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Phantastical Regress:  The Return  
of Desire and Deed in Phantastes
and  Th e  P ilg rim 's  R eg ress

J e f f r e y  B i l b r o

Nearly all of the studies that examine th e  in te llec tual connection  betw een  
G eorge M acD onald  an d  C.S. L ew is quo te  L ew is 's  assertion , fo u n d  in  the 

in tro d u c tio n  to  h is  M acD onald  antho logy , th a t re ad in g  Phantastes "convert[ed], 
even  [...] baptize[d][...] m y  im ag ination" (21). C ritics p roceed  from  L ew is 's  
s ta tem en t to  trace  com m on them es be tw een  these  au thors, b u t n o  one h a s  yet 
an a ly zed  th e  strik ing  sim ilarities be tw een  M acD onald 's  b ap tiz in g  book a n d  the 
first book  L ew is p u b lish ed  as a C hristian , The Pilgrim 's Regress, in  w h ich  he  
allegorizes h is  o w n  jo u rn ey  to  fa ith .1 C olin M an love no tes  b o th  these  w orks deal 
w ith  " th e  con tinual m is iden tifica tion  of a long ing ,"  b u t after sketch ing  the ir 
sim ilarities in  a few  sentences, h e  suggests o th er possib le  in fluences on  The 
Pilgrim 's Regress ("P aren t"  231).2 C om p ariso n s to  L ew is 's  la te r Surprised by Joy, 
w h e re  h e  explicitly  w rites  ab o u t Phantastes's in fluence  on  h im , or to  The Great 
Divorce, w h ere  M acD onald  ap p ea rs  as L ew is 's  gu ide , a re  m u ch  m ore  com m on, 
b u t these  books are  w ritten  in  a com pletely  d iffe ren t gen re  th a n  Phantastes an d  
b o rro w  n o n e  of its im ag ery  or struc tu re . In  The Pilgrim 's Regress, how ever, L ew is 
describes a p ilg rim age  tha t, a lth o u g h  m ore  ph ilosophical, fo llow s a rem arkab ly  
sim ilar tra jectory  to  A nodos 's . P e rh ap s  th is connection  seem s so obv ious th a t 
critics h ave  n o t b o th e red  to  look m ore  closely a t these  tw o  w orks, b u t in  fact, the 
w ay  th a t Jo h n 's  jo u rn ey  in  The Pilgrim 's Regress p a ra lle ls  A n o d o s 's  in  Phantastes 
suggests th a t L ew is perce ived  an  allegorical, sp iritu a l s tru c tu re  in  M acD onald 's  
rom ance th a t b ap tiz ed  th e  q u o tid ian  w o rld  of h is  experience in  b eau ty  and  
w onder. Phantastes accom plished  th is for Lew is, I a rgue, because  A n o d o s 's

1 In her book on The Pilgrim's Regress, Kathryn Lindskoog compares Lewis's work to 
Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress and other dream visions like Romance of the Rose, Divine Comedy, 
Piers Plowman and certain of Chaucer's works. While she mentions the role of Phantastes in 
Lewis's conversion, she does not see it as a literary predecessor.
2 Jeff McInnis links the two works only cursorily, noting that like Anodos, "John, the 
protagonist of the first book [Lewis] published as a Christian, only reaches his destination 
by combat and humility" (277).
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p ilg rim age  u n ite s  rom an tic  desire  w ith  charitab le  d eed s  in  a u n iq u e ly  C hris tian  
rom anticism .

A lthough  M acD onald 's  w arn in g s  against a llegory  lead  m a n y  critics to 
avo id  allegorical read in g s of h is fantasies, L ew is h a d  no  such  com punctions. As 
S tephen  P rickett n o tes  re g a rd in g  L ew is 's  re ad in g  of Lilith: " th o u g h  L ew is is w ell 
aw are  of M acD onald 's  o w n  stric tu res aga in s t a llegory  'a s  ev eryw here  a 
w eariness to  th e  sp irit,' h e  read s  th e  n a rra tiv e  of Lilith as a system atic  a llegory  
ra th e r th a n  s im ply  a loose assem blage of sym bols" (194). So w h ile  in  w ritin g  
ab o u t Phantastes R o lland  H ein  avoids re a d in g  its sym bols allegorically , say ing  
on ly  th a t by  "trac in g  th e  them es one is able to  observe th e  u n d e rly in g  h a rm o n y " 
(Harmony 79),3 L ew is a p p a ren tly  fo u n d  a m u ch  m ore  defined  s tru c tu re  in  
Phantastes. L ew is describes M acD o n ald 's  fan tasy  as "hover[ing] be tw een  the 
allegorical an d  th e  m ythopoeic" ("Preface" 14),4 a n d  th e  stru c tu re  u n d e rly in g  
M acD onald 's  "allegorical rom ance" suggested  to  L ew is a m ean s  by  w h ich  the 
w o n d e r of m y th  could  be  in teg ra ted  in to  h is  da ily  life; as P rickett argues, 
Phantastes "sh o w ed  [Lewis] a w ay  [...] in  w h ich  the  lite ra ry  or poetic 
tran sfo rm atio n  of sense-experience could  be g iven  som e k in d  of objective 
m ean in g  an d  valid ity" (182, 179). P rickett concludes h is  a rg u m en t b y  link ing  
Phantastes's s tru c tu re  to  th e  G erm an  Bildungsroman (185-192), b u t m ore  th a n  a 
g enera l fo rm ation  of self-consciousness, L ew is saw  a d istinctively  C hris tian  
p ilg rim age  a t th e  core of Phantastes. So a lth o u g h  Phantastes is certa in ly  a fairy 
tale, M acD onald  h im se lf w rites  th a t "[t]here  m a y  be a llegory  in  [a fa iry  tale]" 
(317), a n d  L ew is seem s to  b u ild  h is  ow n  early  a llegory  of conversion  on  the 
d is tinctive allegorical s tru c tu re  h e  perce ived  in  M acD o n a ld 's  yo u th fu l ta le .5

T he p ro tag o n ists  of b o th  books travel sim ilar pa ths: b o th  are  d raw n  on 
th e ir jo u rn ey s b y  an  inexplicable longing, b o th  are  lin k ed  to a k n ig h t o r a rm ed  
m an , an d  b o th  m u s t em brace d ea th  before  accom plish ing  deeds of valor on  the ir 
jo u rn ey  hom e. By exam in ing  these  sim ilarities, th e  u n d e rly in g  n a tu re s  of the ir 
red em p tiv e  jo u rn ey s becom e clear: M acD onald  an d  L ew is p re sen t a jo u rn ey  to 
G od, to  th e  id ea l beau ty , th a t beg ins w ith  h au n tin g  desire  an d  d em an d s  the 
d ea th  of self an d  an  active love th a t re tu rn s  to  its  p lace of o rig in  to  redem ptive ly  
enac t w h a t it h a s  lea rn ed .6 W here  M acD onald  lays o u t th is  p a th  w ith o u t

3 See also Hein's introductory warnings against allegorizing MacDonald (3, 6).
4 In a letter to his friend Arthur Greeves, Lewis uses the term "symbolical fantasy" to 
describe Phantastes and Lilith (They Stand 388).
5 Interestingly, both works were w ritten very quickly—MacDonald's in  two months (Hein, 
George MacDonald 135) and Lewis's in  two weeks (Lindskoog xxxiii-xxxiv). Another point 
of formal similarity is the heavy use both make of epigraphs and of songs w ithin the text. 
See Mona Dunckel on Lewis's use of epigraphs and songs in The Pilgrim's Regress (40).
6 Adrian Gunther summarizes the trajectory of Phantastes similarly w hen he describes the 
parallel paths taken by Cosmo and Anodos:
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[B]oth initially are driven by great yearnings but have no specific direction for this 
yearning. When the longing receives embodiment in 'an absorbing passion' for the 
'form' of the enchanted lady this passion must pass through certain stages (in 
particular through that of desire for possession of the beloved) before an unselfish 
love can be generated in which the welfare of the beloved is the key preoccupation 
and giving love becomes sufficient in itself. This key transformation is conveyed in 
terms of death, a death to the ego with all its selfish grasping and false pride, and 
thence a rebirth into the next stage. (57)

This is where both Cosmo and Anodos are left, and Gunther regards this ending as one of 
hopeful ambiguity in which the characters must apply the lessons they have learned. Both 
his argument and mine question the once common assessment of critics like Catherine 
Durie who characterizes Phantasies as "plotless" (178).

Phantastical Regress: The R eturn of Desire and  D eed in  Phantasies and  The Pilgrim's Regress

a ttem p tin g  to  ju stify  it, L ew is traces th is p a th  on  th e  m a p  of w este rn  ph ilosophy , 
a rg u in g  for its va lid ity  an d  a ttem p tin g  to  sh o w  h o w  th e  them es p re sen t in  
M acD o n a ld —rom anticism , selfless action, a n d  C hris tian  r e d e m p tio n -c a n  be 
sy n thesized  w ith  th is ph ilosoph ic  trad ition .

T he jo u rneys in  bo th  Phantastes a n d  The Pilgrim 's Regress a re  jo u rneys of 
desire  b eg u n  w ith  no  clear idea  of w h a t th e ir e n d  m ig h t be; th e ir p ilg rim s are  led 
s im p ly  b y  an  u n d efin ed , irresistib le  longing . A nodos opens an  o ld  desk  an d  is 
confron ted  b y  "a  tin y  w o m an-fo rm " (16): "O vercom e w ith  the  p resence  of a 
b eau ty  w h ich  I cou ld  n o w  perceive, an d  d ra w n  to w ard s  h e r  b y  an  a ttraction  
irresistib le  as incom prehensib le , I su ppose  I stre tched  o u t m y  arm s to w ard s  her, 
for she d re w  back  a step  or tw o " (18). A s C hris B raw ley observes, A n o d o s 's  
a ttrac tion  h e re  is "ex trem ely  possessive" (100), an d  A nodos m u s t ev en tua lly  
lea rn  th a t h is in s tinc tua l response  to  se lfish ly  contro l th is  b e a u ty  is no t the 
p ro p e r w a y  of re la ting  to  " incom prehensib le"  beau ty . B ut h e re  a t the  outset, as 
h e  looks in to  the  la d y 's  eyes, a d irection less lo ng ing  aw akens th a t w ill d raw  h im  
th ro u g h  all th e  obstacles h e  w ill face in  F airy  Land:

[Her eyes] filled m e w ith  an unknow n longing. [...] I looked deeper and 
deeper, till they spread around  m e like seas, and I sank in  their waters. I 
forgot all the rest, till I found m yself at the w indow , w hose gloom y 
curtains w ere w ithdraw n, and w here I stood gazing on a w hole heaven of 
stars, small and sparkling in  the moonlight. Below lay a sea, still as death  
and  hoary in  the m oon, sw eeping into bays and around  capes and islands, 
away, away, I knew  not w hither. Alas! it w as no sea, bu t a low  bog 
burn ished  by the moon. "Surely there is such a sea som ewhere!" said I to 
myself. A low  sweet voice beside m e replied —

"In Fairy Land, A nodos." (19)

B ecause th is desire  rem ain s e lusive an d  indefin ite , it exerts an  irresistib le  p u ll on 
A nodos.
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T his calling  is rem ark ab ly  sim ilar to  th e  even ts th a t lead  L ew is 's  
p ro tag o n is t John  to  em b ark  on  h is  jou rney . John  is a confused  b o y  g ro w in g  u p  in 
th e  lan d  of P u ritan ia  an d  b u rd e n e d  b y  th e  im possib le  ru les  of the  L and lo rd . But 
one day , w h ile  w alk ing  a long  th e  road , h e  h ea rs  " th e  so u n d  of a m usica l 
in s tru m e n t [...] a n d  after it a full, clear voice [...]. T he voice said , C om e" (8). John  
looks o u t a w in d o w  in  the  w all a long  th e  ro ad  a n d  "saw  a g reen  w ood":

[T]here came to him  from  beyond the w ood a sweetness and  a pang  so 
piercing tha t instantly he forgot [...] the fear of the Landlord [...]. All the 
furniture of his m ind  w as taken away. A m om ent later he found tha t he 
w as sobbing, and  the sun  had  gone in: and w hat it w as tha t had  happened  
to  h im  he could no t quite rem em ber [...]. It seem ed to him  that a m ist 
w hich hu n g  at the far end of the w ood had  parted  for a  mom ent, and 
th rough  the rift he had  seen a  calm sea, and  in  the sea an  island, w here the 
sm ooth tu rf sloped dow n unbroken to the bays [...]. But even w hile he 
p ictured  these things he knew, w ith  one p art of his m ind, tha t they w ere 
no t like the things he h ad  seen—nay, tha t w hat had  befallen h im  w as no t a 
seeing at all. (8)

John  often  re tu rn s  to  th e  w indow , stra in in g  for an o th e r g lim pse  of th e  island. 
W h en  these becom e too  in freq u en t he, ig n o rin g  a "s tra in  of m u sic  [...] from  an 
u n ex p ec ted  q u a rte r"  (12), de te rm ines to  en te r th e  w oods a n d  find  the  is land : "I 
shall insist on  fin d in g  it" (13). Yet h e  on ly  finds a "b ro w n  g irl"  w ho, a lthough  
cla im ing  to  be  w h a t h e  w ants, canno t satisfy  h is  n o w  d esp era te  crav ing  (13-4). 
D is trau g h t a t h is  fa iled  a ttem p ts  contro l an d  possess th e  object of h is longing, 
John  w an d e rs  th ro u g h  th e  w oods, search ing  for th e  is lan d  so th a t h e  could  again  
feel th e  desire  it evoked:

H e thought of that first day  w hen he had  heard  the m usic and seen the 
Island: and the longing, no t now  for the Island itself, bu t for that m om ent 
w hen  he had  so sweetly longed for it, began to swell up  in  a  w arm  wave, 
sweeter, sweeter, till he thought he could bear no more, and then  yet 
sw eeter again, till on  the top of it, unm istakably, there came the short 
sound of music, as if a string had  been p lucked or a bell struck once. [...]
[A]nd he thought he heard  a voice say, Come. A nd far beyond [...], am ong 
the hills of the w estern horizon, he thought tha t he saw  a shining sea, and 
a faint shape of an Island, no t m uch  m ore than  a cloud. [...] [H]is m ind  
w as m ade up. That n ight he [...] set his face to the West to  seek for the 
Island. (16)

I h ave  in c lu d ed  these  long  quo tes from  M acD onald  a n d  L ew is to  m ak e  ap p a ren t 
th e  sim ilarities be tw een  th e ir dep ic tions of these  desires. L ew is is m ore  
d iscu rsive  th an  M acD onald , w h o  relies m ore  heav ily  on  im agery , b u t b o th  the ir
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p ilg rim s leave ho m e because  of a voice th a t aw akens an indescribab le  an d  all
consum ing  sense of longing. Both A nodos a n d  John  fo rget them selves in  
con tem pla tion  of th e  g lo rious scenes th ru s t u p o n  th e ir im ag inations, scenes of 
seas an d  is lands, before  aw ak en in g  back  to  th e  q u o tid ian  w o rld  still before  them . 
Both seek to  g rasp  a n d  contro l th e  d es ired  object, b u t it e lu d es  them , an d  th ey  
m u s t be  con ten t to  gaze  u p o n  th is un touchab le , u n b id d ab le  ideal. T heir d esire  for 
th is absent, u n id en tif ied  idea l th en  drives th em  on  th e ir journeys.

T his desire, for b o th  au tho rs, acts as th e  sp ark  th a t beg in s the 
p ilg rim ages, a n d  desire  also becom es th e  su s ta in in g  fire th a t carries A nodos an d  
John  th ro u g h  fa ilu re  an d  defeat to  th e ir n eed fu l deaths. A s th ey  jou rney , they  
lea rn  m ore  ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of th e ir desire , m o s t often  b y  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  it. 
A nodos m istakes th e  a lder m a id en  for th e  m arb le  la d y  h is  song  freed  from  the 
stone, an d  h e  fo llow s h e r  to  h e r  bow er w h ere  h e  lies a t h e r feet, b eh o ld in g  "the  
im press ion  of in tense  loveliness" (83). B ut because, as H e in  claim s, A nodos here  
" p u rsu e d  w h a t w as beau tifu l for selfish ra th e r th a n  selfless en d s"  (Harmony 89), 
w h en  he  w akes h e  sees h e r  back a n d  discovers th a t she is an  "o p en  coffin" an d  
th a t h e r "b eau ty "  is m ere ly  a fagade la id  over h id eo u s  d ea th  (83-4). A t th a t 
m o m en t th e  ru s ty  k n ig h t finds th e  evil A sh  tree  an d  beg ins to  chop it dow n , 
sav ing  A nodos from  th e  consequences of h is  in o rd in a te  obed ience  to  h is  desire. 
A n o d o s 's  d esire  deceives h im  a n d  leads h im  astray; h e  lies d o w n  w ith  evil 
because  h e  fo llow ed  desire  selfishly a n d  so cou ld  no t d is tin g u ish  evil from  good. 
B ut th is false b eau ty  does no t u ltim a te ly  sa tisfy  h is  desire, a n d  even  th o u g h  h is 
fa ilu re  sham es a n d  d iscou rages h im , h e  jou rneys on, f ind ing  in  th e  h o u se  a t the 
edge  of F a iry  L and  th a t h is  desire  h a s  becom e s tronger th an  ever: "[A ]s I looked  
o u t of th e  w in d o w , a g u sh  of w o n d e rm e n t an d  lo ng ing  flow ed  over m y  soul like 
th e  tid e  of a g rea t sea. F airy  L and  lay  before  m e, a n d  d re w  m e to w ard s  it w ith  an 
irresistib le  a ttrac tion" (99). A fter A nodos looks in to  th e  closet of the  og re  a n d  is 
fo u n d  b y  h is  shadow , th is desire  becom es m u ted , b u t it con tinues to  lead  h im  on, 
to  feed  h is  hope, even  as h e  m istakes its source an d  fails to  follow  it righ tly .

L ew is trea ts  th e  co n tinued  ro le of lo ng ing  in  Jo h n 's  jo u rn ey  m ore  
analytically , b u t h e  w o rk s from  th e  sam e u n d e rs ta n d in g  of desire  as M acD onald . 
Ju s t as a  w o m an  p re te n d in g  to  be th e  tru e  object of A n o d o s 's  desire  nearly  causes 
h is  dow nfall, so w h en  John  sets out, a  false m a id en  dec la ring  h erse lf to  be  the 
tru e  object of h is  desire  deceives h im . A fter h e  recognizes the  b ro w n  g irl as a  
frau d , John  is nearly  deceived  again  b y  M ed ia  H alfw ays a n d  h e r  father, w ho  tells 
h im , "You w ill find  y o u r Is lan d  h e re"  (28). I t is o n ly  an o th e r false satisfaction  th a t 
d raw s John  aw ay, the  n o rth e rn  lu s t of p o w er an d  m ach in e ry  em bod ied  in  G us 
H alfw ays (32-4). John  ev en tu a lly  rea lizes th a t h is  Is lan d  w ill no t be fo u n d  in 
e ither of these  d irections: "a fte r all h e  d id  no t w an t M r. H alfw ays ' songs, b u t the 
Is lan d  itself" (42). T his rea liza tion  forces h im  to leave an d  "p a in fu lly  to  con tinue 
h is  jou rney , look ing  ro u n d  for th e  W est" (42-3). A s h e  an d  V ertue continue
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n o rth w ard , look ing  for a w ay  across the  canyon, John  exp la ins th is desire  a n d  h is 
fa iled  a ttem p ts  to  sa tisfy  it to  M r. H u m an is t: "I k n o w  also th a t th e  evil in  [w hat 
m y  desire  leads to] is n o t w h a t I w en t to  it to  find , a n d  th a t I sh o u ld  h av e  so u g h t 
n o th in g  a n d  fo u n d  n o th in g  w ith o u t it" (142). John  h a s  fo llow ed h is  desire, and  
a lth o u g h  it is b een  deceived  an d  perverted , it still u rg e s  h im  on  to w ard s  its 
p ro p e r fu lfillm ent. It m a y  be  a fallible gu ide , b u t w ith o u t its p ro d d in g s , John 
w o u ld  h ave  rem ain ed  in  P u ritan ia . A nd  like A nodos, illu so ry  satisfactions on ly  
m ak e  Jo h n 's  long ing  m ore  p ie rc ing  an d  po ignan t.

U ltim ately , A n o d o s 's  desire  leads h im  p as t h is  d ea th  to a sta te  of 
d isem bod ied  b liss w h ere  h e  reflects on  these  pass ions th a t fue led  h is  journey:

If m y passions w ere dead, the souls of the passions, those essential 
m ysteries of the spirit w hich had  im bodied them selves in the passions, 
and  had  given to them  all their glory and w onderm ent, yet lived, yet 
glowed, w ith  a pure, undy ing  fire. They rose above their vanishing earthly 
garm ents, and  disclosed them selves angels of light. (310)

H ere, w h ere  h is  pass ions h ave  been  re fin ed  to  th e ir  essence, A nodos recognizes 
th e  g lo ry  of th e  fire th a t is the ir source. W hile th ey  m ay  h ave  been  red u ced  or 
m isg u id ed  a t tim es, th e  long ings th a t com pelled  h im  to set off from  h is  h o m e are 
a t the ir core "ange ls of light."

T his is th e  m o s t ph ilo soph ica l d escrip tion  of desire  th a t M acD onald  
p rov ides, b u t Lew is, because  h is  w ork  is an  apo logy  for th is R om anticism , seeks 
to  p o rtra y  a m ore  d ev e loped  justification  for th is p ilg rim age  of desire. John  asks 
F a th er H is to ry  th e  core question: "P erh ap s w h a t troub les m e is a fear th a t m y  
desires, a fter all you  h ave  said, do  n o t rea lly  com e from  th e  L an d lo rd  [...]. H o w  
can w e prove th a t th e  Is lan d  com es from  h im ?" (155). A nodos nev er d o u b ts  the 
existence of h is  m arb le  la d y  an d  h e r  tru e  b eau ty , b u t John  constan tly  strugg les 
w ith  d o u b ts  ab o u t th e  tru th  of h is  ideal. T hose h e  m eets in th e  South, w h o  suffer 
from  an  excess of im ag ina tion  an d  physica l indu lgence , d o n 't  question  the 
v a lid ity  of h is  desire; th ey  sim p ly  offer h im  im itative satisfactions. T hose in  the 
ra tionalist, red u c tio n is t N orth , how ever, exp lain  desire  aw ay; th ey  tell h im  there  
are  no  ideals, no  p u re  desires (41, 46, 77, 92). A nd  yet L ew is coun ters bo th  these 
a ttacks on  desire  th ro u g h  F a ther H is to ry 's  re sp o n se  to  John: "You h ave  p ro v ed  it 
for yourself: you  h av e  lived th e  proof. H as  n o t every  object w h ich  fancy  an d  sense 
su ggested  for th e  desire, p ro v ed  a failure , confessed itself, after trial, n o t to  be 
w h a t you  w an ted ?  H av e  you  n o t fo u n d  b y  elim ination  th a t th is  d esire  is the 
perilo u s siege in  w h ich  on ly  O ne can sit?" (155). F a th er H is to ry  iden tifies the key  
to  f in d in g  th e  "ange ls of ligh t"  b e h in d  Jo h n 's  longing: A nodos a n d  John  h ave  to 
fo llow  th e ir desire  p ractically , h ave  to  live o u t th e ir d esire  in  o rd e r to  tell the 
false object from  th e  real. W hile M acD onald  does n o t m ak e  th is as explicit or 
ph ilosoph ical as Lew is, b o th  of th e ir p ilg rim s advance  accord ing  to  th e  theo ry
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L ew is exp la ins in  h is  preface to The Pilgrim 's Regress as a "lived  dialectic": "T he 
dialectic of D esire, fa ith fu lly  follow ed, w o u ld  re trieve  all m istakes, h e a d  you  off 
from  all false p a th s , an d  force you  n o t to  p ro p o u n d , b u t to  live th ro u g h , a sort of 
onto log ical p roof" (205).7

It is p a rticu la rly  strik ing  th a t b o th  w rite rs  p o rtray  th is lived  dialectic by  
u n it in g  th e ir desirin g  p ilg rim s to  k n ig h ts  of action .8 A nodos a n d  John  set off 
alone, b u t as th ey  stru g g le  to  p u t th e ir desire  in to  action  th e ir d es irin g  selves 
rem ain  un ab le  to  a tta in  th e ir tru e  ends. D esire is too w eak  on  its ow n: A nodos is 
rescued  b y  th e  ru s ty  kn igh t, in sp ired  b y  h is  nob le  action, an d  ev en tu a lly  joins 
h im  to b rin g  desire  a n d  d eed  together an d  m ak e  b o th  sufficient; John  rejects 
V ertue as a trav e lin g  com pan ion  a t first, b u t la te r h e  fo llow s V ertue no rth , then  
lead s h im  south , th en  fo llow s h im  in to  th e  canyon  before  b o th  finally  jo u rn ey  
ho m e together. A nodos an d  John  need  these  k n ig h ts  of action  to  be freed  from  
th e  self-obsessed, narcissistic  tendenc ies  of m ere  desire, an d  th e  ru s ty  k n ig h t an d  
V ertue n eed  th e  p ilg rim s ' desire  to  p ro v id e  im ag ination , u n d e rs tan d in g , and  
m o tiva tion  for the ir acts. O nce u n ited , desire  an d  d eed  are  able to  accom plish  
w h a t ne ither cou ld  do  separa te ly , an d  to ge ther th ey  can live o u t the  dialectic of 
desire, die, an d  re tu rn  hom e.

T he allegorical ro le of M acD onald 's  ru s ty  k n ig h t can seem  enigm atic, 
b u t John  D ocherty  rig h tly  observes th a t h e  enables A nodos to  act p ro p e rly  on  h is 
desires: "A nodos, b y  o b serv ing  th e  kn igh t, a n d  b y  th ree  k n ig h tly  acts of h is  ow n, 
g rad u a lly  com es to  lea rn  w h a t is req u ired  for tru e  d eed" (26-8).9 By teach ing  
A nodos rig h t action, the  ru s ty  k n ig h t functions as th e  idea lized  version  of 
A n o d o s 's  a lte r ego, w hose  d ep rav ed  co u n te rp a rt is th e  shadow , w h ich  H ein  
te rm s h is  " low er self" (Harmony 91).10 T he sh ad o w  a n d  th e  ru s ty  k n ig h t are  nev er

7 In the context of other works, Durie makes a similar claim when she notes, "Lewis 
followed MacDonald in viewing obedience as the way of escape from the tyranny of 
feelings" (170).
8 I will focus on the similarities between the rusty knight and Vertue, but these characters 
of course are not perfectly parallel. A more detailed analysis of the knights in these stories 
w ould find interesting similarities and differences between the other armed figures, 
including Reason and the princes w ith which Anodos fights the giants.
9 Jeff McInnis claims the rusty knight is a Christ figure, arguing (with little support) that 
Lewis drew on him in his creation of Aslan (276-7, 248-9). This reading is problematic 
though, and a closer analysis shows that this can only be a secondary interpretation.
10 Brawley expands on this characterization w hen he claims "the shadow comes to 
represent Anodos' own pride and over-reliance on the ego" (108). Joseph Sigman concurs, 
calling the shadow "the personification of the evil side" of Anodos (214). Prickett 
recognizes the validity of these interpretations while also arguing the shadow symbolizes 
Anodos's consciousness of "his own mental processes" (178), and Gregory Wolfe similarly 
claims the shadow "is a perfect image of nagging self-consciousness, released only by 
unselfconscious action" (6).
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concu rren tly  p re sen t in  th e  story, an d  d irec tly  after A n o d o s 's  sh ad o w  is finally  
b an ished , th e  k n ig h t reap p ea rs  an d  A nodos becom es h is  squire. W hen  th e  kn ig h t 
first m ee ts A nodos, after the k n ig h t h a s  b een  tricked  b y  the a ld e r m a id en  a n d  his 
arm o r h a s  becom e ru s ty  because  of h is  failure , h e  exp la ins to  A nodos: "N ev er [...] 
shall th is  arm o r be  fu rb ished , b u t b y  th e  b low s of k n ig h tly  encoun ter, u n til the  
las t speck h as d isap p ea red  from  ev ery  sp o t w h e re  th e  battle -axe  an d  sw o rd  of 
evil-doers, o r noble  foes, m ig h t fall; w h en  I shall aga in  lift m y  head , a n d  say  to 
m y  squire, 'D o  th y  d u ty  once m ore, an d  m ak e  th is arm o r sh ine '"  (76). T he k n ig h t 
m u s t cleanse h is  a rm or b y  d ilig en t fighting , an d  on ly  after h e  does these deeds 
can h e  once m ore  be m ad e , b y  A nodos h is  desirin g  squire, to  sh ine  w ith  beau ty .

T his sam e com pulsion  to  act is fo u n d  in  V ertue. H e  does w h a t is rig h t 
even  w h en  h e  canno t ju stify  the  rig h t o r articu la te  it. W hen M edia  H alfw ays 
questions V ertue ab o u t w h ere  h e  is jo u rn ey in g  to, h e  can p ro v id e  n o  clear 
answ er:

"I must admit, now that you press me, I have not a very clear idea of the 
end. But that is not the important question. These speculations don't make one 
a better walker. The great thing is to do one's thirty miles a day."

"Why?"
"Because that is the rule. [...] I have made the best rules I can. If I find 

any better ones I shall adopt them. In the meantime, the great thing is to have 
rules of some sort and to keep them." (26-7)

V ertue obeys ru les, h e  does, b u t h e  is n o t eq u ip p ed  to  d e te rm in e  w h ich  ru le s  are 
the best. W hile the ru s ty  k n ig h t does n o t h av e  the obv ious ph ilosoph ical 
w eakness  th a t V ertue does, b o th  are  essen tia lly  m en  w h o  are  com pelled  to  m o ra l 
action. T hey  do  n o t jo u rn ey  because  of an  u n sa tis fied  lo ng ing  b u t because 
jo u rn ey in g  is the r ig h t th in g  to do.

In  b o th  sto ries the  d esirer is sep a ra ted  from  th e  k n ig h t after th e ir in itial 
encoun ters. A nodos, even  th o u g h  h e  h as b een  w arn ed  b y  th e  ru s ty  knigh t, 
succum bs to the w iles of the a lder m a id en  a n d  is saved  ju s t in  tim e b y  the 
k n ig h t 's  (p resum ab ly ) first deed: ch o p p in g  d o w n  th e  A sh. A n o d o s does no t, as 
the k n ig h t does, em bark  on  a reg im en  of no b le  d eed s to p u rg e  h is  sham e; in s tead  
h e  con tinues h is  jo u rn ey  to f in d  the m arb le  lady , soon jo ined  b y  h is  egotistical 
shadow . T his sh ad o w  constan tly  p e rv e rts  h is  desire, u rg in g  A nodos to 
im p ro p e rly  contro l a n d  posses th e  desired . A s B raw ley an d  o th er critics have  
n o ted  (102), A nodos m u s t lea rn  the self-den ial C osm o d em onstra tes  w h en  he  
sm ashes th e  m irro r an d  resc inds h is contro l over th e  e n tra p p e d  b eau ty .11 W hen 
A nodos sings th e  m arb le  la d y  in to  s ig h t on  th e  ped esta l in  th e  F airy  Palace, he  11

11 Gunther argues the Cosmo story, along with the other centrally located embedded story, acts 
as a structuring principle for the entire romance.
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clutches her, as w h en  h e  sang  h e r  in to  freed o m  before, an d  again  she ru n s  aw ay 
(206). W hen  h e  fo llow s h e r  d o w n  a d eep  w ell shaft, a h o rd e  of gob lins su d d en ly  
su rro u n d s  h im  a n d  m ocks h is  love for th e  lady , te lling  h im : "'Y ou sh a n 't  have  
her; you  sh a n 't  h ave  her; he! he! he! She 's for a b e tte r m an ; sh e 's  for a b e tte r m an ; 
h o w  he 'll k iss her! h o w  he'll k iss her!" (213). In s tead  of b e in g  jealous, A nodos 
re sp o n d s  o u t of h is  b u d d in g  hum ility : "W ell, if h e  is a b e tte r m an , le t h im  have 
h e r"  (213). T he gob lins h av e  no  response  to  th is desire  th a t does n o t d em an d  
possession. A nodos jo u rneys on  th ro u g h  th e  d a rk  w ith  "d u ll en d u ran ce"  (218), 
an d  as th e  passag ew ay  n arrow s, h e  craw ls th ro u g h  th e  las t c ram ped  channel to 
em erge  on  a "bare , an d  w aste, an d  g ray "  sea w h ere  he  faces d ea th  (220). 
W andering  a long  the  shore, h e  cries out, "I w ill n o t be  to r tu re d  to d ea th  [...]; I 
w ill m ee t it half-w ay . T he life w ith in  m e is yet en o u g h  to  b ea r u p  to  th e  face of 
D eath , an d  th en  I d ie  u n co n q u e red "  (222). So, w alk ing  o u t to  th e  e n d  of a 
n a rro w , sea-w ashed  is thm us,

[I] stood one m om ent and  gazed into the heaving abyss beneath me; then  
p lunged  headlong into the m ounting  w ave below. A blessing, like the kiss 
of a m other, seem ed to alight on m y soul; a calm, deeper th an  tha t w hich 
accom panies a hope deferred, bathed m y spirit. I sank far into the w aters, 
and  sought no t to return. (222-23)

H e dives to  h is  d ea th  w ith  n o  th o u g h t of se lf-p reservation , ren o u n c in g  finally  h is 
sh a d o w 's  u rg es  to  posses an d  contro l th e  d es ired .12

Jo h n 's  jo u rn ey  to  d ea th  is m ore  in te rtw in ed  w ith  h is kn ig h t's , b u t it 
fo llow s the  sam e essen tia l pa th . H e  m eets u p  aga in  w ith  V ertue a t th e  b rin k  of 
th e  G ran d  C anyon, a n d  w h en  M other K irk  offers to  take  th em  across, V ertue 
replies: "I am  afra id  it is n o  use , m o th e r [...]; I canno t p u t m y se lf u n d e r  an y o n e 's  
o rd e rs"  (75). V ertue still believes he  can save h im se lf b y  h is  stren g th  of w ill, so he  
an d  John  jo u rn ey  no rth , in to  th e  la n d  of M r. Sensible, M r. H u m an is t, M r. N eo 
A ngu lar, M r. N eo-C lassical, and , finally, th e  N ie tzschean  Savage. A lth o u g h  John  
canno t jo u rn ey  to  th e  far N orth , V ertue h a s  en o u g h  s tren g th  a n d  d iscovers for 
h im se lf th a t " th e re 's  no  w ay  over th e  gorge n o rth w a rd "  (96). A fter seeing  w here  
h is  p u re  w ill ends, V ertue is "v ery  tired "  (102) and , as h e  an d  John  jo u rn ey  south, 
becom es sick. H e  con tem pla tes th e  question  M ed ia  asked  h im  n ea r th e  beg in n in g  
of th e ir jo u rn ey  a n d  finds he  n o w  th in k s d ifferently :

At tha t tim e it seem ed to  m e so m uch m ore im portant to keep m y rules 
and  do m y th irty  m iles a day. But I am beginning to find that it w ill not

12 While Sigman interprets Anodos's "plunge into the sea [as] an act of rebellion against 
death" (216), this reading runs counter to the grain of the text, and most critics concur that 
Anodos's dive into the sea demonstrates his acceptance of the need to die to himself.
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do. In the old days it w as always a question of doing w hat I chose instead 
of w hat I w anted: bu t now  I am beginning to  be uncertain  w hat it is I 
choose. (105)

It is h e re  th a t V ertue n eed s  som eth ing  b ey o n d  h is  m o ra l choosing: " 'V ertue ,' sa id  
John, 'g iv e  in. For once y ield  to  desire. H av e  done  w ith  y o u r choosing. W ant 
som eth ing '"  (107). T he n ex t m o rn in g  John  discovers th a t V ertue h a s  becom e 
d u m b  a n d  b lind , a n d  n o w  th ey  jo u rn ey  sou th  w ith  John  lead ing . V ertue h as 
ex h au sted  h im self, b u t h e  still goes on  because  Jo h n 's  desire  rem ain s unsatisfied .

John  a n d  V ertue ev en tu a lly  com e to th e  h o u se  of M r. W isdom  a n d  there, 
as th ey  ea t h is  food  an d  listen  to  h is  H egelian  talk, V ertue is slow ly  healed . W hen 
V ertue is w ell, h e  leaves an d  h ead s  for th e  b o tto m  of th e  canyon. John  
desp a irin g ly  follow s. V ertue is he lp less to  act in  the  N o rth e rn  la n d s —h e  n eed s  
Jo h n 's  desire  to  lead  h im  aw ay  from  th e  cold m ateria listic  sav ag e ry —b u t once in  
th e  South, John  w o u ld  w an d e r end lessly , da lly ing  w ith  the  im ita tion  p leasu res 
o ffered  to  ap p ease  h is  longing . V ertue rejects desires th a t can be con ten t w ith  
flesh ly  form s, a n d  John  stum bles d o g g ed ly  on, n o w  led  b y  V ertue 's  m o ra l action.

V ertue goes too fast for h im , b u t finally  John  com es b y  h im se lf to the 
b o tto m  of th e  canyon  w h ere  d ea th  m eets h im  a n d  gives h im  a choice th a t is no  
choice, "Jum p, o r be  th row n . [...] The cure of d ea th  is dy ing . H e  w ho  lays d ow n  
h is  liberty  in  th a t act receives it back" (164). John, like A nodos, chooses to  en te r 
d ea th  h im self, an d  as h e  com es to  the  poo l of w a te r a t th e  b o tto m  of the  cliff, he  
sees M o ther K irk, w aitin g  to  g u id e  h im  th ro u g h  death . V ertue is a lread y  n ex t to 
her, "m o th e r-n ak ed ,"  ready , w ith  John, to  "a b a n d o n  all efforts a t self
p reserva tion"  (167). M o ther K irk  tells John  th a t h e  canno t even  jum p , h e  m u s t 
d ive, b u t as h e  s tan d s  a t th e  edge, h e  hesita tes an d  th e  w ra ith s  of all h is  p rev ious 
h osts  com e, te lling  h im  d ea th  is n o t the  on ly  op tio n  (167-8): "B ut a t th a t m o m en t 
th e  voice of V ertue b roke  in: 'C o m e  on, Jo h n ' [...] A n d  w ith  th a t h e  took  a h ead e r 
in to  th e  poo l a n d  th ey  saw  h im  n o  m ore . A n d  h o w  John  m an ag e d  it o r w h a t he  
felt I d id  n o t know , b u t h e  also ru b b ed  h is  h an d s , sh u t h is  eyes, desp a ired , an d  
le t h im self go. It w as n o t a good  dive, b u t, a t least, h e  reached  th e  w ate r h ead  
first"  (168). A lth o u g h  John  h a s  m ore  h e lp  from  V ertue in  reach ing  th is p o in t of 
d iv in g  in to  th e  w ate r of b ap tism a l death , bo th  th e  desirin g  p ilg rim s give u p  all 
h o p e  of a tta in in g  th e ir d esired  object an d  p lu n g e  to  th e ir deaths, A nodos k issed  
b y  a m o th e r an d  John  g u id e d  b y  M other K irk.

T his tran sfo rm in g  dea th  is w h a t affected L ew is so strong ly  in  Phantastes: 
" th e  w ho le  book  h a d  ab o u t it [...] a certa in  q u a lity  of D eath , good D eath . W h a t it 
ac tua lly  d id  to  m e w as to  convert, even  to  b ap tize  (tha t w as w h ere  th e  D eath  
cam e in) m y  im ag ina tion" ("Preface" 21). L ew is links V ertue a n d  John  m ore  
closely th a n  M acD onald  does th e  ru s ty  k n ig h t an d  A nodos, b u t in  bo th  stories, 
these  p a irs  canno t w o rk  in  h a rm o n y  to g e th e r before  th e  d esire r takes th e  p lu n g e
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in to  death . In  b o th  p ilg rim ages, A nodos a n d  John, as th e  desirin g  d o p p e lg an g e rs  
of th e ir kn igh ts, req u ire  bap tism , an d  once th ey  h ave  d ied  to  th e ir selfishness an d  
its false satisfactions, th ey  can beg in  to  act, in  conjunction  w ith  the ir m ora l 
kn igh ts, in  a red em p tiv e  m anner.

W hile  A nodos lies in  the  w ate r a b o a t b u m p s  aga in s t h im  a n d  b rings 
h im  to th e  is lan d  of an  ancien t w om an . It is h e re  th a t A nodos fina lly  sees the 
k n ig h t again. The w o m a n 's  h o u se  h as fou r doors, an d  w h en  he  goes th ro u g h  the 
second  one, the  doo r of Sighs, h e  sees th e  m arb le  lad y  w aiting  in  a hall. Soon the 
ru s ty  kn igh t, ru s ty  no  longer, en te rs  an d  the  la d y  em braces h im : "[N ]ow  the 
arm o r shone like p o lish ed  glass; an d  strange  to  tell, th o u g h  th e  m irro r reflected  
n o t m y  form , I saw  a d im  sh ad o w  of m yself in  th e  sh in in g  steel" (240). A nodos 
ap p ea rs  to  be  a sh ad o w  of the  P latonic kn igh t. T he k n ig h t h as  been  deceived  by  
th e  a lder m a id en  too, b u t h e  h a s  p u rg e d  h is  arm o r b y  nob le  d eed s  a n d  h a s  w o n  
th e  love of A n o d o s 's  m arb le  lady ; h e  em bod ies th e  tru th  of H e in 's  sta tem en t th a t 
action  is "essen tia l to  M acD onald 's  p rescrip tio n  for m o ra l g ro w th "  (Harmony 
104). As A nodos listens to  th e ir conversation , th e  k n ig h t asks h e r  if she still loves 
A nodos: "Ah! [...] h o w  can I h e lp  it? H e  w oke m e from  w orse  th a n  death ; he  
loved  m e. I h a d  n ev er been  for thee, if h e  h a d  n o t so u g h t m e  first. B ut I love h im  
n o t as I love thee. H e  w as b u t the  m o o n  of m y  n igh t; th o u  a rt the su n  of m y  day, 
O  be loved" (242). T he k n ig h t ag rees th a t th is  is p ro p e r an d  th a t h e  ow es m u ch  to 
A nodos for rescu in g  th e  lady . T he lives of A nodos a n d  th e  ru s ty  k n ig h t are 
in te rtw in ed ; A n o d o s 's  desire  is necessary  for th e  no b le  k n ig h t 's  a tta in m en t of 
idea l beau ty . W ithou t A n o d o s 's  desire, th e  k n ig h t w o u ld  h ave  n o  la d y  to 
p e rfo rm  h is  d eed s for; th ey  w o u ld  be  em p ty  acts. L ike V ertue, th e  k n ig h t n eed s 
th e  desired  ideal, an d  A nodos, like John, n e e d s  the  k n ig h t in  o rd e r for h is  desire 
to  be  tem p ered  w ith  selfless d eed s  an d  enab led  to  serve the  ideal.

T his u n io n  of desire  an d  d eed  ap p ea rs  again  after th e  b eau tifu l song  of 
a m a id en  a t las t de livers A nodos from  h is  sh ad o w  a n d  h e  becom es th e  k n ig h t's  
squ ire . T his ro le p ro v id es h im  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  con tinue  fo llow ing  the  lessons 
h e  lea rn ed  w ith  the  tw o  k n igh ts  w h o  sacrificed  th e ir lives to save the  coun try side  
from  m a ra u d in g  g ian ts. K eith  W ilson observes th is sam e p rog ression  w h en  he  
sta tes th a t on ly  after A nodos den ies h is  p rid e  is th e  "p o w er of th e  im ag ination  
[...] exp ressed  [...] in  th e  active life" (150).13 A s the  k n ig h t an d  A nodos jou rney , 
th ey  com e u p o n  a stran g e  g a th e rin g  of peop le  p a rtic ip a tin g  in  som e relig ious 
cerem ony. A nodos w atches th e  procession  w ith  a g ro w in g  concern  th a t peop le  
are  be ing  sacrificed. B ut w h en  h e  tu rn s  to  the  kn igh t, h e  realizes th a t th e  "g ran d  
accom pan im en ts [...] overcam e h im ; [...] in  all these  cerem onies lay  som e g rea t 
m ystica l m ean in g  w hich , h is  h u m ility  to ld  h im , h is  ignorance  p rev en ted  h im

13 Brawley concurs when he explains that MacDonald's "self-denying love is best realized 
and employed in action" (103).
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from  u n d e rs ta n d in g "  (305-06). T he k n ig h t is v igo rous in  th e  accom plishm en t of 
noble  deeds, b u t h e re  h e  is u n ab le  to  accura te ly  im ag ine  an d  perceive w h a t the 
n e e d e d  good  is. A nodos, since h is  k n ig h t is n o t acting, quick ly  d isgu ises h im self 
as a  p a rtic ip an t in  the  cerem ony  a n d  m arches to  th e  th ro n e  w h ere  h e  tears d ow n  
th e  im age an d  strang les th e  g rea t w o lf th a t ru sh es  o u t (307-08). A nodos reveals 
th e  ho llow ness of th is object of w orsh ip ; like the  coffin of th e  a ld e r m a id en  th is 
d es ired  is dead ly , a n d  A nodos sacrifices h is  o w n  life to  p rev en t th e  decep tion  of 
o thers. H e  h a s  p u t h is  tem p e red  desire  to the  tes t a n d  n o w  it fina lly  p roves 
sufficient for effective action.

L ike A nodos, Jo h n 's  p lu n g e  w ith  V ertue is n o t th e  on ly  dea th  he  m u s t 
die, b u t after h e  d ies "m a n y  d ea th s"  (169) in  th e  d ep th s  of th e  pool, h e  com es o u t 
in to  th e  b eau tifu l la n d  b ey o n d  the  canyon. H e  an d  V ertue, led  b y  th e ir gu ide, 
n o w  h ave  to  jo u rn ey  back  a lo n g  th e  road , an d  V ertue an d  John  m u s t each  slay  
th e ir d ragon . Ju s t as A nodos p u ts  h is desires in  action  b y  slay ing  th e  w olf, so 
V ertue an d  John  g a in  th e  a ttrib u tes  th ey  lack  from  th e  foes th ey  defeat: V ertue 
kills th e  so u th e rn  d rag o n  a n d  becom es desiring ; John  slays th e  n o rth e rn  d rag o n  
an d  is freed  from  "p an ic  o r [...] g reed "  (194). A fter th e ir b ap tism  th ey  defeat the ir 
excesses of cold, ra tio n a l action an d  selfish, im ag inative  in d u lg en ce  to together 
becom e w ho le  a n d  effective.

A fter A nodos accom plishes h is sacrificial d eed  a n d  d ies h is  u ltim a te  (in 
th is story) death , h e  w akes u p  rejoicing in  the  b lessedness of d ea th  an d  the 
experience of h is  p u re  desired  (309-10). H e  is able to  see th e  k n ig h t a n d  the 
m arb le  la d y  an d  to  de lig h t th em  w ith  th e  flow er h e  em bodies. A s h e  th en  floats 
on  a c loud  an d  basks in  th is w isd o m  an d  bliss, "a  p a n g  an d  a te rrib le  sh u d d e r 
w en t th ro u g h  m e; a w rith in g  as of d ea th  convu lsed  m e; a n d  I becam e once again  
conscious of a m ore  lim ited , even  a b o d ily  a n d  ea rth ly  life" (314). A nodos is 
b ro u g h t back  from  h is  ideal, one so d iffe ren t from  w h a t he  th o u g h t h e  desired  
w h en  g ra sp in g  for th e  m arb le  lady , a n d  is p u lled  back  to  life. H e  h a s  lea rned  
m u ch  from  h is  jo u rn ey  th ro u g h  Fairy  L and , an d  now , tw en ty -one  d ay s after h is 
b ed ro o m  w as en ch an ted  a n d  h e  set off to fo llow  h is  desire, A nodos re tu rn s  to  h is 
ho m e an d  h is fam ily: "I beg an  th e  du ties  of m y  n e w  position , som ew hat 
in s truc ted , I ho p ed , b y  th e  ad v en tu re s  th a t h a d  befallen  m e in  F a iry  L and . C ou ld  
I tran sla te  the  experience of m y  travels there , in to  com m on life?" (317). T his 
question  of ap p ly in g  desire  to  action  is w h a t A nodos b eg in s to live o u t a t th e  en d  
of th e  book.

John  also experiences h is  ideal briefly , an  ideal th a t is d ifferen t th a n  he  
expected , after g o ing  th ro u g h  death: "John saw  th e  Is land . [...] [T]he p a in  and  
lo ng ing  w ere  changed  an d  all u n lik e  w h a t th ey  h a d  been  of old: for h u m ility  w as 
m ix ed  w ith  the ir w ildness, an d  th e  sw eetness cam e no t w ith  p rid e  an d  w ith  the 
lonely  d ream s of p oe ts  no r w ith  th e  g lam o u r of a  secret, b u t w ith  th e  h o m esp u n  
tru th  of folk-tales, an d  w ith  the sadness of g raves an d  freshness as of ea rth  in  the
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m o rn in g "  (170). John, like A nodos, h a d  a false conception of h is  Ideal, a n d  h is 
Id ea l n o w  sits com pletely  b ey o n d  h is  control, u n to u ch ab le  an d  unpossessab le , at 
least for now . For, a lth o u g h  John  h a s  d ied , h e  h a s  n o t fin ish ed  dy ing ; as h is 
G u ide  tells h im , "You w ill m ee t th a t b rook  [death] m ore  often  th a n  you  think: 
an d  each tim e you  w ill su p p o se  th a t you  h ave  done  w ith  it for good. B ut som e 
d ay  you  rea lly  w ill" (171). H e  a n d  V ertue m u s t jo u rn ey  back  to  th e  East, to  the ir 
hom e, an d  live o u t th e ir dea th  before  d y in g  finally  a n d  ac tua lly  reach ing  Jo h n 's  
lo n g ed  for Is land . Both A nodos an d  John  ta s te  the ir Idea l before  re tu rn in g , 
tran sfo rm ed  b y  th is taste, to  act on  the  b eau ty  th ey  g lim psed .

T he im portance  th a t bo th  au th o rs  p lace on  the d es ire r 's  active re tu rn  
p ro v id es a  clue to  a  fu n d am en ta l connection  be tw een  these  w o rk s a n d  the 
im ag ina tions b e h in d  them . A lth o u g h  L ew is 's  title  c learly  a lludes to B u nyan 's  The 
Pilgrim 's Progress, th e  jou rneys of A nodos an d  John  can be d is tin g u ish ed  from  
C h ris tian 's  jo u rn ey  in  tw o  in structive  w ays. H e in  iden tifies one d ifference in  
reg a rd  to  the  m o tiva tion  th a t led  L ew is 's  p ilg rim : "W hile  The Pilgrim 's Regress [...] 
w as in sp ired  b y  B u nyan 's  fam ous w ork , John  [...] is d riven  b y  a com pelling  
desire, ra th e r th a n  b y  the  obsessive fear th a t d rives  C h ris tian  o u t from  th e  C ity  of 
D estruction" (Christian Mythmakers 220-1). T his descrip tion  app lies equa lly  to 
Phantastes, b u t w h en  L ew is re a d  Phantastes, he  im m ed ia te ly  sensed  som eth ing  
th a t sep a ra ted  it from  shallow ly  rom an tic  w orks: "Phantastes w as rom an tic  
en o u g h  in all conscience; b u t th ere  w as a difference. N o th in g  w as a t th a t tim e 
fu rth e r from  m y  th o u g h ts  th an  C h ris tian ity  an d  I there fo re  h a d  n o  no tio n  w h a t 
th is d ifference rea lly  w as" ("P reface" 21). H e  goes on  to  articu la te  th is d ifference 
in  te rm s of th e  "good D eath" h e  fo u n d  in teg ra ted  in to  M acD onald 's  rom an tic  
vision. So a lth o u g h  L ew is 's  book a ttem p ts  to  ju stify  th is C hris tian  rom an tic ism  
m ore  ph ilosophically , 14 b o th  w rite rs  w ork  carefu lly  to  n u an ce  th e  desire  th ey  see 
a t th e  core of the  C hris tian  jo u rn ey  a n d  to  d is tance  th e ir u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th is 
g u id e  from  any  overly  ro m an tic ized  in te rp re ta tions. L ew is articu la tes the 
p a rticu la r n a tu re  of th is desire  in  th e  a fte rw ard  to  The Pilgrim's Regress:

W hat I m eant w as a particular recurrent experience w hich dom inated  m y 
childhood and  adolescence and  w hich I hastily called 'R om antic ' because 
inanim ate nature  and m arvelous literature w ere am ong the things that 
evoked it. [...] The experience is one of intense longing. It is distinguished 
from  other longings by tw o things. In  the first place, though  the sense of 
w ant is acute and  even painful, yet the m ere w anting  is felt to be som ehow  
a delight. [...] In the second place, there is a peculiar m ystery about the 
object of this Desire. (202-3)

14 Manlove describes this dissimilarity when he claims, "Lewis' theology is much more of 
an apologetics than MacDonald's, which has an unquestioning certainty that makes it more 
a praise than a defence" ("Parent" 232).
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L ew is 's  descrip tion  of desire  explicates w h a t M acD onald  p o rtray s  in  A n o d o s 's  
jou rney , a lo ng ing  so h a u n tin g  th a t n o th in g  w ill satisfy  it except inexorab le  
obed ience th a t refuses to  accep t an y  im ita tion  satisfactions. T his "lived  dialectic" 
converts rom an tic  desire  in to  a sacrificial, active jo u rn ey  th a t subm its to  d ea th  for 
th e  sake of a g lim pse  o f its tru e  object (205). W hile L ew is w rites  an  apo logy  for 
th is C h ris tian  desire  an d  M acD onald 's  Phantastes om its o v ert in tellectual 
justification , b o th  w orks evince th e ir a u th o rs ' beliefs th a t th is desire  fo rm s the 
basis for C h ris tian  life. T his desire  rem a in ed  cen tral to  L ew is, even  w hile  m an y  
of h is books, in c lu d in g  The Pilgrim's Regress, also answ er ra tio n a l concerns w ith  
C hris tian ity .15 D esire w ith o u t reason  an d  action  is certa in ly  insufficient, b u t it 
rem ain s th e  v ita l source from  w h ich  reason  a n d  action  m u s t come.

T he second  key  w ay  in  w h ich  M acD onald  an d  L ew is cause the ir 
p ilg rim s to  d e p a rt from  th e  tra jectory  of The Pilgrim 's Progress is tha t, in s tead  of 
p ro g ressin g  linearly  to a d is tan t telos, th ey  m u s t re tu rn  a n d  ap p ly  th e  tru th  they  
lea rn  to  red eem  th e ir hom es. Even w h en  u s in g  th e  te rm  "p rog ress ,"  M arion  
L ochhead  describes A n o d o s 's  p a th  as non-linear: "T he w ay  th ro u g h  th e  w oods 
lead s to  d a rk n ess  a n d  peril an d  suffering . I t is a p ilg rim 's  p ro g ress  [...] a jo u rney  
th ro u g h  P u rg a to ry  w h ich  b rin g s the  trave le r back  to  th is life, th is  earth , after 
effecting  a p u rg a tio n "  (7).16 A nodos arrives back  ho m e tw en ty -one  days after 
m y s te rio u sly  d isap p ea rin g  an d  faces the  d ifficult task  of p rac tica lly  w o rk in g  o u t 
th e  lessons of F airy  L and . A s B raw ley notes, M acD o n a ld 's  fan tasy  does n o t u rg e  
read e rs  to  escape from  th e  w orld , b u t ra th e r "to  rea lize  th e  e te rn a l th ro u g h  the 
tem p o ra l"  (95). L ew is expresses th e  im plica tions of th is re tu rn  w h en  h e  describes 
th e  w ay  th a t re ad in g  Phantastes sacra lized  the m u n d a n e  w orld :

I now  perceived tha t w hile the air of the new  region m ade all m y erotic 
and  m agical perversions of Joy look like sordid trum pery, it had  no such 
disenchanting pow er over the b read  u p o n  the table or the coals in  the 
grate. That w as the m arvel. [...] [N]ow I saw  the bright shadow  coming

15 Andrew Wheat rightly notes this paradox in  Lewis's thought: "Though Lewis defended 
rational thought against the 'poison of subjectivism,' from the start of his religious odyssey 
Lewis was not in  quest of an exclusively rational religion" (32). Lewis returns, of course, to 
this peculiar longing in many of his later works under various titles; Joe R. Christopher 
provides a partial catalogue: "Remembrance [...] Romanticism [...] glory [...] immortal longings 
[...] desire for heaven [...] hope [...] joy" (11). Everywhere Lewis writes about this longing, his 
understanding of it seems strongly shaped by MacDonald.
16 Docherty likewise links Phantastes to the structure of the Divine Comedy (26), and Gunther 
describes its structure in  both cyclical and sequential terms: "It progresses in both a 
centrepetal and a centrifugal manner as well as in a more conventional linear mode" (43). 
In her essay "Pilgrim's Regress: Bunyan or Dante?" Marsha Daigle also argues that Lewis's 
structure is circular and so closer to Dante than to Bunyan.
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out of the book into the real w orld  and  resting there, transform ing all 
com m on things and  yet itself unchanged. (Surprised by Joy 181)

Lew is, for th e  first tim e in  all h is  re ad in g  of fan tasy , experiences a joy  th a t 
red eem s th e  w o rld , a joy  th a t ligh ts u p  th e  quo tid ian . I t seem s clear, then , w h y  
th is red em p tiv e  re tu rn  becom es a cen tral them e of Jo h n 's  jo u rn ey  in  The Pilgrim's 
Regress; as C olin  M anlove concludes ab o u t th e  bo o k 's  m essage, "H eav en  is as 
n e a r to u s  as o u r h an d s , a n d  y e t w e h av e  often  to  jo u rn ey  far o u t of the w ay  to 
rea lize  the  fact" (C.S. Lewis 17). O r, as U. M ilo K au fm an n  p u ts  it: "For Lew is, 
then , th e  essen tia l n a tu re  of th e  C hris tian  life is exp ressed  n o t in  the m ove 
b ey o n d  the w o rld  [...], b u t ra th e r in  a red em p tiv e  re tu rn  in to  th e  w orld , in  the 
v ision  ea rn ed  a t the  w o rld 's  ex trem ities" (186). T his red em p tiv e  "sacram en ta l"  
v ision  (W olfe 4) com es as th e  fru it of a fan tastic  jo u rn ey  th a t im bues the 
m u n d a n e  w ith  m ean in g  an d  th a t m otivates one to  actively  p artic ip a te  in  the 
w o rk in g  o u t of tran scen d en t tru th  in  o n e 's  o w n  hom e.

In  b o th  Phantastes an d  The Pilgrim 's Regress, th e  p ilg rim ages are 
essen tia lly  th e  sam e: a jo u rn ey  in  p u rs u it of the  desired  that, after m a n y  false 
p rom ises of satisfaction, finally  leads th e  desire r to  d ea th  so th a t h e  can, w ith  h is 
k n ig h t d o p p e lganger, live o u t th e  tru e  b eau ty  he  desired . A s th e  k n ig h t to ld  
A nodos w h en  th ey  first m et, A nodos is " th e  singer" w ho, n o w  a t the  en d  of h is 
jou rney , can obey th e  k n ig h t 's  p rophecy : "D o th y  d u ty  once m ore, an d  m ak e  th is 
arm o r sh ine" (76). I t w as th is particu la r u n d e rs ta n d in g  of bo th  desire  and  
reaso n ed  action  th a t cap tiva ted  L ew is w h en  h e  read  Phantastes an d  M acD onald 's  
o th er w orks:

H e addresses the will: the dem and for obedience, for 'som ething to  be 
neither m ore nor less nor other th an  done' is incessant. Yet in  tha t very 
voice of conscience every other faculty som ehow  speaks as w ell- in te llec t, 
and  im agination, and  hum or, and  fancy, and  all the affections; and  no 
m an  in  m odern  tim es w as perhaps m ore aw are of the distinction betw een 
Law and  Gospel, the inevitable failure of m ere morality. ("Preface" 18)17

M acD onald  d em an d s  th a t action be  d o n e  a n d  th a t these  d eed s sp rin g  from  
desire; im ag in a tio n  an d  reason, desire  an d  reason  w ork  together, a n d  th is 
d ialectic is th e  p a th  L ew is took  in  h is  ow n  sp iritu a l jo u rn ey  an d  th a t h e  p o rtray s  
in  The Pilgrim 's Regress. T his trope  of the  re tu rn  of d esire  to  live o u t th e  fru its  of 
its jo u rn ey  ind ica tes the  p a rticu la r b ra n d  of rom an tic ism  M acD onald  an d  L ew is 
shared . Both au th o rs  o p p o sed  abstrac t o r narcissistic  long ings th a t d es ired  on ly

17 Durie cites this statement to conclude similarly that Lewis agreed w ith MacDonald's 
belief that "obedience is the only path to understanding; we must obey in  order to 
understand, rather than insist on understanding as a preface to obedience" (169).

Mythlore 28:3/4, Spring/Summer 2010   35



Jeffrey Bilbro

for selfish possession  an d  se rved  n o  red em p tiv e  ou tw o rk in g . Both the ir 
im ag inative  ta les stress th a t C h ris tian  desire  sho u ld  enable  in d iv id u a ls  to  see 
m ore  clearly  th e  b eau ty  a n d  goodness  of G od  in  o rd e r to  serve m ore  sacrificially  
an d  effectively. A nodos an d  John  fo llow  their ow n  in d iv id u a l pa ths, as every  
h u m a n  m u st, b u t u ltim a te ly  th ey  w alk  the  sam e ro ad  to th e  sam e end , an d  bo th  
au th o rs  em p h asize  th a t n e ith e r th e  desire  to  see th e  b eau tifu l n o r th e  w ill to 
d rea rily  do  th e  rig h t is sufficient; ra th e r desire  a n d  d eed  m u s t coopera te  in  a 
tru ly  red em p tiv e  jou rney .
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