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Like a  good essay,  a  good col lect ion of  essays invi tes  i ts  readers  to  imagine,  and 

discover ,  connect ions and revelat ions.  Indeed,  the connect ing is  the d iscover ing.  

Myth and Magic  rewards th is  k ind of  close reading.  The essays are  gathered from 

internat ional  authors ,  f rom the UK, USA, Switzer land,  and a  good number from 

Spain,  a l l  of  which fal l  with in  the realm of  Inkl ings s tudies ,  emphasizing their  

thought on language,  ar t ,  and the imaginat ion.  Each essay acts  as  a  lens through 

which to  understand aspects  of  the work of  these men,  Lewis and Tolkien in  

par t icular .  The best  essays,  Colin Duriez’s ,  Ver lyn Fl ieger’s ,  and Eduardo Segura’s  

in  par t icular ,  br idge the Inkl ings’s  f ic t ion and nonf ict ion wri t ings to  show the 

fundamental  and endur ing pat terns  of  thought  that  comprise  their  v is ion.  They 

demonstrate  the cohesive wholeness  of  Tolkien’s  and Lewis’s  understanding of  l i fe  

and ar t ,  a lways informed by their  re l igious convict ions.  Happily,  they send us back 

to these authors  with an expanded sense of  who they are  and how they see th ings.  

In  h is  in troduct ion to  the col lect ion,  Segura wri tes  that  ‘ the [essays] have been 

dis t r ibuted in  no special  order ,  so  that  they can be read as independent  par ts  of  a  

whole’  ( i i i ) .  The ‘whole’  that  he had in  mind seems at  f irs t  only the shared theme of  

Inkl ings scholarship;  yet  c loser  reading reveals  deeper ,  more subt le  connect ions.  

Three essays  focus par t icular ly on Lewis’  and Tolkien’s  use of  language.  In  

‘Recover ing the “Utter ly Alien Land”:  Tolkien and Transcendental ism’,  Mart in  

Simonson argues for  a  clear  paral le l  between Tolkien’s  conceptions of  ‘recovery’  

and ‘subcreat ion’ ,  as  ar t iculated in  ‘On Fairy Stor ies’ ,  and the American 

Transcendental is t  ideal  of  cul t ivat ing uni ty with the cosmos.  Each action is  a  k ind of  

renewal of  the imagination,  a  recognit ion of  connectedness between man and nature,  

nature and God,  man and God:  ‘[Words] present  us  with the unique possibi l i ty to  

make use of  the subcreat ive g if t  which,  if  eff ic ient ly expressed,  may open up paths  

toward a  new uni ty with both  the natural  and supernatural  word’  (17) .  Simonson,  
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among others ,  emphasizes  the central i ty  of ‘subcreat ion’  to  Tolkien’s  thought -  the 

resemblance of  man’s  creat ion of  imaginary worlds  through words to  God’s  in i t ia l  

and ever last ing creat ive act .  

Dieter  Bachman’s ‘Words for  Magic:  goet ia ,  gûl ,  and  lú th’  d is t inguishes between 

Lewis’  and Tolkien’s  def in i t ions of  each term as used in  Renaissance texts .  While  

the essay does not  deal  with quest ions as  profound as  o thers  in  the col lect ion,  i t  

does help readers come to terms with the arcane yet  s ignif icant  d is t inct ions between 

each unfamil iar  word.  Fernando J .  Soto’s  and Marta  García  de la  Puerta’s  inquiry 

in to the ‘Hidden Meanings of  the Name Ransom’ proves an enl ightening just if icat ion 

for  Lewis’s  chr is tening of  the protagonis t  in  h is  Ransom Tri logy.  

A handful  of  the essays are  only loosely connected with myth and magic,  yet  remain 

closely t ied to  fundamental  themes and tensions in  the Inkl ings’  thought .  In  ‘New 

Learning and New Ignorance:  Magia,  Goeteia ,  and the Inklings’ ,  Tom Shippey 

demonstrates  how Lewis re-framed the convent ional  tr iangular  opposi t ion of  magic,  

re l ig ion,  and science by in troducing a  ‘more complex opposi t ion between…scient ism 

and goeteia ,  and…relig ion and magia’  (21) .  The core of  Shippey’s  argument  is  the 

‘d iscrepancy between Lewis’s  argument about  magic  in [English  Li terature in  the]  

Sixteenth Century  and his  f ic t ionalizat ion of  magic  in  That Hideous Strength’  (30) .  

Lewis d is t inguishes between magic and goeteia in  Sixteenth Century in order  to draw 

at tent ion to  the insid ious b lending of  magic and science that  he saw in the world,  

which the Nat ional  Ins t i tu te of  Co-ordinated Exper iments  (N.I .C.E.)  embodies  in  

That  Hideous Strength.  

Patr ick Curry’s  ‘I ron Crown,  Iron Cage’  draws a  paral le l  of  a  s imilar  nature,  

compar ing Tolkien’s  v is ion of  moderni ty with that  of  social  cr i t ic  Max Weber.  

Wri t ing th ir ty  years  pr ior ,  Weber’s  cr i t ique of  the ‘d isenchanted’  worldview 

accompanying the onset  of  the Industr ia l  Revolut ion ant icipated Tolkien’s  

d is t inct ion between ‘magic’ ,  associated  with the ego-centr ic  wil l ,  and 

‘enchantment’ ,  ‘ the real izat ion,  independent of  the conceiving mind,  of  imagined 

wonder’  (100) .  Each represents  the wil l  to  power of  the modern empire with  related 

metaphors:  Tolkien’s  image of  the iron crown of  Morgoth  in  The Si lmari l l ion ,  

Weber’s  use of  the iron cage in  h is  cr i t ic ism (105) .  

Eugenio M. Olivares-Merino explores  Tolkien’s  conception of  Grendel  in  ‘A 

Monster  that  Matters’ ,  g iv ing a  thorough contextual izat ion of  Tolkien’s  essay 

‘Beowulf :  The Monster  and the Cri t ics’  with in the author’s  own works and 

contemporary academic thought  concerning the epic .  The essay excels  in  i ts  

connect ions to  Tolkien’s  f ic t ion,  showing a clear  correspondence between Beowulf ,  

Grendel ,  and Cain,  and Frodo,  Gollum, and Sméagol ,  resembling John Gar th’s  essay 



3 

‘As Under a Green Sea’.  Gar th  re la tes Tolkien’s f ic t ion to  his  coming to terms with 

his  exper ience f ight ing in  World  War I  and the onset  of  World War II ,  as  revealed in  

journal  entr ies  and let ters  to  h is  son,  Chr is topher .  

Fl ieger’s  essay on Tolkien’s  idea of  Faërie,  ‘When is  a  Fairy Story a Faër ie  Story?’ ,  

l ike Shippey’s ,  i l luminates  a  fundamental  d is t inct ion that  the author  embodied in  h is  

f ic t ion.  For  Tolkien,  Fairy Stor ies  and Faër ie  s tor ies  were different  in  kind:  “vis i ts  

of  fa ir ies  to  the mortal  world…are the s tuff  of  s tandard fa iry ta les ,’  Flieger  points  

out ,  whereas  faër ie  s tories  exude a near- ineffable  sense of  the world of  these 

creatures  (58) .  Fl ieger  helps readers  read Smith o f  Wooton Major  as  the  

representat ion of  Faër ie,  ra ther  than ‘al legoriz ing i ts  s implici t ies…looking for  a  

message ra ther  than a meaning’ (58).  Margaret  Carretero-Gonzaléz also has 

appropr iate ways of  reading in  mind in  her  essay,  ‘A Tale as  Old as  Time,  Freshly 

Told  Anew’,  which is  a  reading of  the Harry Potter  ser ies  alongside The Lord of  the 

Rings and The Chronicles of  Narnia.  Carre tero-Gonzaléz reveals  the shared mythic 

qual i t ies  of  the ser ies  using the Inkl ings’  work and thought as  a  backdrop.  

Carretero-Gonzaléz’s  essay is  one of  f ive  o thers  in  the  col lect ion that  examine the 

nature and funct ions of  Myth as  the Inkl ings understood i t .  In  ‘A Kind of  Orpheus-

Legend in Reverse’ ,  Miryam Librán-Moreno draws substant ia l  paral le ls  between the 

Beren and Lúthien elements of  Tolkien’s  legendar ium and the Orpheus-Eurydice and 

Protesi laus-Laodemia myths .  Thomas Honneger  assesses what  he perceives to  be 

Tolkien’s  purpose for  his  legendar ium in ‘A Mythology for  England’,  and surpr ises  

the reader  by ul t imately g iving Tolkien a  fai l ing grade,  though s t i l l  prais ing his  

work:  ‘…the English,  in  spi te  of  Tolkien’s  astonishing creat iv i ty,  are  s t i l l  without a  

“mythology for  England” proper… What  we have [from Tolkien] is  a  vast  and 

somewhat ramshackle  col lect ion of  ta les  and legends that  have sprung from the 

depths of  a  genuinely “English” creat iv i ty’  (126) .  

Devin Brown’s essay,  ‘Lewis’s  View of  Myth as  a  Conveyor of  Deepest  Truth’ ,  

funct ions s imilar ly to  Fl ieger’s  by showing how Lewis found ‘a creative format  to  be 

more powerful  than an exposi tory one’  for  represent ing fundamental  t ru ths (131) .  

Brown contrasts  the f ic t ional  and non-f ict ional  representat ions of  three aspects  of  

Chr is t ian exper ience that  Lewis treats  in h is  f ic t ion and non-f ict ion –  God’s  absence 

when one asks to be ‘ lef t  a lone,’  the pain of  repentance,  and the miraculous  heal ing 

of  redemption.  He points  out  that  ‘over  and over  again  we f ind that  the works that  

affect  and t ransform [Lewis’s]  character  are  myths not  phi losophy’ (134).  

‘Leaf  by Niggle and the Aesthet ics  of  Gif t’  by Eduardo Segura is  one of  the best  

essays in  the group for  i ts  comprehension of  the in terrelat ion between fai th  and 

imaginat ion in  Tolkien’s  l i fe .  As Brown and Fl ieger  do,  Segura connects  Tolkien’s  
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f ic t ion with arguments  la id out  in  his  essays,  fur ther  substant iated  by his  Cathol ic  

convict ions.  He emphasizes  Tolkien’s  aversion to al legory,  quot ing his  foreword to 

The Lord of  the Rings:  ‘ I  th ink that  many confuse “appl icabi l i ty” with “al legory”;  

but  the one resides in  the freedom of  the reader ,  and the o ther  in  the purposed 

dominat ion of  the author’ .  Myths,  Segura argues,  funct ion as  a  g if t  for  the reader  in  

the freedom of  in terpreta t ion al lowed,  the mult ip l ici ty of  meanings,  a  concept  

embodied in  Tolkien’s Leaf  by Niggle.  

Colin Duriez’s  essay ‘Myth,  Fact ,  and Incarnat ion’  focuses upon a  s imilar  thread in  

Lewis’s  work and provides a  profound synthesis  of  the author’s  l i fe long s tudy of  

Myth and i ts  abi l i ty  to  br idge the abstract and concrete .  As with Tolkien,  Lewis’s  

thought spr ings from his  re l ig ious convict ions:  for  Lewis,  ‘ the in tegrat ion of  myth 

and fact ,  the  abstract  and the concrete ,  is  most  ful ly  expressed in  the incarnat ion and 

resurrect ion of  Chr is t’  (91) .  Duriez’s  essay is  not  so much an argument as  an  

explorat ion of  Lewis’s  thought in  the vein of  Montaigne – le isurely and precisely 

f inding connect ions and inf luences in  Coler idge,  MacDonald,  Barf ield,  and Tolkien.  

The essay culminates  in  Lewis’s  ‘ theory of  transposi t ion’ ,  in  which Lewis ‘reveal[s]  

h is  tangible  v is ion of  how al l  th ings – especial ly  the natural  and supernatural  –  

cohere’  (95) .  Here one sees the re la t ionship  of  transposi t ion to  Tolkien’s  concept of  

subcreat ion,  as  Simonson discusses  i t ,  and learns more about  how each author  

unders tands the ar t is t ic  creat ion of  Myth.  

Cri t ic isms of  the col lection are  few.  Although there are ,  a t  t imes,  patches of  

academic self-consciousness  in  the p ieces that  can dis tract  f rom the profound 

subjects  a t  hand (Olivares-Merino gives a  three-page preamble to  his  essay,  s ta t ing 

his  in tent  and apologizing for  quoting Tolkien as  much as  he does) ,  the best  wri t ing,  

l ike that  of  the Inkl ings,  feels  a t  once accessible  and sophis t icated .  For  the most  par t  

the essays are in tended for  an  academic audience,  so a  h igh ins tance of  qual ifying 

s ta tements can be forgiven for  the sake of  in tel lectual  precis ion.  And though we see 

spr inkl ings of  h is  thoughts ,  not  enough at tent ion is  g iven to the work of  Owen 

Barf ie ld ,  one of  the more e lusive Inkl ings .  He is  referenced in  Duriez’s  essay,  as  

wel l  as  Simonson’s ,  yet  h is  work is  not  the  focal  point  of  any of  the  p ieces .  

As a whole ,  the essays succeed in  their  task  of  re turning readers to  the pr imary 

works with appet i tes  whet ted .  They refresh our  sense of  the authors  and their  work,  

and show the coherence of  their  f ic t ion and non-f ict ion,  the uni ty of  vis ion that  

suffused their  l ives.  

Brandon Dorn 
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