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This one is for my father, Ian Howden-Simpson, who I have no doubt is delighted that I’ve moved away from spaceships and spies to deal with far more important topics!
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‘I think there’s an alchemy to life. Call it what you will – circumstance, fate, magic – but it’s always felt to me like there’s an underlying pattern that brings together certain people in the same place at the right time. You can’t force it. It just has to happen. And when it does, when those pieces come together . . . sometimes they make something really special. But part of what makes those mixtures special is that they never last.’

Storming Heaven, David Mack


INTRODUCTION

As with so many people across the years, my first introduction to the writings of C. S. Lewis came through the Chronicles of Narnia. On the bookshelf downstairs I still have the original set of seven books which I was given aged around eight, which I read and reread over the years (and which my daughter is now starting to delve into). I was just a little too young for the first televised version of them in 1967 but I remember the broadcast of the animated version at Easter 1980 – with Leo McKern’s rendition of Professor Kirke and Sheila Hancock’s terrifying White Witch remaining firmly in my memory to this day.

My parents were Christians, and I went to church weekly – as a member of the choir, rather than out of any particular devoutness – but although the parallels of Aslan’s sacrifice in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe with the events of Christ’s Passion were clear, even to a youngster, I never felt that these books were being used as any form of religious instruction. Indeed, until I began researching this guide, I hadn’t really seen the connection between The Horse and His Boy and the stories of Esther or Moses – it felt as if Lewis had decided simply to write an adventurous story within the Narnia universe. I was never that keen on The Last Battle, although it’s a story that I’ve come to appreciate far more as an adult.

An interest in science fiction – more specifically, Doctor Who and Star Trek – led me to the first readings of Lewis’s science-fiction trilogy. Out of the Silent Planet was a revelation when I first encountered it, and I eagerly devoured the other Ransom novels, although it did occasionally feel as if I was being preached at in the latter two, far more than I ever felt with the Narnia stories. Around the same time, my father introduced me to The Screwtape Letters, which I enjoyed (and listening to them again, as read by John Cleese, I was delighted to find that the tone of voice I had ascribed to them was spot on). I was also reading Giovanni Guareschi’s terrific tales of Don Camillo, a little priest by the river Po, who is also caught between a devil and Christ, and the resonance of the two has never left me.

But it was only in later life that I started to learn more about Clive Staples Lewis himself – his journey from religion to atheism and then through theism to Christianity. It wasn’t something that was necessary to enjoy his fiction writings, but that information has helped me to understand and enjoy them even more. Lewis himself was not a great believer in the idea of making a spectacle of the author; he thought it more important to look at the work. The example of The Horse and His Boy mentioned above is a case in point: to a ten-year-old, it was a great excursion into Arabian Nights territory, and I don’t think that I lost out by not seeing the other elements at play.

The angle which The Brief Guide to C. S. Lewis takes is different from most companions to Lewis’s work. Whereas most such books (and biographies of him) are written from a Christian perspective – or, in the case of some of them, an almost deliberately anti-Christian stance – this book isn’t going to assume great swathes of biblical scholarship on the part of the reader. Chances are, you’ve seen one of the big-screen versions of the Chronicles released over the past decade, and want to know more; the fact that Jack Lewis (as he was known) wrote about the problems of praying is important – the specific texts that he discusses and dissects to come to his answers, not so much. We won’t get bogged down in large chunks of detailed analysis, but if one of the topics catches your attention, there’s hopefully enough to whet your appetite to seek out Lewis’s original writing. Many of his key religious pieces were written as talks for radio, and are, sometimes surprisingly, very accessible.

During his lifetime, Lewis received a great deal of praise for his work; it was unfortunate that he wasn’t recognized as fully on his death as he might have been. The same day that he passed through the door into Aslan’s kingdom, 22 November 1963, the writer Aldous Huxley, creator of Brave New World, also died; more importantly, as far as the world’s media were concerned, US President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas. Both these deaths overshadowed that of an Oxbridge don and broadcaster who had written an enjoyable series of children’s stories, but now, on the fiftieth anniversary of his passing, C. S. Lewis is being properly honoured with a memorial in Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey.

We begin with a biography of Jack Lewis’s life, followed by a discussion of his fictional works, and an overview of his religious writings. There are references within the biography to his key works of literary criticism, but these have not received separate entries – those interested in that side of Lewis’s work are recommended to read Walter Hooper’s C. S. Lewis: A Companion & Guide, which summarises these volumes in great detail. The final part of this book looks at the many different versions of his stories that have been created – from radio adaptations and audio recordings to the stage and screen renditions, with new interviews with some of the creative forces behind them.

In The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Lucy, followed by her siblings, enter Narnia through a wardrobe. Hopefully this Brief Guide to C. S. Lewis will act as a similar portal to the works of a great writer.

Paul Simpson
March 2013


1. THE LIFE OF JACK LEWIS


1

THE BOXEN YEARS

Much of literature – both fiction and non-fiction – stands up by itself without the reader needing to understand where it came from. The travails of the author do not necessarily communicate themselves in his or her output. However, in the case of Clive Staples Lewis, his life story provides vital clues to comprehending his work. Born into the Protestant branch of Christianity, he renounced his faith, as so many do, during the questioning years of adolescence, but found himself dragged, almost reluctantly, back to the precepts of religion in his early thirties. From thereon it became the prism through which he viewed the world – not just this world, but the many different worlds that he re-imagined or created in his fiction.

Although he was christened Clive Staples following his birth on 29 November 1898, the creator of the Chronicles of Narnia, The Screwtape Letters and The Silent Planet was known for the vast majority of his life as Jack – a decision he announced to his family at the tender age of four, apparently following the death of a neighbourhood dog known as Jacksie. He was the second of two boys born to Albert and Flora Lewis at their home, Dundela Villas, in Belfast. His brother Warren Hamilton was three years older, but despite the disparity in age, they were firm friends, referring to each other as ‘the Archpigiebotham’ and ‘the Smallpigiebotham’, after a phrase used by their nursemaid Lizzie Endicott.

The Lewis boys had a very happy early childhood in Dundela Villas with their parents. Their father’s grandfather had been a Welsh farmer, whose son had emigrated to Ireland, becoming a partner in a shipbuilding firm. Albert James Lewis, Jack’s father, was a clever lad, who was educated at Lurgan College, County Armagh, before studying law in Dublin. After qualifying in 1885, he returned to Belfast and started up his own law firm – at this point, the whole of Ireland was still part of Great Britain (the Irish Free State was eventually established in 1922). He became a well-respected solicitor working in the Belfast police courts, although his dreams of entering politics never came to anything.

Jack’s mother Flora was the daughter of a Church of Ireland clergyman, who came from a long line of clerics – while her husband’s great-grandfather was tending sheep, hers had been the Bishop of Ossory. Flora was well educated and spent part of her childhood in Rome when her father, the Reverend Thomas Hamilton, was chaplain of Holy Trinity Church there, before returning to Ireland in 1874. She read Mathematics at the Royal University of Ireland (now Queen’s University) in Belfast, initially gaining First Class Honours in Geometry and Algebra in 1881, then First Class Honours in Logic and Second Class Honours in Mathematics in 1885.

The Lewis and Hamilton families knew each other – Flora’s father was the Rector of St Mark’s, Dundela, at which the Lewises worshipped – and in 1886, Albert began to court Flora. She, however, was not interested in him as anything more than a friend, but he was not put off. It took seven years before she consented to marry him, even then freely wondering if she really loved him, or was simply very fond of him. They wed in 1894, and Warren arrived a year later.

Jack Lewis’s autobiography, Surprised by Joy, paints a rosy picture of the decade before his mother’s death from cancer in 1908. He describes his blessings as ‘good parents, good food and a garden (which then seemed large) to play in’ as well as his nurse Lizzie and brother Warren (or ‘Warnie’, as Jack referred to him). The pair would spend hours drawing and telling stories: Warren was inclined towards pictures of ships, trains or battles, while Jack began a lifelong interest in anthropomorphizing animals. He created ‘Animal-Land’ in which dressed animals roamed, the precursors of the Talking Beasts of Narnia, after reading the books of Beatrix Potter, whose second animal tale, Squirrel Nutkin, was published three months before Jack’s fifth birthday.

Books were everywhere in the Lewis household: both his parents were avid readers, and one of Jack’s lasting impressions of his childhood was when the family moved in April 1905 to a new, bigger house, overlooking the Belfast Lough, and every room seemed filled with piles of volumes. The young Lewis boys were encouraged to dive into this treasure trove of writing, particularly as they spent a lot of time indoors since their parents were petrified in case they fell ill. The older Lewises may not have been great admirers of fantasy, but young Jack had been brought up with Irish folk tales and legends told to him by his nursemaid Lizzie: stories about the Daoine Sidhe, the Tuatha Da Danaan and the Milesians. Albert and Flora may have disapproved of this encouragement but it led him to love the romance of Coleridge, and Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. He went on to lap up E. Nesbit’s stories when they were printed in the Strand magazine during the first few years of the twentieth century, as well as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s chivalrous tale Sir Nigel.

The new house, Little Lea, would become ‘almost a major character in my story’, Lewis admitted. There were huge spaces in its eaves, through which the two boys could crawl and make up adventures when Warren wasn’t away at boarding school, and where Jack would listen to the ‘distant noises of gurgling cisterns and pipes and the noise of wind under the tiles’. He made a study for himself in one of the attics, decorating the walls with pictures cut out from magazines or drawn himself, and, seated at a special desk that his parents arranged to be made for him, wrote tales of chivalrous mice and rabbits who rode out in full chainmail to do battle with cats. Together with Warnie, he developed Animal-Land, a decidedly modern fantasy world, which was linked by trains and steamships with India (Warnie’s preferred locale) to eventually become the land of Boxen (see part 2, chapter 1, for a detailed look at these stories, which Lewis described as his training to be a novelist).

During that period, Lewis had three experiences which he talked about as critical to the development of his imagination. The first was a ‘memory of a memory’: Lewis recalled being at Little Lea and remembering a moment at their old house when Warnie had brought a toy garden that he had made inside the lid of a biscuit tin into the nursery. It was the first time that Jack really appreciated nature, and the memory of that incident incited a desire for something which he couldn’t, as yet, quantify.

The second came through re-readings of Squirrel Nutkin, which led to Lewis becoming enamoured of ‘the Idea of Autumn’, as odd as he himself admitted that sounded. Once again, he knew he was feeling a desire which he could not explain.

The final experience derived from his reading of American author Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem The Saga of King Olaf, which tells the story of a Norwegian king who is encouraged by the Norse god Thor to reclaim his throne. The section entitled ‘Tegner’s Drapa’ relates the death of Balder the Beautiful, and when Lewis read that he once again had this same desire. In all three instances, Lewis felt ‘an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction’, a feeling he came to describe as ‘Joy’.

Jack missed his brother, who had been sent to school at Wynyard House, near Watford, in May 1905. While he waited for Warnie’s presence during the holidays, he was taught maths, French and Latin by his mother and otherwise educated by a governess, Miss Hooper. Jack, Warnie and their mother travelled to France in September 1907 – one of the very few occasions in his life that Lewis would take a foreign holiday – and that Christmas, Jack began a diary, describing the way of life at Little Lea, with his grandfather now staying with them because of his gradually deteriorating health.

Everything was to change for the Lewis boys in 1908. In February, his mother, who had been feeling ill for some time, was operated on at the house, and the surgeon discovered she had cancer. Despite constant nursing care and some respite, she died on 23 August, Albert’s birthday. Her father-in-law, who had been asked to leave Little Lea during Flora’s illness, had suffered a stroke on 24 March, and died eight days later. To compound Albert’s grief, his older brother Joe died two weeks after Flora.

It is clear from Surprised by Joy that Jack felt his father was not able to cope with his wife’s impending death and give his sons the love they needed. Indeed, he talks about the alienation which the two boys felt, and that, as a result, his father was not just losing his wife, but also his sons. Certainly the brothers clung together more in the weeks following their mother’s death, and were to be united at school, since the decision had already been taken to send Jack to join Warnie at Wynyard that September.

To get a barometer of Jack Lewis’s feelings towards his first school, the chapter of his autobiography which covers this period is called ‘Concentration Camp’, and he refers to it as Belsen, the name of one of the first Nazi concentration camps relieved by Allied forces, which became synonymous with the evils of that regime. Wynyard was run by a sadistic headmaster, the Reverend Richard Capron, who flogged boys for the slightest offence, but despite desperate pleas from his boys, Albert Lewis didn’t remove them. On Capron’s recommendation, Warnie progressed to Malvern College in the autumn of 1909, leaving Jack at Wynyard, but following a court case against Capron brought by one of the parents, the school was shut at the end of the summer term, and in autumn 1910, Jack was sent to Campbell College, the local public boarding school in Belfast.

Wynyard and Capron – the latter Lewis never names in Surprised by Joy but refers to by the man’s schoolroom nickname of ‘Oldie’ – both had a lasting effect on Lewis. He learned the benefits of the friendship of a group of close friends, as the five remaining boarders at Wynyard banded together. He also became a believer in Christianity; although his grandfather had spent much of his time muttering from the Book of Psalms during his time living with them, and his father was a very pious man, this appears not to have had that much influence on Jack. It was at Wynyard that he heard Christian doctrine explained by men who clearly believed it. It wasn’t the Protestantism of his maternal grandfather – who was known to preach against the evils of Catholicism, in a city that was already riven by religious hatred – but a ‘High Church’ variant of Anglicanism, known as ‘Anglo-Catholicism’. This version of the faith adopts many of the trappings of Catholicism – the use of incense, and bells for example – but within a Protestant framework, where the authority of the Pope is not accepted as God’s right hand on Earth.

Although he claimed that his reading deteriorated during his time at Wynyard, it’s clear that some of Lewis’s tastes were formed during this period: in particular, he recalled reading the scientific romances of H. G. Wells, whose novels The Time Machine and The War of the Worlds excited the young man. He also dived into historical dramas such as Ben-Hur and The Last Days of Pompeii, perhaps, as some have suggested, because of their scenes of cruelty which matched the life he was being forced to live. Another influence became felt around this time: one of his mother’s second cousins, Hope Ewart, accompanied Jack to a performance of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan in London. From the references to this visit in his various letters, it obviously had a great effect on him, far more so than the musical comedies and vaudeville acts which his father would take him and his brother to see at the theatre in Belfast.

Jack’s period at Campbell College was extremely short-lived: in November he came back from the school for his usual Sunday afternoon visit with a very bad chesty cough, and his father decided to find an alternate place for him, hopefully near Malvern College, where Warnie was studying. Although Jack suffered from the rough-and-tumble life that characterized some public schools of the period, he gained some benefit from his meagre time in the Belfast establishment: he was introduced to Matthew Arnold’s poem Sohrab and Rustum, which tells how a great warrior unknowingly kills his son in single combat. This opened his eyes to the wonders of poetry, even if he didn’t necessarily appreciate the ways in which it worked at the time.

The two Lewis brothers made their way from Belfast to Malvern in January 1911, beginning a routine that saw them catch the last possible train south from Liverpool so they could enjoy some free time there, reading and smoking (Jack began his lifelong nicotine habit aged twelve). While Warnie headed for the main college, Jack was ensconced at Cherbourg preparatory school, where he stayed until July 1913. During this time, he would lose his nascent Christian faith, blaming it on the lax religious views of the matron, Miss Cowrie, and her dismissal from the school; the influence of, and Jack’s infatuation, with an apparently sophisticated young master known as Pogo; and an adolescent questioning as to why Christianity should dare to call itself the one true faith, when it was clear that there were many other religious ideas and faiths in the world. What replaced it to a large extent was a growing interest and devotion to the Norse myths, which was magnified when Jack was exposed to the music of Richard Wagner, as well as a normal teenage interest in the opposite sex.

Lewis’s love of what he called ‘pure Northernness’ was incited by seeing Arthur Rackham’s illustrations for a version of Siegfried and Twilight of the Gods which was printed in the Christmas edition of the Bookman magazine in December 1911, depicting Siegfried gazing in wonder at the sleeping, half-naked Brünhilde. It brought back that feeling of Joy that he had experienced when reading the Longfellow poem a few years earlier. Over the following six months, Jack read synopses of Wagner’s Ring cycle in the magazine Soundbox, enabling him to taste the full story of the great Germanic operas. As well as penning his own poem based on Wagner’s vision of the Nibelung story, he began to collect records of the operas. In later life, he would claim that this period marked his return from exile and desert lands to his own country.

Jack did well at Cherbourg, receiving acclaim for his writing, with two essays appearing in the school magazine; the opposite was true of his brother at Malvern. Although Warnie would later write a glowing account of his time at the college for an edition of the college paper (mainly to try to counter the very negative image that Jack gave of the place in Surprised by Joy), he was by no means a star pupil. Despite his being a prefect, his rule-breaking was so considerable that when he was caught smoking once too often, he was asked to leave at the end of the spring term 1913, a few weeks before his brother was due to sit the entrance exam (during which Jack was ill, and only achieved a second-class scholarship, rather than the higher level which his studies would seem to have merited).

As Jack headed to Malvern in September 1913 to begin his short time there, Warnie was travelling to Great Bookham in Surrey to begin preparations for the entrance examination for the officers’ training college at Sandhurst with his father’s old headmaster, William T. Kirkpatrick. Known as ‘The Great Knock’, Kirkpatrick would have a great effect on Jack himself when he too was sent for private education at Great Bookham the following September.
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