
called the White Witch. The generation of the plot is the desire to rescue Mr.
Tumnus the Faun from Jadis, by whom he is being punished for not having turned
Lucy in when she first came to Narnia by herself.


But the major parallel to Tolkien occurs in
the latter portion of the book (chs. 14–15) in which Aslan substitutes himself
for Edmund, who has given himself to the White Witch in exchange (at first) for
candy; Aslan is executed. The biblical parallels are obvious. Aslan’s sadness
on the afternoon before his death suggests Christ’s prayer that the cup may
pass from Him; the binding, shaving, and vilifying of Aslan, the arrest,
beating, and mocking of Christ; the cracking of the Stone Table, the tearing of
the curtain of the Temple as well as the earthquake at the rolling away of the
stone from Christ’s tomb (the latter, Matthew 28.2 only); and Aslan’s
resurrection at sunrise and his appearance to Lucy and Susan at the Stone
Table, the angel’s appearance to the two Marys who came at sunrise to the empty
tomb (Matthew 28.1–8 only). These are not all the parallels either in this
account or in what follows: the freeing of the enchanted statues from the White
Witch’s castle (ch. 16), for example, seems much like a slightly displaced
Harrowing of Hell (Hart 297).


But it is the parallel of Aslan’s and Christ’s
deaths and resurrections that has stuck in the craws of many critics. Lin
Carter, in a popular work on fantasy fiction, for example, writes of “a
blatantly symbolic Crucifixion-and-Resurrection scene” that “is very much out
of place in these pages” (106).


Two things may be said to this. First, it is
in a general way parallel to Gandalf’s death and resurrection in The Lord of
the Rings. Gandalf falls in a fight with a Balrog in underground caverns
falls literally, being pulled into the depths. He then chases the Balrog up
ancient stairs to the mountain top, where they both die in battle. Gandalf’s
spirit (if his spirit and body can be separated) is, after a while, sent back
to conclude his mission; he is now Gandalf the White, not Gandalf the Grey (bk.
3, ch. 5). With the help of “The lstari” in Unfinished Tales (1980) and
“Valaquenta” in The Silmarillion, a reader can find out the Christian
background of this. Gandalf and the Balrog are both Maiar—that is, lesser
angels; Gandalf has been incarnated to help the peoples of Middle-earth to
fight against Sauron, another Maia. Both the Balrog and Sauron are fallen
angels, obviously, unlike Gandalf—that is, they are demons. There are
theological differences between an incarnated good angel and the incarnated Son
of God; but both dies, in the fictional equivalents, and both are resurrected.
A critic cannot even say the means of death are greatly dissimilar: Aslan is
killed by the White Witch, who is an archetypal figure of evil much as the
Balrog is. Both dies protecting others: Aslan, Edmond; Gandalf, the Company of
the Ring. The main difference is that Aslan is passive, a sacrifice, and
Gandalf is active, a fighter. Although a reader may feel that Tolkien has
hidden his Christian analogy more deeply than Lewis has—and, in doing so, has
been more artistic—the difference may be one of audience. Tolkien is writing
for adults (he thought) in The Lord of the Rings who probably would be
irritated by obvious parallels to Christ (technically, foreshadowing’s of
Christ, since Middle-earth is supposed to be laid in an ancient earthly
setting); Lewis is writing for children, who may not find Aslan’s similarity to
Jesus as obvious as adults do.


Second, critics who object to the death and
resurrection of Aslan may be reacting to what they believe is crude propaganda,
written with a cynical use of child’s story. It is well to remember that
Lewis’s conversion to Christianity hinged on an argument over pagan myths of
dying and resurrected gods. On 19 September 1931, Lewis, H. V. D. Dyson, and
Tolkien spent an evening arguing about Christianity: Dyson and Tolkien told
Lewis that the account of Jesus’ death and resurrection was a myth, like the
pagan myths that he responded to emotionally, but one that was also
historically true. Whatever one makes of this in terms of argumentation, it
suggests that Lewis is not putting in the episode cynically. At the time he
wrote this book, he was not planning the others; therefore, possibly in an
attempt to say what he thought important, he included an episode that resonated
with his own interests, pre-Christian as well as Christian.


The Horse and His Boy (1954) overlaps in Narnian time with the last chapter of The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe—the period when the four Pevensies, grown
to adults in Narnia, are ruling that country. The plot is based on the attempts
of a boy, a girl, and two talking horses to escape from Calormen, a country to
the south of Narnia; they have various reasons for wanting freedom—the boy is
in danger of being sold into slavery by his foster-father, the girl is being
forced into an unwanted marriage, the horses are having to pretend to be dumb
animals—and their adventures end with their helping to thwart a Calormene
invasion of Narnia. The parallel to Tolkien is one based on the history and
geography of Europe; as Peter J. Schakel has noted, the Calormenes “are Moors:
they are identified by their dress, weapons, and manners as the traditional
enemies in medieval romances” (13–14). Likewise, to the south of Gondor and
Mordor in Middle-earth lie such places as Harad and Khand. The main fact known
about Harad is that it is a home of Oliphaunts (elephants), which suggests an
African basis; the men of Far Harad are bl​ack.5 Lewis is working from medieval romances about
the Saracen; Tolkien is probably more geographic, since he does not give
details suggesting a Moslem culture in his prehistorical setting—but they are
both generally parallel in their European/African imaginations.


Prince Caspian
(1951) begins what may be called the three-volume Caspian cycle in the
Chronicles. This first book tells of the rebellion by Prince Caspian and some
Narnian followers against the usurping rule of King Miraz, many years after the
action of the preceding volume; the Pevensie children are called into Narnia by
the blowing of a magic trumpet by Prince Caspian’s forces in their need. The
war is concluded—or it is supposed to be—with the individual combat of Peter
and King Miraz. Actually, the individual combat ends in a general battle, and
what concludes the war is the Tolkienian parallel, the coming of the walking
trees. This, of course, is an ancient folklore motif, and Shakespeare used it,
in a rational way, in Macbeth. But it is striking that two fantasies who
knew each other and one of whom had heard the other read his work as it was
written should use it at approximately the same time. Tolkien is more Northern
than Lewis: he adopts the Anglo-Saxon word for giants into his Ents. The Ents
and Huorns do march—which is the parallel—on Saruman’s Tower and win the battle
of Homburg (The Lord of the Rings, bk. 3, chs. 4, 7–9). Lewis, on the
other hand, is semiclassical in his approach. Lucy Pevensie, as she and her
siblings go in the company of a dwarf to Prince Caspian’s aid, speaks one night
to some trees, calling them “Dryads and Hamadryads” (ch. 9), and asks them to
wake up. They stir but do not wake. The next night Lucy sees the trees dancing
in a stately manner, one of them (in a sort of double vision) looking like “a
huge man with a shaggy beard and great bushes of hair” (ch. 10)—rather like
Tolkien’s Fangorn. In this episode, they are called “wood-gods and
wood-goddesses.” When the woods march, they are only called “birch-girls,”
“willow-women,” “oak-men,” and so forth (ch. 11); however, they are accompanied
by Bacchus and Silenus, so the classical motif is continued. It is also notable
that Lewis’s trees simply chase and capture the Telmarines (ch. 14), unlike
Tolkien’s Huorns who quietly kill the Orcs—or at least make them vanish. Again,
the juvenile emphasis rules Lewis’s work—mass slaughters are not appropriate.


In The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader”
(1952), Lucy and Edmund Pevensie and their cousin Eustace Scrubbs enter Narnia
through a picture—in this case, the picture of a ship. They find themselves on
shipboard with King Caspian, who has sailed to seek seven nobles sent by the
dead King Miraz to the east. The sea-quest that follows is episodic, but by the
end of it, Caspian has fallen in love with the daughter of a star met on one
island. Her father, the star, is presumably something like an Intelligence, as
discussed in The Discarded Image, or an Oyarsa, as in the Ransom
Trilogy; if so, he has here taken the form of a man while awaiting his
rejuvenation and return to the skies. The questers also have sailed to the end
of the world (Narnia is flat), in sight of Aslan’s country beyond the sun’s
rising point. In this book, as in The Horse and His Boy, the main
parallel to Tolkien is geographic, although here with the directions reversed.
To the far west of Middle-earth, across the Sea of Belegaer, lies the land
Aman, where dwells the Valar (a group of angels)—this is before the world is
made round, when it is still flat. Between the two is not a series of islands,
as in The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader,” but one large island, Númenor;
there are also a number of small islands just off the coast of Aman. Whichever
the direction, both writers imagined divine lands that can be reached by
sea-voyages across flat worlds, rather like the Celtic Isle of the Dead to the
west of Europe.


In the third of the Caspian trilogy, The
Silver Chair (1953), Eustace Scrubb and Jill Pole enter Narnia through a
door in their school wall—more precisely, they are on the Mountain of Aslan,
not in Narnia, and they are blown by Aslan’s breath to Narnia, “into the west
of the world” (ch. 2), which suggests (but does not actually prove) the same
geographic framework as The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader.” If
there is any Tolkienesque parallel here it is to Taniquetil, the highest
mountain in Aman, from which Manwë (an angel) looks eastward at Middle-earth.
(Lewis’s mountain does not have ice or snow on top, as Tolkien’s does.)


Jill and Eustace are sent into Narnia to
search for Rilian, the son of Caspian, who is being held captive (it turns out)
by the Queen of the Underland. They first head north into the land of giants;
Tolkien mentions some stone-giants living in mountains in The Hobbit
(ch. 4) but drops them from his adult books. Then Jill, Eustace, and a Narnian
companion descend into the underworld into large caves with a sea and with
Earthmen serving the queen. Lewis calls the Earthmen gnomes (ch. 10); their
role at first is that of the traditional dwarfs of folklore (one meaning of gnome),
not that of the Paracelsian elementals of the earth (another meaning)—but,
after the queen is killed and they and Prince Rilian are loosed from their
enchantments, they turn out to be more like elementals, dropping down to the
depths of the world where salamanders (another elemental) swim in a river of
fire (ch. 14). Tolkien’s material most like this is the two chapters in The
Fellowship of the Ring recounting the journey of Gandalf, Frodo, and others
through the Mines of Moria: a journey through partial darkness, past many
passageways and chambers cut by dwarves earlier, and finally—in reverse of
Lewis—a fiery danger from the depths, the Balrog, and a fall into the depths by
only two characters, Gandalf and the Balrog, when Gandalf breaks a bridge to
stop the Balrog (bk. 2, chs. 4–5). The Orcs, who are in the Mines, are slightly
like the gnomes who are prepared to fight before they learn that Prince Rilian
and his companions are friendly (ch. 13).


The final Narnian book, The Last Battle
(1956), tells of Narnia’s final days and its Last Judgment, just as The
Magician’s Nephew told of its creation. Jill and Eustace return to
Narnia—it is revealed only at the end of the story that they were killed on
Earth in a trainwreck (ch. 16)—to rescue King Tirian who appeared to them on
Earth in a vision (ch. 4); it is about two hundred years after their rescue of
Rilian (ch. 5). The forces opposed to Tirian are several: Shift the Ape has
dressed Puzzle the Donkey in a lion’s skin and has proclaimed him Aslan
returned (the Antichrist motif from Matthew 24.23–24), the Calormenes are in
league with Shift, the Calormene god Tash (a demon in Narnian terms) comes
north, and a number of dwarfs declare themselves on neither side. Eventually
Tirian and his side lose, and Aslan ends Narnia with a number of events that
echo the Book of Revelations and other apocalyptic New Testament passages. For
example, Aslan sits at the door to the new Narnia (like the New Heavens and New
Earth of Revelations 21.1; the archetypal Narnia in Platonic terms) while all
the creatures come up to him—some turn aside into darkness, others enter in;
this is a version of the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25.31–46
(ch. 14). Peter Pevensie closes the doors to Narnia and locks them with a
golden key (ch. 14) in a reminiscence of St. Peter as the Gatekeeper to Heaven
(cf. Matthew 16.19). The last two chapters are spent in a description of the
characters’ journey further into the new Narnia. This conclusion—the salvation
of the protagonists and their meeting with earlier inhabitants of Narnia is
equivalent to what Tolkien calls the Eucatastrophe, the good turn at the end of
the fairy tale, in his essay “On Fairy-stories.” Strictly speaking, Tolkien’s
Middle-earth has nothing like this—at least, if Tolkien wrote a version of it,
it has not been published. But there are four references to Middle-earth’s Day
of Doom in The Lord of the Rings and eight references in The
Silmarillion (Foster, “End”): then evil will be defeated in “the Last
Battle” (Tolkien uses the phrase), Middle-earth will be cured of its wounds,
and the Second Music will sound.


Literally, no number of parallels can prove an
indebtedness, but here the use of common motifs is impressive and suggestive of
influence. Further, this survey of parallels between Middle-earth and Narnia is
not meant to indicate that Lewis is a simple copyist. Tolkien and Lewis shared
biblical, medieval, and Nordic cultures; years of hearing Tolkien’s works read
had further impressed the images into Lewis’s imagination. But everywhere Lewis
transforms these common images with a new handling. Sometimes his handling is
more obvious, as with the death and resurrection of Aslan; sometimes Lewis is
more detailed, as with the Arabian-like culture to the South; sometimes he
seems to be doing a simple reversal, as with the holy lands and a tall mountain
to the east, not west, of N​arnia.6


The general parallel between Tolkien and Lewis
as creators has been suggested. Tolkien in “On Fairy-stories” called for the
writer as a subcreator to make a Secondary World with its own laws. This is not
a completely original position: A. G. Baumgarten in 1733 argued that all
literature (not just fairy stories) is made up of heteroc​osmoses;7 Sir Philip Sidney, in the sixteenth century in Defence
of Poetry, said the poet brought forth a golden world, in contrast to the
real world of brass (sec. 3). Tolkien was bothered as an artist that Lewis’s
fauns did not obey their own nature, for (Tolkien thought) they were fixed
myths that could be introduced into a Secondary World only as the myth had been
established. It is true that Tolkien himself elevated the nature of his elves
in The Lord of the Rings, but at least their beauty often had been there
originally. Lewis elevated the nature of Mr. Tumnus more radically; also, no
tea parties exist in Grecian legend; that is, he changed the nature of the
myth. Other critics are upset over Aslan’s death and resurrection; the
Secondary World is not separate enough from the Primary World. This is also the
argument of Roger Lancelyn Green over the appearance of Father Christmas in The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (ch. 10): what is a symbol tied to a
Christian celebration in the Primary World doing in the Secondary (cf. Green
and Hooper 241)? Whatever the flaws in Lewis’s Narnia (and these three examples
come from the first book written), the overall pattern of a world—a Secondary
World—parallel in some details to the Bible and in others to Middle-earth, is
apparent.


But these likenesses to Tolkien are not all
the probable borrowings. Lewis also echoes Dante in the heptology. For an
obvious example, there seem to be a number of Garden of Eden-topped hills in
Narnia, where the image comes both from Dante’s Purgatorio and from
Milton’s imitation of Dante in Paradise Lost. The closest to Dante and
Milton is the green hill in the Western Wilds that has an earthen wall around
an orchard (The Magician’s Nephew, ch. 13); the version in new Narnia (The
Last Battle, ch. 16) has the Narnian equivalent of Adam and Eve on the
thrones, and, when Lucy and Mr. Tumnus look down from the garden, it turns out
to be on the top of a high, stony mountain. The hill, topped with a garden and
a central pool, seen in Eustace Scrubb’s dream vision in The Voyage of the “Dawn
Treader” (ch. 7), seems to be related both to the other hills here and
to the mountain-top valley with a pool at the end of Perelandra.
Finally, the Mountain of Aslan that appears at the first and end of The
Silver Chair seems to be another Dantean variation.


Among several other possibilities of Dantean
influence, the most interesting suggestion has been made by Marsha A. Daigle:
that the voyage of the Dawn Treader is suggestive of Dante’s journey in
the Purgatorio and the Paradiso. Certainly, the Silver Sea of
white, waterlily-like flowers at the end of the voyage, before three of the
voyagers meet Aslan at the edge of the world (ch. 16), and Dante’s vision of
Heaven as white rose (cantos 30–32), before his concluding vision of God (canto
33), suggest the imagistic lik​eness.8


In his essay “Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say
Best What’s To Be Said,” Lewis speaks of the attraction of the fairy-tale genre
for him when he considered what to make of his mental images at the time he
wrote the Narnian books: no emphasis on love or close psychology, brevity,
restrained description, generic flexibility, and lack of digressions. With the
decision to use the genre came also limits on vocabulary. These items sum up
the artistry of the Narnian tales fairly well. Perhaps one should add that Lewis
often uses complex, traditional images (the garden-topped hills are an example)
that replace the richness that would come in adult works from vocabulary.
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Originally published as part of “Chapter Nine:
The Romancer (II)” in C. S. Lewis from Twayne’s English Authors Series
(1987, pp. 110–20), this selection is reprinted here with permission. Editorial
changes have been made to correct minor errors, maintain consistency, and
update references to MLA 9 style.
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Part 1:


Thoughts on The Chronicles of Narnia










 


​The
Chronology of The Chronicles


 


The Chronicles of Narnia consist of seven
children’s books and one non-chronological poem, all written by C. S. Lewis.
They were published in the following order:


 


The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (Geoffrey Bles, 1950)


Prince Caspian: The Return to Narnia (Geoffrey Bles, 1951)


The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader” (Geoffrey Bles, 1952)


The Silver Chair (Geoffrey Bles, 1953)


“Narnian Suite” (Part 2 of the final poem; Punch,
CCXXV, 4 Nov. 1953, p. 553)


The Horse and his Boy (Geoffrey Bles, 1954)


The Magician’s Nephew (Bodley Head, 1955)


The Last Battle
(Bodley Head, 1956)


“Narnian Suite” (both parts, the second
revised; Poems, ed. by Walter Hooper, Geoffrey Bles, 1964)


 


All of the novels, either as a subtitle on the
title page or on the wrapper or both, have the words A Story for Children.
The novels were printed in the United States in the same, years as listed above
by Macmillan; Poems appeared in America in 1965 from Harcourt, Brace and
World.


Before considering other dating systems for
the series, I should like to discuss briefly the non-chronological element in
this chronology, the poem. The first section, “March for Strings, Kettledrums,
and Sixty-three Dwarfs,” begins this way:


 


With plucking pizzicato and the prattle of the
kettledrum


We’re trotting into battle mid a clatter of
accoutrement;


Our beards are big as periwigs and trickle
with opopanax.


And trinketry and treasure twinkle out on
every part of us—


(Scrape! Tap! The fiddle and the kettledrum).
(Poems 6–7)


 


The internal rhymes suggest several of the
poems collected by
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