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        When the Bible used that expression

        about fighting with principalities and powers

        […] it meant that quite ordinary people

        were to do the fighting.

      

        

      
        —Ransom in Chapter 2 of Perelandra
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      Humanity is fascinated with immortality. From one of the earliest pieces of literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh, to the twenty-first-century blockbuster hit, The Pirates of the Caribbean, humanity has told stories about the quest for immortality. But what if these fictional stories come true? What if humanity achieves man-made immortality? In his 2022 book From Biological to Artificial Consciousness, neuroscientist Masataka Watanabe claims that “at some point in the future, we humans will inevitably learn how to transfer consciousness and extend our lives in some mechanical form.”⁠1 C. S. Lewis’s That Hideous Strength (hereafter, THS) confronts these issues by offering a fictional picture of a “scientific” organization that creates the first immortal. That Hideous Strength is, among other things, a tale about humanity’s desire to be immortal. Lewis’s story is a warning.

      By giving this book the subtitle you see, I only mean to narrow my area of focus to a smaller portion of what is a dense book. THS has multiple themes. Of the many themes, this book addresses one: the relationship between science and magic that the pursuit of immortality produces. Exploring this relationship inevitably draws us into other adjacent areas. If the reader wonders why, in writing about Lewis’s views on science and magic, I choose to delve into his political philosophy, his understanding of the spiritual realm, his educational philosophy, the different types of magic, occult societies, and the medieval model of the cosmos, I can only say that these other areas are so intimately connected with my main theme that not to discuss them would be to leave important ground uncovered.

      In addition, I have also connected some of the lessons from THS to Western culture, now eighty years removed from Lewis’s writing of THS. THS rivals The Abolition of Man as Lewis’s most prophetic work. Part of what makes THS such a good and relevant read today, is the fact that we can learn some perceptive lessons from it. In writing this book, I did not want to completely leave out its applicability to us. THS is, without a doubt, the book that is Lewis’s most explicit cultural commentary. Like Brave New World or 1984, it is very much a satire or polemic on modern humanity and its arrogance. It would be doing THS (and humankind) an injustice to not share some of the insights that can help humanity as it deals with increasingly powerful technology.

      Finally, this book roughly follows the chapter layout of THS, with each chapter of the present book lifting its title from the corresponding chapter of THS. I say “roughly” because there are places where I cover material from multiple chapters. For instance, I do not cover the eldils until commenting on Chapter 11 of THS, even though the eldils appear before that chapter.    I encourage readers to read THS beforehand and to reference it as they go through this book.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 MasatakaWatanabe, From Biological to Artificial Consciousness: Neuroscientific Insights and Progress, trans. by Tony Gonzalez (Switzerland: Springer, 2022), v (eBook).

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

          BY DAVID BATES

        

      

    

    
      That Hideous Strength is a weird book. Please don’t misunderstand me, it’s a quite wonderful book, but it’s also very weird. As with Till We Have Faces, many devoted Lewis readers finish it for the first time, set down their book, and then ask themselves “What on earth did I just read?!”

      Lewis is no doubt an expert communicator, but his writings do present certain challenges...

      Firstly, there are issues related to chronology and cultural context. Lewis was born in Ireland at the end of the 19th Century and lived in England most of his life. As a result, some of Lewis’ language is unfamiliar to modern readers and his cultural examples sometimes require some adaptation or explanation.

      Secondly, Lewis wrote for diverse audiences and assumed different things about them. Some volumes were authored with children in mind, while others were penned for scholars, such as literary professors and philosophers. In certain books, Lewis expected his readers to be familiar with Shakespeare, while in others he assumed that they had read some Plato, Boethius, or Augustine. A lack of familiarity with these sources inevitably results in a poorer reading experience. I introduced my son to The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe when he was three and half years old, but I obviously plan on waiting until he is a little bit older before reading him An Experiment In Criticism!

      Thirdly, Lewis’ books are rich literary banquets with multiple layers of meaning. When The Chronicles of Narnia were first read to me as a child, I was oblivious to their theological content and so when I read them again as an adult, I could not believe how much I had missed. However, a few years later, I read Dr. Ward’s Planet Narnia and realized that I had been completely ignorant of the influence of medieval cosmology on the series. There is always more to discover with Lewis!

      All of these issues mean that one’s reading of Lewis can be dramatically improved by consuming his works slowly and carefully, preferably with friends, and especially with the guidance of one who has studied him deeply. This teacher can translate the unfamiliar terms, explain the references and allusions, as well as peel back the different layers of meaning in the text. Such a guide is Joseph Weigel and I am so grateful that he laboured so long and so hard to write the book which you now hold in your hands. The word “amateur” comes from the Latin “amare,” meaning “to love.” Not only has Joseph studied the text deeply, he is an “amateur” in the truest possible sense, a true lover of Lewis and That Hideous Strength.

      My own introduction to That Hideous Strength came from a book club hosted by the men in my wife’s family. My brother-in-law had recently finished it and desperately wanted to discuss it with us, selecting it as the text for our next meeting. Given that I had been hosting a C. S. Lewis podcast for seven years he naturally assumed I had read it many times, but in reality I had not read it at all! Honestly, I was rather intimidated by the final instalment of the Ransom Trilogy. On Pints With Jack we had only recently completed Out of the Silent Planet. I had read Perelandra by myself shortly afterwards and, while I loved Lewis’ soaring prose, I was rather overwhelmed and did not read the final book in the series. Some of the plot elements of the concluding book had been mentioned by friends and so I knew I would be reading about university politics, Merlin rising from the grave, disembodied heads possessed by demons, as well as a bear called Mr. Bultitude. I did not feel at all ready for Ransom’s final adventure!

      However, I’m very happy to say that when I sat down to read That Hideous Strength I absolutely loved it. There were certainly elements to it that I did not fully understand, but I found it a thought-provoking and  rip-roaring adventure nonetheless. As Lewis’ friend Owen Barfield said “what [Lewis] thought about everything was secretly present in what he said about anything” so within its pages I saw echoes of many other books such as The Magician’s Nephew and The Screwtape Letters, but especially The Abolition of Man. This was not surprising given that Lewis explicitly states in the Preface of That Hideous Strength that the two books express the same serious point, with the novel incarnating the ideas of Abolition in “a fairy-tale for grown-ups.”  Six months prior to reading That Hideous Strength for the first time, Joseph Weigel had launched Men With Chests, a podcast where he patiently worked through The Abolition of Man. This meant that I was well-prepared for the ideas explored in both books—scientism, education, objective value, the subjugation of nature, and the quest for immortality—themes even more relevant today than when Lewis first put pen to paper.

      In the last twenty years there has been an increasing number of books published devoted to Lewis’ science-fiction but these have been broad works covering the entire Ransom trilogy. In this volume, Joseph has demonstrated conclusively that there is more than enough gold (or “abol hru,” if you please) available in examining a single book or theme in-depth. In about a year we will be reading through That Hideous Strength on our own podcast and I can promise you I will have this book beside me as I prepare my notes for each episode.

      Since listening to that original series on Men With Chests, Joseph and I have appeared on each other’s podcasts, and twice celebrated the annual C. S. Lewis Reading Day together on November 29th. We even roomed together at The Undiscovered C. S. Lewis Conference 2024 in Oregon when we had late-night discussions over smokey Scotch where Joseph outlined the topics he explores within the following pages.

      Trust me, you are going to love going “further up and further in”!

      
        
        David Bates

        May 29th, 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      In the third and final chapter of The Abolition of Man, C. S. Lewis makes what may be one of the most provocative statements in his entire corpus of writings: “The serious magical endeavour and the serious scientific endeavor are twins…. They were born of the same impulse.”⁠1 This claim is jarring because science and magic are thought of as opposites. One seeks knowledge through observation; the other deals in spells, rites, and incantations. However, Lewis recognized something deeper that united the two disciplines. The impulse for “magic and applied science alike,” he continues in Abolition, “is how to subdue reality to the wishes of men.”⁠2 If magic can do the trick, so be it. If applied science proves up to the task, very well. It is merely a matter of technique.

      According to the renowned Lewis scholar Michael Ward, Lewis’s comments about magic and science from Abolition are never fleshed out in his writings. “Although Lewis nowhere develops this line of thought in considered detail,” writes Michael Ward in Planet Narnia, “it evidently drummed a beat in the background of his mind as he pondered the progress of the scientific enterprise from the sixteenth century up to the modern day.”⁠3 Ward expands on this by noting Lewis’s essay “The World’s Last Night,” in which Lewis suspects that the myth of Progress leads one back through the German Idealists until arriving at the alchemist Jacob Boehme. “Is the whole dialectical view of history possibly a gigantic projection of the old dream that we can make gold?”⁠4 Lewis’s question is well made, for even the famed scientist of the seventeenth century, Isaac Newton, was himself an alchemist, and he was not the only one. Ward’s assessment that Lewis did not develop this line of thought in considered detail is correct, at least in part. There is no academic book of Lewis’s dedicated to this sole topic.⁠5 However, if we expand our net to his works of fiction, we find this theme developed in a deep and sophisticated fashion. Perhaps there is a reason for this.

      In Lewis’s essay “Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What’s To Be Said,” he explains that these stories allow an author to steal past inhibitions, or “watchful dragons.”⁠6 Moreover, the fairy story “can do more; it can give us experiences we have never had and thus, instead of ‘commenting on life,’ can add to it.”⁠7 Lewis is here following the wisdom of Aristotle’s Poetics, wherein Aristotle explains how the poet (the term includes authors of other modes of fiction in our modern categories) engages in the highest literary expression. “The true difference” between the historian and the poet, explains Aristotle, “is that one relates what has happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular.”⁠8 Thus, to give us an image of where the future is tending, Lewis wrote a fairy-tale, a fantasy⁠9 to give us an imaginative experience that adds to our understanding of life, of the intrinsic and universal human condition.

      Lewis’s fairy stories for children, The Chronicles of Narnia, are widely known and beloved. However, Lewis also wrote a fairy tale for adults: That Hideous Strength. THS is the third and final book of his Ransom Trilogy, and it bears the subtitle A Modern Fairy-Tale for Grown-Ups.⁠10 A look at the preface of THS will reveal just what dragons Lewis sought to steal past with his story.

      Lewis’s works of fiction and nonfiction are often paired together by his readers. Surprised by Joy is said to be the autobiography of John, hero of his earlier allegorical tale The Pilgrim’s Regress. Till We Have Faces is said to be the fictional counterpart to The Four Loves. But in the case of Abolition and THS, Lewis explicitly states that the latter is meant to be the fictional adaptation of the former. Behind the fairy-tale is “a serious ‘point’ which I have tried to make in my Abolition of Man,” Lewis writes in the preface.⁠11 He would later say something similar in his “A Reply To Professor Haldane,” when he pointed out that “the doctrines behind that romance [THS] could be found, stripped of their fictional masquerade, in The Abolition of Man.”⁠12

      One of the main points of Abolition is quite straightforward. Like the book’s title, the third and final chapter is also titled “The Abolition of Man.” This concluding chapter serves as Lewis’s prognosis of where civilization is headed should it not reform. Lewis explains that man’s attempt to conquer nature will result in Conditioners who have severed themselves from God’s Natural Law and are now placing themselves as the adjudicators of goodness, truth, and beauty. In Abolition, Lewis uses the Chinese word “Tao” more frequently than he uses “Natural Law” to draw attention to the universality of Natural Law. The Tao, or Natural Law, is something that all of humanity shares. It is not some special feature of any one people. The philosophical exposition of Natural Law goes back at least to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. For Aristotle, Natural Law (though he does not use the term) is that which is unchangeable and universal. While conventional law is dependent on the regulations established by a particular society, Natural Law, Aristotle explains, holds true for both the Persian and Greek.⁠13 Over a millennium later, Thomas Aquinas thoroughly developed the idea of Natural Law in the Summa Theologiae. According to Aquinas, Natural Law is man’s participation in God’s Eternal Law. By virtue of her rationality and free will, humanity can live into or away from God’s prescribed design (Eternal Law) for them. The human conscience is the link that connects man’s moral compass to God’s Eternal Law, thereby providing a rudimentary understanding of God’s purposes for humans.⁠14 Lewis especially praises priest and theologian Richard Hooker’s (1554-1660) exposition of Natural Law in his introduction to English Literature in the Sixteenth Century. Responding to English Calvinists of his day, Hooker affirmed the basics of Aquinas’ teaching on Natural Law. However, Hooker did not see the human conscience as intrinsically grasping moral tenets the way Aquinas did. Instead, he thinks it is human reason that discovers moral dictates through the reasoning faculty itself.⁠15

      The traditional biblical text of Natural Law is Romans 2:14-15, where St. Paul claims that the moral law is written on the hearts and consciences of not only the Jews but also the Gentiles. This passage indicates that individuals have an innate conscience that tells them that certain things are right, while others are wrong. For example, to take the life of a child is universally recognized as wrong.

      Returning to Abolition, Lewis claims that there will be Conditioners who will attempt to pull humanity away from Natural Law. The name “Conditioner” is fitting, for if individuals are to lose their consciences and thus their innate awareness of objective values such as truth and goodness, then Conditioners will be able to insert into these individuals whatever values they desire. They will be able to condition them. Lewis’s contemporary and the father of “operant conditioning,” B. F. Skinner, viewed Lewis’s warning not as something to fear but as something to celebrate. For Skinner, the abolition of “autonomous man” has “long been overdue.”⁠16

      As Skinner perhaps illustrates, these Conditioners are not bad men. It is much worse than that. “They are not men at all,” Lewis writes. “Stepping outside the Tao [Natural Law], they have stepped into the void.”⁠17 Moreover, Lewis goes on to explain that the subjects of the Conditioners are not men either; they are artificially produced. “Man’s final conquest has proved to be the abolition of Man.”⁠18 That is the only place Lewis uses the phrase “abolition of Man” in the main text, and it is the chief point of the book. The Conditioners, having stepped outside the Tao, will abolish humanity. By reducing everything down to the material, we will fool ourselves into thinking that we are mere matter as well, thus transforming humanity into soulless creatures who are without access to objective values.

      For Lewis, man is both physical and spiritual. He denied the self-defeating philosophy of reductive materialism (that mind equals brain) that stripped man of Reason and thus materialism’s basis for validity. Additionally, he rejected gnosticism, the belief that man is mere spirit in need of transcending the bodily prison. It is the former (materialism) that Lewis polemicized in Abolition, and it is in THS that Lewis shows how materialism results in a gnostic and degrading view of the physical. In his essay “Equality,” Lewis notes that “spiritual nature, like bodily nature, will be served; deny it food and it will gobble poison.”⁠19 To try to reduce man to one or the other (physical or spiritual) is folly, and the consequences are dire. Lewis illustrates this in THS, where Professor Frost attempts to starve his spiritual nature, resulting in his gobbling the poison of evil spirits.

      Making matters worse, Lewis explains in Abolition, is the fact that this “process which, if not checked, will abolish Man goes on apace” not only in the various Socialist sects wreaking havoc in Europe in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s but also in Western democracies.⁠20 Their unifying feature is a dogmatic belief in the myth of Progress, in the “infinite unilinear progression which so haunts our minds.”⁠21 In this book, capital “P” Progress refers to the attempt to step outside the Tao, while lowercase “p” progress refers to the refinement of our understanding of the Tao. Because humanity shares a Natural Law thanks to the human conscience, genuine progress in comprehending that Natural Law can be made. To outlaw child sacrifice is a real step forward, it is real progress. However, this refinement of our understanding of Natural Law is very different from what we, and Lewis, mean by capital “P” Progress. There, the idea is that humanity is going to attempt to get beyond or outside the Natural Law, to not be beholden to it. Humanity will make its own law; there is to be nothing that transcends humanity, nothing that sets a standard for all. The argument is that Lewis opted for the fairy-tale to illustrate what a dogmatic belief in capital “P” Progress looks like. This dogmatic faith in the infinite unilinear progression is the watchful dragon of modernity he sought to steal past.

      The final chapter of Abolition is prophecy. It foretells where things are likely headed. Naturally, Lewis crafts a story (THS) to illustrate the point. There is a strong case to be made that Lewis developed the comment on the twins of magic and science from the third chapter of Abolition in a detailed fashion. Rather than lecturing on it, he opted to use a fairy-tale to illustrate the point. To use Lewis’s terminology, while Abolition looks at, THS looks along.⁠22 Abolition is the philosophical exposition, it analyzes. Meanwhile, THS pulls the reader into an imaginative experience of a possible world where the National Institute for Co-ordinated Experiments (N.I.C.E.) tries to bring about the results logically implied in Abolition. It is in his fairy-tale for grown-ups that he explores the relationship between the applied sciences utilized in the name of Progress and the quest of magicians who seek to subdue reality via the spiritual realm. Were Lewis to have written a scholarly book on how the quest for Progress would eventually lead to pseudoscience and diabolical occult practices, its reception at Oxford would likely have been cold at best. But a fairy-tale about devilry offered him the opportunity to relay some truths to an otherwise unsympathetic audience. As he puts it in the first book of the Ransom Trilogy—Out of the Silent Planet—“our only chance was to publish in the form of fiction what would certainly not be listened to as fact.”⁠23 Genre matters.

      To date, there have been six scholarly studies of Lewis’s Ransom Trilogy. All six mention the presence of the tension between magic and science in THS, especially in the activities of the N.I.C.E. However, none of them focus on this relationship as the main topic. This book intends to do just that.

      The first commentary on the Ransom Trilogy was Martha Sammon’s A Guide Through C. S. Lewis’ Space Trilogy (Cornerstone Books, 1980). The N.I.C.E., Sammons explains, is the illustration of Lewis’s warning from Abolition. The institute justifies its actions by claiming them as progressive, but in reality, they are harming humanity, “taking the cover of science being applied to social problems.” Moreover, Sammons continues, the N.I.C.E. “is interested in harnessing spiritual and magical power, for there is black eldilic energy behind the movement.”⁠24 This interest in magic on behalf of the N.I.C.E. is driven by the desire for power. Likewise, the Institute claims to do things in the name of science where science is irrelevant. The Institute knows that the population trusts in science, so they simply abuse the word (science) to obtain control over the people. Sammons’ excellent book is a guide to the entire Ransom Trilogy. Thus, it is not surprising that her comments about the N.I.C.E.’s use of magic and science are not carried much further. We intend to take up this specific theme and give it the intricate attention it warrants.

      The second study completed was David Downing’s Planets in Peril (The University of Massachusetts Press, 1992). “It might seem highly incongruous to have modern technocrats trying to use magic,” writes Downing, “but in The Abolition of Man Lewis argues that science and magic spring from the same impulse.”⁠25 That impulse is the desire for power. The technocrats from THS that Downing references actively seek the power of a magician, just as they do the power of technology. As Downing puts it, the magicians in Lewis’s writings “are generally depicted as those who abrogate moral laws in order to gain illicit power over nature and over others.”⁠26 Downing put his finger on the key issue. The technocrats who are open to magic in THS are not an incongruity because of the shared impulse of magic and science. However, getting to the bottom of what Lewis is doing in THS requires a deep dive into the nuances of Lewis’s understanding of the types of magic and what he understood genuine science to be in comparison to pseudoscience. Planet Thulcandra takes on these topics.

      The next study was Jared Lobdell’s The Scientifiction Novels of C. S. Lewis (McFarland & Company, 2004), which largely engaged in a genre analysis of the Ransom Trilogy. While Lobdell’s book does not specifically engage with the use of magic in THS, he nevertheless notes the connection Lewis made between alchemy and Progressivism. “The principal alchemical story pattern is the making of gold from baser metals, which is Lewis’s fons et origo of the myth of progress. And Marx, I think, takes up the same myth.”⁠27 Lobdell is spot on. The Marxian social planners in THS believe that they can make societal gold, rather than the alchemist’s physical gold. Furthermore, these social planners believe that they are making Progress by doing so. However, the intent of Lobdell’s book was not to investigate this topic, and so more needs to be said to unpack what Lobdell mentions.

      After Lobdell’s book the next study was Sanford Schwartz’s C. S. Lewis on the Final Frontier (Oxford University Press, 2009). While Schwartz does not narrow his study to the specific topic that we intend to address, he still touches on the issue in multiple places. This is hardly surprising in a book bearing the subtitle Science and the Supernatural in the Space Trilogy. His chapter on THS closes with the observation that the focus of the N.I.C.E is “on the incarnate union between the spiritual and the natural,” which is seen in their “attempt to transform the human into the divine by mixing ancient magic and modern technology, the occultism of Wither and the scientism of Frost.”⁠28 Of the books written on the Ransom Trilogy, Schwartz does the most to address the science-magic relationship. However, the scope of his book goes beyond magic and science, leaving plenty of room for more to be said on the theme.

      This brings us to Christiana Hale’s guide to the Ransom Trilogy, Deeper Heaven (Roman Roads Press, 2020). Hale explains that in THS the “materialistic and reductionistic philosophy that began by exalting reason and objective science as the only path to ultimate answers has degenerated into necromancy and dark magic […] Belbury embodies this pendulum swing from materialistic reductionism to a sort of twisted spiritualism, both of which are driven at root by the desire to ‘be as gods.’”⁠29 Hale’s book, as the subtitle states, is meant to be a guide to the entire Ransom Trilogy. As such, there is much more that can be said on the issues of magic and science in THS specifically.

      Finally, we have A Compass to Deep Heaven, which is a collection of essays edited by Diana Pavlac Glyer and Julianne Johnson (Square Halo Books, 2021). In the chapter on the Arthurian legend, Daniel Hsieh contrasts the wizard Merlin’s magic with the type of magic that interests the N.I.C.E. Merlin has a reverence for nature, understanding it from within. The N.I.C.E., on the other hand, seeks to control humanity by manipulating nature as an instrument for the task. “While Merlin’s control over nature comes from the perspective of a trusting relationship with nature,” Hsieh writes, “Belbury’s control comes from knowing external means of manipulation.” ⁠30 To perform this manipulation of nature, the N.I.C.E. hastily decides to abuse the natural sciences, and they also turn to the practice of dark magic. Hsieh’s essay does well to point out the distinction Lewis draws between Merlin’s magic and the N.I.C.E.’s. However, there is also a key similarity between these two types of magic that we will explore in detail.

      Though there has not been a study devoted to the aforementioned topic, there have been some examinations of Lewis’s critique of Scientism. One such notable book is Michael Aeschliman’s The Restoration of Man, originally published in 1983 under the title The Restitution of Man. Aeschliman comes closest to this topic when he writes,

      
        
        If we are most in danger of “deifying” science, we can also be seduced into “defying” it, as does the neo-romantic “New Age” movement, a variant of the gnosticism that Lewis understood and opposed in the occult quest of W. B. Yeats and the anthroposophy of his own close friend Owen Barfield.

        But in the era of cloning, genetic engineering, environmental degradation, technological manipulation, and a contemptibly toxic entertainment culture, the greater, now global, menace is surely the deification of science and technique at the expense of traditional, ethical reason.⁠31

      

      

      Aeschliman’s assessment of the deification of science is precisely what Lewis says in his essay “Is Progress Possible.” However, there is something more, something behind this deification in Lewis's view, and just what that something is will be part of the exploration into magic and science.

      Also noteworthy is the essay collection titled The Magician’s Twin, edited by John West. In the first essay, also titled “The Magician’s Twin,” West identifies and expounds upon three ways in which Lewis recognized the similarities between science and magic: 1) science as religion, 2) science as credulity, and 3) science as power.⁠32 These three ways can be seen in THS, especially in the character of Filostrato. And yet, there is more to the magic-science relationship in Lewis’s view. Filostrato is merely a pawn for Wither and Frost, the two heads of the N.I.C.E., both of whom display a more complicated understanding of the magic-science relationship. This book will explore these more complicated characters of Wither and Frost, as well as the way Lewis uses them to illustrate his nuanced views.

      Though none of the books mentioned above are meant to focus specifically on the interplay between magic and science or the myth of Progress, they all still make at least a passing mention, and sometimes more, of the phenomenon. This appears to be evidence that there is something substantial to be unearthed here. In THS, Lewis is exploring the odd bedfellows that are magic and science. He is opting to show us how this seemingly odd relationship is likely to appear, rather than attempting to explain it the way one would in a lecture hall or an academic treatise. As Lewis once said, sometimes fairy stories say best what needs to be said.

      In his inaugural address at Cambridge, Lewis spoke of a second death of learning akin to that which occurred when the barbarian tribes of northern Europe conquered the thinly stretched Roman Empire. Rome fell in the fifth century A.D., and Europe entered a Dark Age. “In our time,” Lewis said, “something which was once the possession of all educated men has shrunk to being the technical accomplishment of a few specialists.”⁠33 As one of the few who had received the cherished possession, the Western heritage, Lewis referred to himself as a dinosaur. He belonged to the Old Western order and not the current one. He implored his audience to listen to what he, the dinosaur, had to say. While this advice could be perceived as arrogance, he denied the charge. He was merely speaking as a native, as one who had been steeped in that Old Western order. “I would even dare to go further,” he continued, “use your specimens while you can. There are not going to be many more dinosaurs.”⁠34

      The book you now hold does just that: it uses the specimen, one of the last dinosaurs, to pass on a piece of the tradition. Doing so may be at the heart of avoiding the new Dark Age, which, should it come to pass, will likely be nothing other than the abolition of man itself. The force driving humanity towards abolishment is the dogmatic belief in the myth of Progress, while science is perceived as the means for achievement. THS offers to give us clarity on how this fanciful quest will be, and currently is, undertaken. Let us examine the specimen before it is too late.
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      That Hideous Strength is a title with more to it than first meets the eye. A look at the epigraph reveals a legend for deciphering the symbolic title:

      
        
        THE SHADOW OF THAT HYDDEOUS STRENGTH

        SAX MYLE AND MORE IT IS OF LENGTH.

        (Sir David Lyndsay: from Ane Dialog, describing the Tower of Babel)⁠1

      

      

      David Lyndsay’s poem Ane Dialog dates from 1555. Lyndsay’s poem is quite long, but just a few more lines provide us with more context:

      
        
        
        That quhen the Sonne is at the hycht

        Att nonne quhen it doith schyne most brycht

        The schaddow of that hydduous strength

        Sax myle and more, it is of lenth

        Thus maye ʒe Iuge in to ʒour thocht

        Gyfe Babilone be heych or nocht.⁠2

      

      

      

      
        
        
        [That when the Sun is at the height

        At noon when it doth shine most bright

        The shadow of that hideous strength

        Six mile and more, it is of length

        Thus, may ye judge into your thought

        If Babel be high or not.]

      

      

      

      As Lewis notes, Lyndsay’s poem describes the Tower of Babel. The shadow cast by that tower is described as extending six miles across the earth. The story of this notorious tower comes from Genesis 11, where the people say amongst themselves: “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves” (Genesis 11:4a, RSV). For the ancient Hebrews, “the heavens” is the place far beyond the moon where the stars and the gods dwell. The image in Genesis 11 is that of a people attempting to be like the gods. For the Hebrew audience of Genesis, the quest to be like the gods is wrongheaded as it is a conscious rejection of God’s designated place for humanity. Likewise, for Lyndsay and Lewis, the shadow cast by the tower in the story represents a nefarious use of man’s power.

      The story in Genesis goes on to relate the Lord’s response. He confuses the people’s language, thereby thwarting the audacious project. This foreshadows what occurs at the end of THS. In using this title, Lewis is drawing attention to the universal human desire to make a name for ourselves, a desire that, for the N.I.C.E., results in a rejection of the hierarchical order of creation God established in the cosmos. Their attempt to dethrone God represents the worst of human potentiality and a hideous strength it is.

      In the preface Lewis does not hide the fact that this is a story about devils and their influence upon perverted humans. By “devils,” Lewis is referring to what is more commonly called “demons,” but “demons” is a bit of a misnomer, as will be shown later. Thus, Charles Huttar notes that Lewis rarely used the word “demon.”⁠3 This is important to understand, as “devil” in its noun and adjectival form are used frequently throughout THS, while variations of “demon” are only to be found twice. With that brief clarification in mind, Lewis explains in the preface that THS “is a ‘tall story’ about devilry, though it has behind it a serious ‘point,’” which he already put forth in The Abolition of Man.⁠4 As a man who valued indirect communication in his writing, Lewis is not always so blunt. But here there can be no doubt about his intentions. He is illustrating the serious point he made in Abolition.

      Lewis then claims that he is connecting academia with devilry simply because, as an academic himself, he is familiar with its ins and outs. Here, one suspects he is being a bit cheeky. Lewis thought his own profession to be the originator of the bad ideas that come to fruition in THS. Lewis’s critique of his own profession is evident in Abolition, which opens with a passage from a children’s grammar textbook that Lewis dubs “The Green Book.” The real title of the book is The Control of Language, written by Oxford grads Alec King and Martin Ketley. Lewis’s own copy, stored at the Wade Center, has a green cover and is full of notes he made in the margins as he critiqued King and Ketley’s ideas. This children’s book, Lewis explains in Chapter 1 of Abolition, teaches young people that all value judgments are subjective. Instilling a subjectivist philosophy in the children may not have been the intent of “The Green Book’s” authors, Lewis notes. Nevertheless, Lewis thought the effect of this amateur philosophizing would be catastrophic.

      Lewis opens Chapter 2 of Abolition with the following ominous line: “The practical result of education in the spirit of ‘The Green Book’ must be the destruction of the society which accepts it.”⁠5 Must be is a strong way to phrase it, but that is because Lewis is simply tracking the logical implication that the self-defeating nature of subjectivism implies. In Abolition, what begins as a lesson in a children’s grammar book ends up resulting in man’s abolition as humanity severs its connection with Natural Law and thus with objective values. Though the homo sapiens species continues, the feature that made us unique from the rest of the animal kingdom has been lost. For Lewis, this is a devilish corruption—a corruption he deemed dangerous enough to write a fictional story demonstrating the point.

      For Lewis, academia is at the heart of the problem. The authors of “The Green Book” were academics, and it is through the educational system that the poison of subjectivism becomes widespread. THS also highlights the important role education plays in aiding or abetting the destruction of civilization. Lewis selects his own profession because he knows it is not the average person who is typically a believer in the myth of Progress; it is intellectuals who then instill that belief into those they influence. They condition those whom they “educate.”
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      Alcasan and Alchemy

      Though it is often missed, chapter 1 of THS opens with an alchemical scene. The book’s protagonist, Jane Studdock, has a dream about a severed head. Upon waking, she discovers in the newspaper that the head in her dream belongs to Alcasan, a recently executed criminal. The text of THS describes Alcasan as a “distinguished radiologist in a neighbouring country—an Arab by descent, they said—who had cut short an otherwise brilliant career by poisoning his wife.”⁠1

      Sanford Schwartz notes in his study on the Ransom Trilogy that “[t]he name Alcasan which hints at alchemy and its association with the wonders of modern radiology, also looks forward to the strange misogynistic brew of science and magic that impels the secret agenda of the N.I.C.E.”⁠2 Alchemy most commonly refers to the attempt to transmute base metals into gold, and it also involves the quest to discover the means to longevity: the panacea. Lewis makes sure to clarify Alcasan’s ethnicity, not to make a point about Arabs, but because of the etymology of the word “alchemy.” “Alcasan” and “alchemy” share more than the first three letters and the phonetic sound of the first syllable. The English word “alchemy” traces back from Old French (alkimie) to Medieval Latin (alchimia), and then to Arabic (al-kimiya).⁠3 In this etymological detail, we see Lewis the philologist on display.⁠4 Essentially, he notes Alcasan’s ethnicity as confirmation of what our ears and eyes hear and see when reading—that both Alcasan and “alchemy” are of Arabian descent. Lewis connects Alcasan’s name to alchemy, though the reader of THS does not know the purpose for doing so yet.

      In the opening pages of his academic tome English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Volume III of the series The Oxford History of English Literature (OHEL), Lewis writes about the history of magic from the medieval period into the Renaissance.⁠5 Alongside the many European examples he provides, Lewis mentions the Arabian alchemical quest to obtain immortality. The Arabs, Lewis writes, “say that men can rise above their corporeal and their sensitive powers and in that state receive into themselves ‘the perfection of heaven and of the diuine [divine] intelligences,’ for ‘all spirits do obey perfected souls.’ That way even the resuscitation of the dead may be possible.”⁠6 Resuscitating the dead head of the Arabian Alcasan is exactly what the N.I.C.E. does in THS as they try to conquer death and thereby achieve the loftiest of the alchemical goals.

      Next is Alcasan’s occupation as a radiologist. Radiology was a new and burgeoning field as the nineteenth century rolled into the twentieth. From the first X-ray in 1895 to the realization that there are radioactive elements in 1896, to the discovery of electrons, protons, and neutrons (in 1897, 1917, and 1932, respectively), the turn of the century was an exciting time to be a part of this new field of atomic science. This new scientific discipline was taken up by occult societies that were experiencing a revival at the same time. Naturally, alchemy has historically found itself at home in occult groups, secret societies that engage in initiation practices meant to prepare the individual to receive progressively higher grades or orders of the secret knowledge that the masters within the society believe to be obtainable. “Mesmerism and spiritualism were two early progenitors of the occult revival,” writes Mark Morrisson in Modern Alchemy: Occultism and the Emergence of Atomic Theory.⁠7 By the end of the nineteenth century, he continues, “Theosophy and a number of secret (or not so secret) Hermetic and Rosicrucian societies dedicated to alchemy and ritual magic had become significant cultural forces.”⁠8 The significance of these societies did not escape Lewis, who structures the N.I.C.E. as a nefarious occult organization.

      If we imagine what it would be like to be an occultist in the early twentieth century, it is easy to see how these discoveries about the atom and certain elements would fit well with alchemy. Humanity was looking inside what were believed to be the basic building blocks of matter (atoms), and some elements, most notably radium, were found to be truly radioactive. Radium was already used to treat cancer at the turn of the century, and, as Morrisson explains, the fascinating element was thought to have regenerative effects on human cells.⁠9 An occult society could look at these scientific findings and wonder if the elixir of life was not idle speculation after all. Morrisson explains the impact this new science had on occult societies in the early twentieth century:

      Occultists, then, increasingly focused on alchemy as a material science validated by the new atomic chemistry and physics, even if it was a science with spiritual implications. Many occult phenomena now began to be explained in terms of radiation and material particles as occultists turned to scientists to validate their belief. Never had modern occultism been so much concerned with the nature of matter—that is, the nature of material change.⁠10

      Morrisson’s observations make palpable the occult excitement surrounding radioactivity. We see this same excitement in Filostrato, the N.I.C.E.’s physiologist who believes he has fashioned the immortal human by artificially preserving the head of the radiologist Alcasan.

      Making Alcasan a radiologist is no mistake, given the historical connection between occult societies and the new scientific field. Lewis provides strong clues that the N.I.C.E. is engaged in an alchemical quest. The organization puts the veneer of science in its name (The National Institute of Co-ordinated Experiments), but behind the veneer Lewis hints at its true character.

      Thus far we have covered the similarity between the sound of the name Alcasan and the word alchemy, the etymological connection between alchemy and Alcasan’s ethnicity, and Alcasan’s occupation as a radiologist. The last detail remaining is the comment that Alcasan poisoned his wife, which furthers the connection with alchemy. Poisoning was one of the dangerous physical side effects that could result from alchemical practices that included ingesting things like mercury or mixing chemicals that are dangerous when combined. It is even thought that Isaac Newton, an alchemist in his own right, experienced mercury poisoning.⁠11 One may think that Alcasan poisoning his wife is just coincidental, but when combined with the other alchemical connections the evidence to the contrary is too powerful.

      There is yet another link to alchemy in the newspaper headline that Jane reads just before Lewis’s description of Alcasan. The article in the paper refers to Alcasan as “Bluebeard.” Bluebeard or La Barbe Bleue is a seventeenth-century French fairy tale by Charles Perrault. In the story, the Bluebeard character murders multiple wives and hides their bodies. Supposedly, this fairy tale originated with a murderer from the fifteenth century, Gilles de Rais.⁠12 Gilles de Rais was a French nobleman who received an order from the king that he was not to sell any of his property. This restriction caused him financial hardship, which led him to turn to alchemy and perhaps even Satanism. He was eventually charged with the murder of over one hundred children and was hung for his crimes.⁠13 Lewis uses the same title (Bluebeard), which was used for the alchemist Gilles de Rais, to refer to Alcasan, who, as we have just seen, is introduced to readers by descriptors that hint at his connection with alchemy. That Lewis knew of the connection between Rais and the fairy-tale is likely given his vast literary knowledge. Lewis also names Gilles de Rais in his opening pages of OHEL as an example of someone who practiced dark magic.

      After introducing Alcasan in THS, Lewis then has Jane quickly shift her thinking from the nightmare of Alcasan’s head to her dissertation work on the English poet John Donne (1572-1631). The passage she is on happens to be from Donne’s poem “Love’s Alchymie,” where Donne is grappling with the mystery of love. As readers, we go from reading about Jane’s dream of Alcasan and all the alchemical hinting covered above to seeing the word “alchemy” on the page only a few lines below. Of course, Lewis is using “Love’s Alchymie” to develop another major theme in his book: love and marriage. But it also puts the word alchemy right in front of the reader’s face just after all the alchemical symbolism found in the introduction of Alcasan.

      Love/marriage and alchemy might be the two biggest themes of THS, and they are the two put front and center in the book’s opening subchapter. Like Donne’s poem, Lewis will explore the mystery of love throughout the course of the book. By the end of THS, Mark and Jane will join together in a fruitful marriage of selfless love. Meanwhile, the N.I.C.E. represents the antithesis of this unifying relationship. Their alchemical project attempts to create the race of god-men, who are artificially created by “scientists,” rather than by the union of man and woman. This last hint, when added to Lewis’s description of Alcasan, solidifies the case that Lewis is purposefully portraying Alcasan in alchemical terms. He is doing so because he wants to make the point that the N.I.C.E., through its use and abuse of Alcasan, is not merely an organization committed to scientific experimentation, but an organization committed to the creation of the immortal god-man.

      Readers may be surprised to learn that Lewis introduces Alcasan in an alchemical fashion. But a brief exploration of Lewis’s own experience with things occultish, whether reading or personal interactions, reveals that he had some familiarity, albeit limited, with occult ideas. He even dabbled in the occult realm in his younger days. The following is a brief timeline of Lewis’s personal experience in this area. His father was a Freemason, which Lewis found troubling.⁠14 While at school in his teens, he met and learned about the spiritual realm from Miss G. E. Cowie (the Matron of Chartres). As he put it in Surprised by Joy, “She was (as I should now put it) floundering in the mazes of Theosophy, Rosicrucianism, Spiritualism; the whole Anglo-American Occultist tradition.”⁠15 He was fascinated by multiple authors who were occultists, most notably W. B. Yeats, whom he would end up meeting twice.⁠16 He encountered people in his days at Oxford whom he described as “Magicians, Spiritualists, and the like.”⁠17 He was close friends with Cecil Harwood and Owen Barfield; both men became Anthroposophists in the 1920s, and Lewis discussed the epistemology of Anthroposophy with Barfield thoroughly in their “Great War” debate.⁠18 He became good friends with Charles Williams in the late 1930s. Williams had been a member of a couple of occult societies, including the Fellowship of the Rosy Cross.⁠19 In Lewis’s brief history, we get a glimpse of his exposure to occultists and their societies. Despite these numerous acquaintances and his own reading of hermetic texts, there is no evidence that Lewis ever practiced occultism.

      It should be noted just how ubiquitous and varied occultism was at the turn of the century. Anthroposophy was Rudolph Steiner’s offshoot of the popular Theosophical Society.⁠20 The Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, which Charles Williams belonged to, was A. E. Waite’s offshoot of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, one of the most popular British occult societies of the time. The Golden Dawn included W. B. Yeats, Evelyn Underhill, and Aleister Crowley, among others. Crowley later formed his own notorious offshoot society, along with the abbey of Thelma in Sicily.⁠21 Meanwhile, the group Charles Williams was initiated into, Waite’s Fellowship of the Rosy Cross, was, or at least claimed to be, a Christian mystical society.⁠22 The point is that there were many and varied occult groups at this time and that Lewis had some familiarity with them.

      Though Lewis felt the occult lure, he came to be suspicious and leery of these secret societies. There is one particular experience that seems to have shaken Lewis away from his initial fascination with the occult: the death of his friend, the Spiritualist Dr. John Askins. Askins was the brother of Mrs. Moore, with whom Lewis lived while Askins was experiencing his ailment. As Askins’s health declined, he experienced fits of horror in which he believed himself to be possessed by devils.

      Witnessing Askins writhing uncontrollably, Lewis was taken aback and committed himself to “[k]eep clear of introspection, of brooding, of spiritualism, of everything eccentric.”⁠23 One can sense his wariness a few years later when he was introduced to the writings of the nature mystic and theologian Jacob Boehme (1575-1624). Boehme is of particular interest because it is to Boehme and alchemy that Lewis traces the root of the modern myth of Progress in “The World’s Last Night” essay. Writing to Arthur Greeves, he describes Boehme’s book The Signature of All Things as beyond his comprehension, and yet he found it tantalizing; he felt moved and excited, but he also felt distress and horror.⁠24 The Signature of All Things posits God as both within all created things while also transcending all of creation. It is easy to see how this panentheistic idea of God troubled Lewis, as it muddles the distinction between Creator and creature.

      Lewis goes on in his letter to compare Boehme’s book with Phantastes, the work of George MacDonald’s that famously baptized his imagination. Lewis read Phantastes over a decade before The Signature of All Things, and in his comparison of the two works, Lewis tells Arthur that both books shook him up. However, he goes on to clarify that reading Boehme’s book was an unpleasant experience, so much so that he was concerned that it might be dangerous if he did not put the book away for good. On the other hand, Phantastes is a work of fantasy, and thus it spoke to Lewis’s imagination and moved it profoundly, while The Signature of All Things is a book that seeks to explain what Boehme thought to be true about the hidden meaning in all things, and Lewis could not get his reason to concur. “Lewis rejected Boehme,” writes David Downing in Into the Region of Awe, “because the latter suggested that the human soul is part of the divine soul, into which it will eventually dissolve. This sounds more like Hindu philosophy than Christian doctrine.”⁠25 Ultimately, “Lewis dropped Boehme’s alchemy and justified his views [about nature] instead with St. Paul’s observation” in Romans 1:20.⁠26

      Downing’s Into the Region of Awe explores the many ways in which Lewis looked favorably upon mysticism. The issue for Lewis was not mysticism per se; it was particular types of mystical thinking, and alchemy was one of those. Lewis’s conception of healthy mysticism is pretty well summed up by G. K. Chesterton, a writer who influenced Lewis a great deal. “The whole secret of mysticism is this: that man can understand everything by the help of what he does not understand,” wrote Chesterton in Orthodoxy; “[t]he mystic allows one thing to be mysterious, and everything else becomes lucid.”⁠27 That one thing is God, and neither Chesterton nor Lewis were saying that we could not know a great deal about God, but that we can never plumb the depths of God’s being. Mysteries will always remain. A good example of this way of thinking can be seen in Lewis’s conception of Natural Law, what he calls the Tao in Abolition. For Lewis, the ontological foundation for the Natural Law is derived from God, though we cannot know everything about Him. The nature of God, which ultimately contains mysteries, gives lucidity to our everyday experience of objective morality.

      In support of Lewis’s belief in healthy mysticism, we turn to the Fisher-King from THS. Lewis connects “Fisher-King,” which is one of Ransom’s titles in THS, with a Christian mystic in India. The mystic, named the Sura,⁠28 tells Ransom’s sister, Mrs. Fisher-King, “that a great danger was hanging over the human race.”⁠29 Mrs. Fisher-King relays this warning to Ransom, who takes it seriously and then adopts the title of Mr. Fisher-King for himself. In the same passage where we learn these details, we hear that Ransom has an injury to his heel from his last journey, which is a clue to Ransom’s status as a Christ-like character within the story. The journey took place in Perelandra, where he battled the devil-inhabited Weston on Venus. In Perelandra, Weston’s “vague mysticism about ‘spirituality’” results in his being possessed by a demon who tries to convince the innocent Green Lady on Venus to rebel against God.⁠30 We can see that Lewis recognized a legitimate form of mysticism (Christian mysticism), as seen in the connection between the Indian mystic and Ransom’s Fisher-King title. And with Weston, we see a downright diabolical form of mysticism. Even supposedly Christian mysticism, such as that of Jacob Boehme, needed to be watched, Lewis thought, lest it turn egoistic.

      Plenty more could be said about Lewis’s uneasiness with the occult, especially his “Great War” debate with Barfield on, among other things, Barfield’s Anthroposophy. But we singled Boehme out here because he was an alchemist and because Lewis names Boehme as a source of the modern myth of Progress, which we find in the N.I.C.E., as the institute reanimates the severed head of a radiologist in the name of Progress. Alcasan, they believe, is the first fruits of man’s self-ordained immortality. They believe they have found the elixir of life and conquered the grave; they are modern alchemists.

      What’s the N.I.C.E. After?

      Despite the quasi-scientific name, the National Institute of Co-ordinated Experiments takes a great deal of interest in spiritual things. Even the location they desire to build on is determined by spiritual matters. During a faculty meeting at the University of Edgestow, we find that the N.I.C.E. wants a place to build, and Bragdon Wood, currently owned by
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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