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The Magical  World  of  the Inkl ings ,  wri t ten by esoter ic is t  Gareth  Knight,  was f irs t  

publ ished in 1990.  In that  process  the text  found i tself  in  the for tunate  posi t ion of  

being reviewed by none other  than Owen Barf ie ld,  the only surviving member of  the 

Inkl ings group.  After  reading i t  Barf ield’s  response was unambiguous:  ‘Because of  

the combinat ion of  information,  understanding and insight  on which i t  is  founded’,  

he wrote ,  ‘   is  more than outs tanding.  I t  is  not  in  the same league with  anything 

e lse I  have come across’ . [1]  Now, some twenty years  la ter ,  a  new and expanded 

edi t ion of  Gareth  Knight’s  c lassic  text  on the mythopoeic  l i terature  of  C.S.  Lewis ,  

J .R.R.  Tolkien,  Charles  Wil l iams and Owen Barf ie ld—collect ively known as  the 

Inkl ings—is avai lable.  

Both the or ig inal  1990 edi t ion and th is  2010 text  benef i t  f rom having a  thorough 

overview of  the works of  a l l  four  of  these wri ters .  The C.S.  Lewis segment covers  

Lewis’  ear ly works of  Chr is t ian apologet ics  and his  la ter  mythological  work Til l  We 

Have Faces ,  as  wel l  as  The Screwtape Let ters ,  and,  as  would be expected,  The 

Chronicles o f  Narnia .  The sect ion on J .R.R.  Tolkien examines al l  three of  Tolkien’s  

major  works:  The Hobbit ,  The Lord of  the Rings  and The Si lmaril l ion .  I t  a lso  covers 

some of  the lesser  known stor ies  –  the ‘faer ie  s tor ies’  of  ‘Smith  of  Wootton Major’  

and ‘Leaf  by Niggle’ ,  as  wel l  as  some of  Tolkien’s  insightful  l i terary essays.  On 

Char les  Will iams,  the 1990 edi t ion focused on his  novels ,  but  in  th is  new and 

expanded edi t ion of  the book,  Wil l iams’s deeply symbolic  ‘r i tual’  p lay Judgement  a t  

Chelmsford ,  and the cycle  of  Arthurian poems which were unpublished at  the t ime of  

h is  death,  are  now included.  Similar ly with Owen Barf ie ld :  whils t  the or ig inal  1990 

edi t ion included al l  the major  l i terary cr i t ic  and phi losophic works (Poet ic  Dict ion ,  

Unancestral  Voice ,  Worlds  Apart  and others) ,  the new edi t ion has been updated to  

include the two novel las  Night Operat ion  and Eager Spring  which were published 

posthumously in  2008.  

So what  is  th is  ins ight  that  Barf ie ld mentions and what is  i t  about  th is  ins ight  that  

makes the book so valuable?  Such quest ions,  appear ing as  they are  in  a  journal  



dedicated to  the explorat ion of  phi losophy,  theology and l i terature through the works 

of  the Inkl ings,  seem par t icular ly appropr iate  to  consider  in  their  wider  connotat ion:  

that  is ,  what  is  i t  about  the ins ights  of  the Inkl ings that  make their  wri t ings  so  

valuable?  The Magical  World of  the  Inkl ings  by Gareth Knight may well  come to be 

seen as  seminal  to  a  unif ied understanding and answering of  that  question.  For  the 

text  succeeds in  developing a  provocat ive case for  the  presence of  esoter ic  and 

magical  ‘ imaginat ive’  e lements  in  the mythopoeic endeavours  of  J .R.R.  Tolkien,  

C.S.  Lewis,  Char les  Will iams and Owen Barf ie ld.  Each of  these wri ters ,  Knight 

argues,  created a  ‘magical  world’  which in i t ia tes  the reader  in to h idden and powerful  

realms of  the  creat ive imagination;  and which,  fur ther ,  have affected the 

development  of  human consciousness  i tself .  

The book develops and unfolds th is  argument by providing a  valuable resource for  

the s tudy of  each author ,  and each overview acts  as  a  conduit  in to  that  author’s  

world.  Barf ield h imself ,  in  h is  review of  the 1990 edi t ion of  The Magical  World  of  

the Inkl ings ,  which is  included in th is  new edi t ion,  acclaims,  

…the book has a  supervening value that  is  a l together  independent of  their  

putat ive  s tatus  as  Inklings ,  whatever  that  means.  … I  can wel l  imagine for  

ins tance a  reader  who is  deeply in teres ted,  or  ready to  be deeply in teres ted,  in  

one of  the four…welcoming th is  book.  He would  go for  i t ,  par t ly  for  the amount 

of  sheer  information i t  contains  about  the author  and his  works,  but  s t i l l  more for  

the matr ix  of  wise exeget ical  comment  in  which that  information is  embedded.  

(pp.  9-10)  

Both Barf ield ( in  h is  forward)  and Knight sensed the elusiveness  of  a  unifying 

element in  the work of  the Inkl ings.  Were the Inkl ings  s imply an informal  group of  

f r iends?  Or were they a  consciously def ined movement of  some sor t?  The answer 

that  Knight provides is  not  a  convent ional  one.  He suggests  that  i t  is  the coherence 

of  a  group ‘who aimed at  nothing more than being a  group of  fr iends’  that  is  the 

unifying element  to  their  work (p.  295) .  

To examine th is  idea of  d iverse coherence,  The Magical  World  of  the Inkl ings 

focuses on the context  of  the Inkl ings in  the t ime and space of  pre-1950s Oxford.  At 

the beginning of  the book,  Knight includes an Inkl ings Time Char t .  The Inkl ings and 

their  l i fe t imes are shown in  paral le l .  This  char t  helps the reader  consider  the 

in teract ion between the Inkl ings,  and the inspirat ion that  underpins  their  works .  

Knight cal ls  th is  shared inspirat ion ‘mythopoeia’ ,  or  ‘magic’ .  Knight  suggests  that  

th is  undergirding of  magic is  the source of  h idden wisdom and advice with in the 

works of  Lewis and Tolkien and Wil l iams,  and especial ly in  the works of  Barf ield.  

Knight’s  a im in  th is  book is  to  reveal  th is  esoter ic  knowledge which he bel ieves is  



hidden within the work of  the Inkl ings,  so that  those readers  who wish to receive i t  

are  able.  

In  th is  respect ,  Gareth  Knight’s  background as  one of  the world’s  authori t ies  on 

r i tual  magic,  the Western Mystery Tradi t ions and Qabal is t ic  symbolism provides 

depth and chal lenges  for  the reader .  When his  case for  the  apparatus of  esoter ic  

invest igat ion of  the  imaginat ion is  appl ied  to  Lewis and Tolkien,  these chal lenges 

are  par t icular ly s trong,  for  many wil l  come to these authors  consider ing them to be 

pr imari ly or thodox Chris t ians.  While  Knight’s  premises  wil l  be cr i t ic ised by many 

readers,  Knight’s  exper t ise in  magic and myth gives h im a unique perspect ive.  His 

approach moves th is  book away from the orb of  s traightforward l i terary cr i t ic ism 

and in to a  potent ia l ly profound and provocat ive phi losophical  level .  Knight argues 

that ,  a t  t imes sub-consciously,  Lewis  and Tolkien,  and cer tain ly Wil l iams and 

Barf ie ld ,  are  fu lf i l l ing the deeper  requirements  of  an  inner  quest  of  self-

t ransformation found within Western magical  tradi t ions.   

He begins to  ident ify the elements  of  th is  quest  f irs t ly through Lewis,  then 

respect ively through Tolkien,  Wil l iams and Barf ield.  In  Lewis’  Narnia books Knight 

ident if ies  key elements of  magical  lore and pract ice.  He notes,  for  example,  that  

Lewis’  Narnia  books began with a  picture in  h is  mind – one of  a  faun holding an 

umbrel la  under  a  lamppost .  Knight notes  that  f rom this  image Lewis f i l led out  –  

without pre-planning – the rest  of  the s tory.  Knight s trongly rejects  the idea that  the 

Narnia  books are  merely Chris t ian  propaganda;  he argues instead that  they contain 

insight  in to magical  pract ice.  In  the Qabal is t ic  tradi t ion,  as  Knight descr ibes ,  there  

is  s imilar  use  of  imagery to  enable  an explorat ion in to  the  inner world  of  

consciousness .  This  inner  world  al lows access  to  what is  realer  and deeper  -  the 

mental  p lane (or ,  put  more crudely,  the astral  real i t ies)  accessed through myth-

making processes .  This  journey to deeper  real i t ies  is  mythopoeia  or  magic in  i ts  

fu l ler  scope.  I t  is  akin to the deeper magic f rom before the depths of  t ime that  Lewis  

references  in  The Lion,  the Witch and the Wardrobe .  This  is  God’s magic:  a  d ivine 

metaphysics  that  is  Platonic  in  scope and is  a  far  cry from the peddling of  personal  

spel ls  (pp.  75-80) .  Simon Magus in  the Book of  Acts  represented the la t ter ,  as  too 

did Uncle Andrew and Queen Jadis  in  The Magician’s  Nephew .  Knight sees th is  

secret ive,  gain-motivated approach as  weaker  than mythopoeia ,  and something of  

which to  be wary.  By contrast ,  a  true understanding of  spir i tual  real i ty leads one to  

real ise that  i t  has  greater  sol id i ty and weight than the world of  physical  appearances 

(p.  88) .  

The r is ing of  images led to  the creation of  Tolkien’s  legendar ium as wel l ,  as  Knight  

ably argues.  Like Lewis’ ,  Tolkien’s  imagery has  magic  e lements ,  which,  Knight 



suggests ,  he accessed through his  deep use of  imagination (p.  119) .  Deeper  tru ths  

emerged because Tolkien’s  imaginat ion was set  to  mythological  themes.  The Valar  

( the angel ic  beings who rule  over  the ear th)  help us to  see how the gods and 

goddesses of  various pantheons are  an under lying real i ty perceived through differ ing 

cul tures  (p .  124) .  The funct ioning of  secondary imaginat ion becomes an act  of  sub-

creat ion.  As Aulë,  one of  the Valar ,  creates  dwarves who become independent  of  

h imself ,  so too do Tolkien’s  works become independent of  their  creator  (p.  126) .  By 

pushing himself  in to the depths  of  imagination Tolkien accesses the s tor ies  of  the 

pr imordial  past  and the e thereal  planes on which they exist .  In  some sense,  then,  

these s tor ies  are  very real .  They access  for  us,  as  readers ,  depths of  consciousness 

only achieved before in  past  ages.  Tolkien himself  suspected that  his  imagination 

was accessing an objective real i ty  (p.  136).  Tolkien wri tes:  ‘For  when Faramir  

speaks of  h is  pr ivate  v is ion of  the Great  Wave,  he speaks for  me.  That  v is ion and 

dream has  been ever  with me—and has been inher i ted  (as I  only discovered recent ly)  

by one of  my chi ldren,  Michael’  (Letters ,  No.  180) . [2]  So too,  in the esoter ic  c irc les  

of  Qabala ,  imagination can access  the past ,  which is  recorded upon the subt le  ethers  

of  the universe.  

Imaginat ion is  connected to  the power of  language,  and of  the Inkl ings,  i t  was 

Barf ie ld  who revealed the h is tor ical  changes in  human percept ion and consciousness  

that  are  represented by language (p .  251) .  For  Knight,  Barf ie ld is  the central  author  

of  the Inkl ings.  His  contr ibut ion is  none other  than the phi losophic underpinnings of  

mythopoeic wri t ing (pp.  295-97) .  Barf ield is  consciously aware of  the deeper  levels  

of  meaning which his  fel low Inkl ings have accessed through their  imaginat ions.  He 

demonstrates  that  that  there  is  room for both  evidence and in tui t ion –  that  what we 

cal l  mat ter  in teracts  with mind and would not  exis t  without i t .  He takes their  nascent  

awareness of  the power  of  mythopoeia – of  h igh magic –  and places i ts  depth  in to 

words:  achieving breadth.  Through Barf ield in  par t icular ,  Knight explores  the very 

pract ical  way in  which the creat ive imaginat ion is  invoked within the reader  by the 

author ,  and the magical  ‘ real’  world th is  invocat ion creates ,  showing that  there is  an 

underlying real i ty  of  consciousness  to  consider .  

The arguments  that  Knight presents  are chal lenging.  They are  provocateurs  to the 

mind and to an easy acceptance of  what we consider  real i ty.  The Magical  World of  

the Inkl ings  i s  not  a  book to  be read quickly.  I t  is  one to  savour and reference,  to  

p ick up and be chal lenged by,  especial ly  g iven i ts  implicat ions of  what –  s tar t l ingly 

– the Inkl ings may have been.  

Joshua Rober ts  

[1]  From Barf ield’s  cover  endorsement.  



[2]  Humphrey Carpenter ,  ed . ,  The Let ters  o f  J .R.R.  Tolkien  (Boston:  Houghton 
Miff l in ,  1981).  

 


