thqmoninggvouldnotukehhnanyﬁmher. ~in Poetic Diction. He was not the only person to come to
nce of God did not lead him automatically to this conclusion: for example in Germany, Ernst Cassirer
ance of Christianity. He was becoming certain had said much the same thing independently. But it was
_wanted to accept it: he examined other religions, said with particular force by Barfield, and his book im-
2d none that was acceptable; meanwhile his pres- pressed not just Lewis but also Tolkien. Not long after
of simple Theism was inadequate. On the other the book’s publication, Lewis reported to Barfield: “You
not know how he could argue himself into might like to know that when Tolkien dined with me the
Christian beliefs. Even if he were to accept other night he said @ propos of something quite different
ity of the Christian story—and he could see that your conception of the ancient semantic unity had
slar barrier to it—he could not understand how modified his whole outlook and that he was always just
ath and resurrection of Christ were relevant to going to say something in a lecture when your conception
Sy ' stopped him in time. “It is one of those things,” he said
e “that when you've once seen it there are all sorts of
' the time that Lewis had come to believe in God (but things you can never say again.”” Perhaps it was as a
3 ;_'h- Christ), Owen Barfield had done something result of reading Barfield’s book that Tolkien made an
‘that would later bear fruit. He bad shown Lewis inversion of Miiller's remark. ‘Languages’, he declared,
has a central place in the whole of language ‘are a disease of mythology.’
2 : So it was that by 1931 Lewis had come to understand
‘arguments were printed in Poetic Diction, a that mythology has an important position in the history of
by him that appeared in 1928—though by that 4 thinking. It was a realisation that helped him across his
its ideas well. Barfield examined the last philosophical hurdle.
; and came to the conclusion that myth-
from being (as the philologist Max Miiller called On Saturday 19 September 1931 Lewis invited two
sase of language’, is closely associated with the friends to dine with him in Magdalen. One was Tolkien.
n of all speech and literature. In the dawn of The other was Hugo Dyson.
said Barfield, speakers did not make a dis- Henry Victor Dyson, always known as ‘Hugo’, lectured
tween the ‘literal’ and the ‘metaphorical’, but in English Literature at Reading University. He was a
ords in might be called a ‘mythological’ man- couple of years older than Lewis. He bad been severely
example, nowadays when we translate the Latin wounded in the First World War, had read English at
‘have to render it either as ‘spirit’ or as ‘breath’ Oxford, and was a practising member of the Church of
‘depending on the context. But early users of England. He was also exuberant and witty. Lewis bad
: ould not have made any such distinction be- been introduced to him in July 1930 by Nevill Coghill,
"8 fhese meanings. To them a word like spiritus meant and ‘liked him so much that I determined to get to know
=thing like ‘spirit-breath-wind’. When the wind blew, him better”. On further acquaintance he found Dyson to
23 mot merely ‘fike’ someone breathing: it was the be ‘a man who really loves truth: a philosopher and a
& god. And when an early speaker talked religious man; who makes his critical and literary ac-
soul as spiritus he did not merely mean that it tivities depend on the former—none of your dammed
breath: it was to him just that, the breath o dilettanti’. ‘
plogical stories were simply the same thing in On this Saturday night in 1931, after they had dined,
orm. Tn a world where every word carried s Lewis took his guests on a walk through the Magdalen
of the animate, and where nothing could be grounds. They strolled along Addison’s Walk (the path
- or ‘literal’, it was natural to tell tales which runs beside several streams of the River Cherwell)
- gods who ruled the elements and walked the and here they began to discuss metaphor and myth.
- Lewis had never underestimated the power of myth. Far

B greatly simplified form, is what Barfield argued from it, for one of his earliest loves had -been the Norse
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- myth of the dying god Balder. Now, Barfield had shown

‘the crucial role that mythology had played in the
history of language and literature. But he st?ﬂ did not

- believe in the myths that delighted him. Beaufiful and

moving though such stories might they were (he
said) ultimately untrue. As he upr::‘ed i Toxki(m,
myths are ‘lies and therefore worthless, even though
breathed through silver’, :

No, said Tolkien. They are not lies.

Jugzlhen (Lewis afterwards recalled) there was ‘a rush
of wind which came so suddenly on the still, warm eve-
‘ning and sent so many leaves pattering down that we
thov%gli: ltT was raining. st,held our breath.”

When Tolkien resumed, he took his ar:
very thing that they were i s

You look at trees, he said, and call them ‘trees’, and
probably you do not think twice about the word. You call
a star a ‘star’, and think nothing more of it. But you must
rez_ngmbcr that these words, ‘tree’, ‘star’, were (in their
original fonps) names given to these objects by people
with very different views from yours. To you, a tree is
glmply a vegetable organism, and a star simply a ball of

~ inanimate matter moving along a mathematical course.

But the first men to talk of ‘trees’ and ‘stars’ saw things
very. d:ﬂerenﬂy To them, the world was alive with myth-
ologgul beings. They saw the stars as living silver, burst-
ing into flame in answer to the eternal music. They saw
theskyasa_.)ewelledtent,andtheeaﬂhasthewomb
whence all living things have come. To them, the whole

=3 of creation was ‘myth-woven and elf-patterned’.

. This was pot a new notion to Lewis, for Tolkien was,
in his own manner, expressing what Barfield bad said in
Pocnc chtg_on. Nor, said Lewis, did it effectively answer
his point that myths are lies.

_ But, replied Tolkien, man fs not ultimately a liar. He
may pervert his thoughts into lLies, but he comes from
God, and it is from God that he draws his ultimate

ideals. Lewis agreed: he had, indeed, accepted something

like this notion for many years. Therefore, Tolkien con-
tumgd, not merely the abstract thoughts of man but also
his imaginative inventions must originate with God, and
must in consequence reflect something of eternal truth.
_lnmahng‘a_myth, in practising ‘mythopoeia’ and peopling
the world with elves and dragons and goblins, a story-
teller, or ‘sub-creator’ as Tolkien liked to call such a per-
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2 is actually fulfilling God’s purpose, and reflecting a
splintered fragment of the true light. Pagan myths are
therefore never just ‘lies’: there is always something of
the truth in them.

They talked on, until Lewis was convinced by the force
of Tolkien’s argument. But he had another question to put
to his friends, and as it was late they decided to go in-
doors to Lewis's rooms on Staircase III of New Buildings.
There, he recorded, ‘we continued on Christianity”.

Lewis had a particular reason for holding back from
Christianity. He did not think it was necessarily untrue:
indeed he had examined the historicity of the Gospels,
and had come to the conclusion that he was ‘nearly cer-
tain that it really happened’. What was still preventi
him from becoming a Christian was the fact that he f

it irrelevant.

As he himself put it, he could not see ‘how the life and
death of Someone Else (whoever he was) two thousand
years ago could help us here and now-—except in so far
as his example could help us’. And he knew that Christ’s
example as a man and a teacher was not the centre of the
Christian story. ‘Right in the centre,” he said, ‘in the Gos-
pels and in St Paul, you keep on getting something quite
different and very mysterious, expressed in those phrases
I have so often ridiculed—“propitiation”—"sacrifice”—
“the blood of the Lamb”.” He had ridiculed them because
they seemed not only silly and shocking but meaningless.
What was the point of it all? How could the death and
resurrection of Christ have ‘saved the world?

Tolkien answered him immediately. Indeed, he said,
the solution was actually a development of what he had
been saying earlier. Had he not shown how pagan myths
were, in fact, God expressing himself through the minds
of poets, and using the images of their ‘mythopoeia’ to
express fragments of his eternal truth? Well then, Chris-
tianity (he said) is exactly the same thing—with the enor-
mous difference that the poet who invented it was God

2 ‘Sub-creator’ in that he is under God, the prime Creator,
For Tolkien’s exposition of this term, and for a full account
of his views about the truth of myth, see his essay ‘On Fairy-
Stories’, which is printed in Essays Presented to Charles
Williams (ed. C. S. Lewis) and in Tolkien’s own Tree and
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Himxlf,gndmeimagaﬂemedm;'edmenand
actual history.
; Doyoamean,askedl.ewis,thatﬂ:edeathandresurre_c-
tion of Christ is the old ‘dying god’ story all over again?
Yes, Tolkien answered, except that here is a real Dying

Did he ask what the story of Balder or Adonis or any of

the other dying gods in Pagan myth ‘meant'? No, of
course not. He enjoyed these stories, ‘tasted’ them, and
2ot something from them that he could not get from ab-
stract argument. Could he not transfer that attitude, that
appreciation of story, to the life and death of Christ?
Could he not treat it as a story, be fully aware that he
could dravy nourishment from it which he could never

it is a myth, and make himself receptive to it? For, Tol-
kien said, ifGodismythOpoeic,manmustbeoomemytho-
pathic. ;

It was now 3 a.m., and Tolkien had to go home. Lewis
and Dyson came downstairs with him. They crossed the
quadrangle and et him out by the little postern gate on
Magdalen Bridge. Then, Lewis recorded, ‘Dyson and T

more to say to one another, strolling up and down
the cloister of New Building, so that we did not get to bed

ﬁn 4

Twelve days later Lewis wrote to Arthur Greeves: T
bave just passed on from believing in God to definitely
be.licving in Christ—in Christianity. I wiil try to explain

this another time. My long night talk with Dyson and

‘To!kienhadagooddcaltodowithit.'

4 to ﬂemq'zbingamn might say’

Acmanyitmnotqlﬁtesoeasyorwsuddmnm
Arthur Greeves wrote to Lewis saying he was delighted
thathisﬁiendhadttlastscceptedc istianity. After
reading this letter from Greeves, Lewis began to feel that
‘perhaps I had said too much’. He told Greeves cau-
tously: ‘Perhaps I was not nearly as clear on the subject
aslhadledyoutothink.Butlca'uinlyhavemoveda

Hehadinfactmchedthepoi:nwherenﬁonalargu-
ment failed, and it became a matter of belief rather than
of logical proof. Tolkien and Dyson’s argument about

istiani u‘atruemythwhichisnevuthelessamythf
had a lot of imaginative force, but it was a questionable
Proposition in terms of strict logic.

Lewis could not 80 on thinking it over for ever. He re~
aﬁzedthatsomesonoffleap,offai:h’wasneom:y@o
gethimovertheﬁnalhnrdle.”l'heremust’,hesaid,-‘p'er-
haps always be just enough lack of ive cer-
tainty to make free choice possible, for w!:ag could we do

ys Day
1931, in his parish church at Headington Quarry. But
he did not forget to maintain in his mind the distinction
between the two questions: the existence of God, which
he believed he could prove by logical argument, and the
truth of Christianity, which berea!isedwnnotsubjectto
rational proof. Indeed his doubts about the Christian story
never entirely ceased. There were, he remarked, many

moments at which he felt ‘How could I—I of all e
—ever have come to believe this cock and bull story?
But this, he felt, was better than the error of taking it all
for granted. Nor was he utterly alarmed at the notion that
Christianitymightafterallbeumme. ‘Even ing
(which I most constantly deny)’, he said, ‘that the doc-
trines of historic Christianity are merely mythical, it is the
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