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My thesis explores the ways in which C.S. Lewis uses his love for and knowledge of 

medieval literature in the writing of his science fiction trilogy. I examine and define the 

medieval intertextual tradition that C.S. Lewis adapts in writing the trilogy, as set forth in 

The Discarded Image. In this work, Lewis explains how medieval authors would rewrite 

and translate earlier stories in the making of new texts. This is what Lewis himself does 

in the writing of his trilogy with respects to older works of literature. I argue that Lewis 

uses this approach in each of his science fiction novels in order to rehabilitate this mode 

of writing and certain aspects of earlier authors’ works. Further, Lewis uses this approach 

to offer a unique treatment of moral virtues (fallen and unfallen). In Out of the Silent 

Planet, Lewis adapts Dante in order to recover for his readers a sense of what it would 

mean to understand space as "Deep Heaven" and to illustrate unfallen martial virtues. 

Perelandra retells Paradise Lost and aims to rehabilitate the experience of reading an 

epic in order to imagine unfallen love and unfallen mankind. Finally, That Hideous 

Strength incorporates Arthurian legend and the medieval heavens to reveal how these 

virtues function in human beings on Earth. Ultimately, only by appreciating all three 

novels together, as acts of what I call "inventive translation," can we appreciate the 

powerful literary means by which Lewis attempts to transform the moral imaginations of 

readers. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

 

C.S. Lewis advocated an approach to reading and writing that in some ways 

closely resembles later theories of intertextuality, even though it differs in distinct ways. 

Lewis’s theories of reading and writing provide an important context for reading his own 

fiction as not simply influenced by medieval and renaissance texts but as inventive 

translations of such texts, through the way in which his novels imaginatively engage 

medieval and renaissance literary sources. Intertextuality can be a dense and complicated 

topic; however, by outlining key points and theories, ranging from Virgilian 

intertextuality to Harold Bloom’s “Anxiety of Influence,” we can see where Lewis’s own 

theories of reading and writing, as he describes them in An Experiment and Criticism and 

The Discarded Image, are similar to and depart from intertextuality. A further look at 

Lewis’s texts reveals his theories and their close adherence to the medieval manner of 

engaging earlier texts. Through my discussion of intertextuality and Lewis’s own method 

of writing, I discern how Lewis’s position is similar to intertextuality in its emphasis on 

the reciprocal, interpretive relationships between texts and the meaningful interpretations 

of both texts that may be evoked in a reader through intertextuality, but remains unique in 

its insistence upon an author’s surrender to the earlier text that he is using and its 

translation of the earlier text in the new. Lewis’s notion of intertextuality does involve the 

use of older text, not because of a felt need to improve previous texts but because of a 

recognition that the new author needs to learn from the old text.  



   

3 

Though Lewis primarily discusses and follows the medieval form of 

intertextuality, its practice existed before even these early authors, most notably in Virgil. 

Virgil’s mode of using other texts has its own characteristics, some of which are very 

similar to Lewis’s practice of inventive translation. Joseph Farrell defines the Virgilian 

intertext as “a rhetorical device that encourages close scrutiny not only of Virgil’s text, 

but of the many intertexts with which that text becomes enmeshed” (Farrell 228). The 

way in which Virgil uses allusions, quotations, themes, ideas, etc from earlier texts 

invites analysis of both Virgil’s texts and its antecedents. Farrell goes on to state four key 

aspects of Virgilian intertextuality: 1) it is pervasive, meaning that “every line of the 

poem potentially alludes to something,” 2) it is analytical, “based on careful analysis and 

comparison” of other texts (Homeric epic, in Virgil’s case), 3) it is thematically 

motivated, and 4) it is not limited to any single source or model, though it may have one 

chief intertext (Farrell 228-229). Thus, Virgilian intertextuality involves not merely an 

allusion or reference to another text but a deeply intellectual and thoughtful practice 

requiring intention and careful, deliberate textual analysis.  

While Virgil’s intertext presents one method of intertextuality, more 

contemporary literary theory offers different definitions from different schools and 

periods of thought. According to The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics,  

“in traditional models of influence, a text comes to rest on a prior text which functions as 

a stable source which is retrieved and made present by a study of allusion, quotation, and 

reference.” That is, authors deliberately use older texts in their own writing in order to 

“create stable meaning” through language and the author’s own control of his writing and 

meaning (Princeton). However, with the advent of structuralism, poststructuralism, and 
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deconstruction, intertextuality evolved into a more complicated theory where “no writer 

can ever be in control of the meaning of the text,” and thus “each text is fraught with 

explicit or invisible quotation marks that dispel the illusion of its autonomy and refer it 

endlessly to other texts” (Princeton). Intertextuality may not always be intentional and is 

endlessly complicated. Further, intertextuality (unlike the traditional model of influence) 

is not separate from literary criticism but rather “ is now considered part of the [text], 

creative of its meaning or signification” (Princeton). When an author incorporates an 

earlier text, he may not simply reference it but rather correct it or offer his own 

explication.  

In this context of intertextuality, Janice Prewitt writes about the theory 

specifically in preparation for a discussion of Lewis and the way he uses earlier texts. For 

Prewitt, intertextually written texts are acts of literary criticism. Literary criticism occurs 

since “critics feel compelled to comment on what another person has written” (Prewitt 9). 

And why are they so compelled? Critics “find that the work somehow cannot convey its 

full meaning without some interpretation” (Prewitt 9). Texts in themselves are incapable 

of completely revealing their meaning and significance to a reader and require some 

further form of explication. Thus, intertextuality sees a text not as self-sufficient but as 

requiring another text to “convey its full meaning.” Writers, seeing this lack of self-

sufficiency, create their own text to provide further interpretation. This other text can be 

literary analysis and criticism, which in turn leads into a new artistic text—that is, a new 

novel, poem, story, etc. According to Prewitt: 

As one practices literary criticism, the text of the author then becomes a 

part of one’s own textual web. Readers examine, interpret, and insert their 

own ideas into the primary text. They respond to its content by creating a 

text of their own. This act of responding to an earlier text with a new one 
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which can function as an interpretation of its predecessor is the heart of 

intertextuality theory. (Prewitt 10) 

 

Through engaging in literary criticism, texts and ideas become so embedded in the minds 

of new authors that their own creation of new texts is a response to the primary text. This 

responsive quality is, as Prewitt calls it, the “heart of intertextuality.” When an author 

writes intertextually, he is therefore providing a new text that functions as an 

interpretation of the old text. The secondary text that is able to convey further some 

aspect of the meaning of the primary text in a way that an individual text, standing alone 

cannot. Intertextuality can therefore become part of the explication of any text’s meaning. 

Prewitt also suggests that intertextuality is inevitable, as the very practice of literary 

criticism embeds different authors into each individual’s “textual web.” Intertextuality, as 

defined by Prewitt, is a necessary, inevitable response to reading and engaging works of 

literature.  

 Prewitt traces the history of intertextuality as a definable theory with a name 

beginning with Kristeva and deconstructionist source criticism and Harold Bloom’s 

discussion of influence. Kristeva originated the term ‘intertextuality’ when, in 1967, she 

claimed that, “as the writer responds to the earlier text, he or she subverts its meaning,” 

leading to the use of intertextual criticism by deconstructionist theorists who were 

attracted to this potential for subversion (Prewitt 13). The result of this was that 

intertextuality’s early emphasis “was to deconstruct meaning in texts by suggesting that 

all texts are readings (and therefore projected constructs) of earlier texts” (Prewitt 14). 

This clearly relates to the initial definition of intertextuality as texts that provide a new 

interpretation of an older text and more fully explicate another work’s meaning. If 

intertextual criticism’s purpose is to suggest the way in which a new text reads an old, 
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then “one of the functions of intertextual criticism is to provide what the memory lacks 

by identifying the source and suggesting the significance of what has been borrowed” 

(Prewitt 15). An intertextual critic’s task is to search out the allusions to and ideas 

borrowed from earlier texts, identify the source, and do so in a way that illuminates 

meaning. There are three texts in play here: the first text, the second text, and the critical 

text that explains the second text as a version of the first text. An intertextual critic, as far 

as Kristeva is concerned, reveals how a new text is a construction of the old, and authors 

who write intertextually are producing “projected constructs” of an earlier text that they 

are subverting.  

This idea of intertextuality as not only a new author’s interpretation of but also his 

rebellion against an earlier text is also predominant in Harold Bloom’s influence theory. 

As explicated by Prewitt, in Bloom’s theory:   

The ephebe [new author] struggles against his or her precursors in order to 

‘clear imaginative space’ in the literary canon for himself or herself…. 

Bloom’s theory presupposes the idea that the ephebe’s product reflects his 

or her interpretation of the original source…claims that the ephebe 

deliberately misreads the original source in order to speak to the same 

subject in his or her own way, thus undermining the meaning of the 

original source. (Prewitt 16) 

 

For Bloom, a new author is responding to a text not in order to reveal more fully its 

meaning or further develop its interpretation, but is responding by deliberately 

misinterpreting the old source so that new ideas about the subject predominate and 

“undermine” the earlier author’s text. An ephebe does so “to correct the source…to 

complete the source…to oppose the point of the source” and not to aid interpretation or 

positively engage with the past canon (Prewitt 16). This is where Prewitt’s critique of 

influence criticism and her distinction between influence and intertextuality come into 
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play. Prewitt is careful to distinguish between the two, as she sees influence criticism as 

limiting to intertextuality since it limits the “recognition of agency in the young artist” by 

“focus[ing] on how and where the older artist’s work shows up” (Prewitt 11).  What 

Kristeva and Bloom suggest is indeed a form of influence, but “intertextuality as a theory 

is distinguishable form source or influence criticism by the reciprocity of the relationship 

between the texts” because “intertextuality connects two texts in a way that uncovers 

meaning in both.” It is not simply borrowing from what came before, and it is not 

necessarily attempting to undermine or correct a past source. The past source contributes 

to the interpretation of the new, just as the new author writes with the intention of 

connecting with, and uncovering meaning in, an older text.  

 This idea of mutual reciprocity is the key to intertextual criticism and the 

interpretive nature of texts at its core. As previously stated, the idea that texts cannot be 

fully interpreted when standing alone but must, instead, depend on relations with other 

texts to reveal more meaning is central to intertextuality. This can also apply to influence 

criticism and the way in which it seeks out how a source is used within a text, but the 

critical distinction is that in intertextuality “this interpretation of meaning works in both 

directions” as “the ‘old’ helps us discover meaning in the ‘new,’ and the ‘new’ interprets 

meaning in the old” (Prewitt 19). Intertextuality is a way for an author to demonstrate 

how he reads a text, while simultaneously infusing his own text with greater significance. 

The responsibility of intertextual writing is to enable readers to discover further meaning 

and the responsibility of intertextual criticism is not to uncover the subversive ways in 

which a new author has adapted a text but rather to “examine concrete evidence of the 

writer’s method and focus in creating a particular work of literature” (Prewitt 21). An 
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intertextual critic does this “by drawing attention to specific passages borrowed from 

other sources,” so that he can see exactly how and where an author chose to borrow from 

an earlier text. Unlike an influence critic who assumes rebellion and seeks to show a 

deliberate misreading, an intertextual critic wants to understand clearly a particular 

author’s method of using an older text in order to appreciate fully the reciprocal 

interpretation that may then occur. This is what the critic or the reader does, and this is 

what an author who writes intertextually expects those who encounter his texts to do; “the 

writer assumes that the reader, discerning the deliberate connections between texts, will 

make meaningful interpretations of both texts” (Prewitt 20).  

When engaging another author intertextually, a writer is hoping not necessarily to 

undercut an older text but hoping that his readers will be able to make “meaningful 

interpretations of both texts” involved in the relationship (Prewitt 21). This places 

responsibility and agency for interpretation not only on the author or the critic but the 

reader who must observe the relationship and then “must ask what and why it is there, 

what meaning the earlier source brings to the later text and what the later text suggests 

about the source text” (Prewitt 21).  Intertextuality is not solely a mode of writing that 

offers a new interpretation of both texts involved but is also an essential way of reading 

and analyzing texts.  

The way in which intertextuality is a reciprocal, interpretive relationship between 

two texts and a method for both reading and writing is intertextuality’s greatest similarity 

to C.S. Lewis and his own theories. The mutuality so essential to intertextuality is key for 

Lewis; he, too, is not interested in merely deconstructing or subverting earlier texts but 

rather wants to engage them in enlightening ways. I go beyond Prewitt, as I argue that 
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Lewis’s theories of reading and writing, specifically his theories as explicated in An 

Experiment in Criticism and The Discarded Image are characteristically marked by a 

surrender that leads to a deep entrance into the reality of a text, resulting in careful 

thought and analysis in an intertextual, medieval, writing process in which the author is 

half-rewriting and half-translating in order to provide simultaneously deep value and 

meaning to the new text and thoughtful new interpretations of older texts’ riches.  Prewitt 

mentions both An Experiment in Criticism and The Discarded Image; however, she does 

not detail the theory of writing set forth by Lewis in these texts, nor does she explicitly 

connect Lewis’s own mode of intertextuality with the medieval model of writing which I 

argue is central to how Lewis wrote his science fiction trilogy. Lewis goes beyond 

customary accounts of intertextuality in the intimacy and dependence he advocates with 

respect to the source text. In order to write using Lewis’s approach, an author must be 

surrendered to the reality of the old text. Further, Lewis is not writing his new text as a 

critical interpretation of an older text, but as a translation. The new text needs the old and 

is indebted to the earlier author. The new text is an interpretation in the sense that the new 

inventive translation of a text offers some of the new author’s interpretation; however, it 

is primarily based in the previous text itself and heavily dependent upon the older text. 

The new text is not literary criticism, but renders the old text’s story and themes re-

written in a new way for a new audience. In short, Lewis’s manner of translation affords 

an opportunity for “reading with” an earlier text that literary criticism, as a mode, does 

not afford.  

In his An Experiment in Criticism, C. S. Lewis half-jokingly, half-seriously 

suggests “a ten or twenty years’ abstinence both from the reading and from the writing of 
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evaluative criticism” (129). Lewis does not want people to stop reading texts or thinking 

about them, but he is advocating for a more open and receptive reading style in place of 

evaluative criticism. Prewitt, as earlier demonstrated, suggests that a move is made from 

criticism to imaginative writing simply because criticism thoroughly implants other 

works in the mind of the author, but for Lewis this transition is deliberate, as he wants to 

turn away from criticism to a receptive reading, and use of, great literary texts. Lewis 

does not promote reading texts in order to subvert the author as in Bloom’s influence 

criticism; however, he aims to foster a different kind of reading and writing that serves at  

the deeper level of textual interpretation and revelation. 

For Lewis, a literary text (when read well) has a lasting and deep impact on the 

reader: 

the first reading of some literary work is often, to the literary, an 

experience so momentous that only experiences of love, religion or 

bereavement can furnish a standard of comparison. Their whole 

consciousness is changed. They have become what they were not before. 

(Lewis 3) 

 

This changing experience that transforms a reader into “what he was not before” through 

his absorption of a literary work is the end of reading and is the true value to great texts. 

However, this transformation is only the result of the correct type of reading which in 

Lewis’s theory necessitates surrender above all. Lewis states that “the first demand that 

any work of any art makes upon us is surrender” as it tells viewers, listeners, readers that 

they must “Look. Listen. Receive. Get yourself out of the way” (Experiment 19). This 

clearly distinguishes Lewis from theorists such as Bloom and Kristeva who argue for the 

subversion, or rebellion against, earlier texts; Lewis’s theory calls for the author to 

remove his own opinions and thoughts and simply receive the text as it is, for what it is. 
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The reader should not absent himself from the reading experience, but should focus on 

receiving, rather than evaluating, the text. Without “fully attending both to sound and 

sense” and “hold[ing] ourselves obediently ready to conceive, imagine, and feel as the 

words invite us” a reader cannot have this all-important experience and thus is not able to 

participate fully in a text nor take it seriously (Experiment 32).  

For Lewis, engaging a literary work does not primarily involve acts of critically 

subverting or correcting a text, and in fact this criticism in place of surrender limits the 

ability of the work. Lewis has a problem with the way of reading that focuses on criticism 

because:  

We are so busy doing things with the work that we give it too little chance 

to work on us. Thus increasingly we meet only ourselves. But one of the 

chief operations of art is to remove our gaze from that mirrored face, to 

deliver us from that solitude. (Experiment 85)  

 

The point of reading and studying texts is not for the reader to find himself within the text 

but to be delivered from the “solitude” of his own mind and perspective and enter into the 

community of texts and writers. This happens as a reader is “carried through and beyond 

words into something non-verbal and non-literary” which for Lewis “is not a wrong way 

of reading” but “simply reading” (Experiment 27). This experience is impossible if a 

reader gazes only at his “mirrored face” and seeks to impose his corrections on a text.  

 C.S. Lewis’s surrender and receptivity-focused theory of reading that he 

explicates in An Experiment in Criticism lays the foundation for his inventive translation 

theory of writing he advocates in The Discarded Image. Lewis’s preferred mode of 

writing is based on medieval authors’ model of writing out of and borrowing heavily 

from older texts and is very similar to intertextuality, especially when it comes to mutual 

reception and interpretation. Following the medievals, Lewis saw the value of intentional 
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use of an earlier author’s work in your own so that the meaning of both texts can be more 

fully explicated.  

 Lewis explains his theory of writing through explaining how the medievals wrote; 

his inventive translation invokes their exact writing method. As he notes, the medieval 

culture was a remarkably book-based culture and “the elements in [its] environment to 

which it responded most vigorously were manuscripts” as “every writer, if he possibly 

can, bases himself on an earlier writer, follows an auctour” (TDI 5). This is because “the 

originality which we regard as a sign of wealth might have seemed to them a confession 

of poverty,” an inability to read, perceive, and engage with powerfully written texts and 

an inability to correctly respond to the surrounding environment. Lewis’s earlier 

explained theory of reading, calling for surrender and receptivity, allows for readers to so 

deeply engage the reality of a text that they are able to write new, creative, mutually 

edifying and interpretive texts. As Lewis writes:  

The more devout and concentrated Chaucer’s gaze on the Filostrato  

becomes, or Malory’s on the ‘French Book’, the more real the scenes and 

people become to them. That reality forces them presently to see and hear, 

hence to set down, at first a little more, and then a good deal more, than 

their book has actually told them. They are thus never more indebted to 

their auctour than when they are adding to him. If they had been less rapt 

by what they read they would have reproduced him more faithfully. We 

should think it ‘cheek’, an unpardonable liberty, half to translate and half 

to re-write another man’s work. But Chaucer and Malory were not 

thinking of their auctour’s claims. They were thinking- the auctour’s 

success lay in making them think (212).  

 

This is how inventive translation, Lewis’s version of intertextuality works. An author is 

so surrendered to receiving a text, is so enraptured by it that the text becomes 

extraordinarily real to them. The events and people become more and more of a reality 

for an author as he experiences the “non-verbal and non-literary” element described by 
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Lewis in An Experiment in Criticism. In this deep focus and reality, the author is able to 

be enlightened by the text and to gain insight and learn “a little more, and then a good 

deal more, than their book has actually told them.” Thus, the reader becomes an author 

who writes a new text by half-translating and half-rewriting another’s work, intertwining 

it with his own new text in such a way that the insight he has gained enters his own story. 

As Lewis says, this is not ‘cheek’ but rather proof of the auctour’s success because in 

writing by inventively translating, the authors are thinking deeply about the texts. 

Further, the reader will gain more understanding of the old text through reading the new 

text thus adding another generation of thinking. 

 Lewis’s intertextuality is much like the mutually receptive and interpretive 

intertextuality Prewitt discusses, with the incorporation of a text both making room for 

new insight into the old text and lending more meaning and richness to the new text. This 

where the new text is involved as a form of literary criticism, insofar as Chaucer and 

Malory’s, other medieval authors’, and Lewis’s own texts, offer new interpretations of 

their auctours. Lewis’s theory is also strikingly similar to the Virgilian intertextuality 

noted above, as it allows for a pervasive presence of an older text through the deep reality 

into which the author enters. Furthermore, Lewis’s intentional and deliberate 

incorporation is clearly analytical and thematically-motivated since the author is writing a 

new text out of his enchantment with the old; he is writing to keep the older text alive 

through inserting it into something new and in doing so grows and spreads knowledge of 

the text.  

Thus, Lewis and the medievals in whose footsteps he follows do not understand 

why any author would “spin something out of one’s own head when the world teems with 
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so many noble deeds, wholesome examples, pitiful tragedies, strange adventures, and 

merry jests which have never yet been set forth quite so well as they deserve?” (TDI 

211). Lewis therefore advocates his own theory of writing; he promotes his theory of 

inventive translation, following in the medievals’ worthy footsteps. This is a theory that 

Lewis embraces in his own fictional writing, especially in the space trilogy.  

Interestingly, Lewis uses this method of medieval intertextuality in a very modern 

form. Though he borrows from older authors, Lewis uses the modern-day genre of 

science-fiction, as he half-translates and half-rewrites older texts
1
. Lewis’s reason for 

combining a new genre with an old method and older texts lies in the experience he wants 

to impart to his readers through his novels; science fiction allows Lewis to write in “a 

mode of imagination which does something to us at a deep level” (Other Worlds 72). 

Partly, this consists of Lewis’s emphasis on surrendering to the text when reading. By 

imagining new worlds, and offering these worlds to his readers through fiction, Lewis is 

inviting his readers to enter the world of his text and surrender their imaginations to his 

textual creation. Lewis himself wrote on the genre of science fiction, and criticizes many 

sub-species of the genre, except for the one “in which alone [he]…[was] greatly 

interested” (Other Worlds 66). This portion of the science-fiction genre “represents 

simply an imaginative impulse as old as the human race working under the special 

conditions of our own time” (Other Worlds 67). This is what Lewis himself is doing in 

writing science-fiction through medieval intertextuality; he is inventively translating old 

imaginative impulses in the condition and genre of his own time. Specifically, the 

                                                
1
 The science fiction trilogy is also allegorical, with suggestive names like Weston given 

to the character who represents Western, and Ransom to the character who will be a 

Ransom. Thus, the science fiction trilogy tells its readers, rather than shows, Lewis’s 

themes and messages. The exception to this in Lewis’s works is Till We Have Faces.  



   

15 

imaginative impulse of which Lewis speaks that “those who wish to visit strange regions 

in search of such beauty, awe, or terror as the actual world does not supply have 

increasingly been driven to other planets or stars” (Other Worlds 68). In the strange 

worlds, it is not scientific accuracy that matters but “their wonder, or beauty, or 

suggestiveness that matter” (Other Worlds 69).  Part of the wonder and beauty of Lewis’s 

strange worlds are the older texts and ideas he incorporates, and another part is what this 

incorporation enables Lewis to find and illustrate. What Lewis himself searches for in the 

heavens that he struggles to find on earth are virtues in an unfallen state. Lewis writes 

using his own intertextual approach to incorporate and rehabilitate older texts in his 

science fiction trilogy, but he does this as a means to an end of treating the topics 

pertaining to virtue. Science fiction stories at their best, as Lewis hopes his novels are, 

“are actual additions to life” and  “give…sensations we never had before, and enlarge our 

conception of the range of possible experience” (Other Worlds 70).  Thus, in writing his 

science-fiction trilogy through the medieval method of borrowing from earlier auctours, 

Lewis hopes to increase the “range of possible experience” for his readers by writing 

works that imaginatively engage readers on a deep level and allow them to experience the 

importance and benefits of earlier texts, specifically as they relate to the treatment of 

virtues and vices.  

While many scholars have worked on the connections between Lewis’ trilogy and 

writers such as Dante and Milton, this scholarship tends to be episodic, focusing on one 

specific novel or one specific earlier author. However, David Downing in Planets in 

Peril, his study of the trilogy, discusses Lewis’ use of medieval and early modern sources 

across three books and addresses a variety of sources. Downing argues that Lewis, in the 
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trilogy, is seeking to recover the medieval image he sets forth in The Allegory of Love 

and The Discarded Image for modern readers; he argues that Lewis is rehabilitating the 

medieval worldview and attempting to creatively re-imagine the medieval cosmology 

through his chosen genre of space fantasy. Downing’s primary explanation for Lewis’s 

decision to do this is that Lewis himself was fascinated by the age and loved its literature. 

Certainly, Lewis is indeed working to rehabilitate the medieval cosmos image, but 

Lewis’s purpose in using the medieval cosmology extends beyond his personal love and 

knowledge of the period. Downing’s study leaves room for a more detailed analysis of 

each text, especially given the intertextual lens with which I view the trilogy.  

Alison Searle suggests that Lewis incorporates the medieval in his fantasy in 

order to reawaken society to the “transcendent depths” of their own life through the way 

in which it suggests “otherness” while simultaneously reminding the reader of his own 

home. Searle makes an important argument for Lewis’s use of the medieval, as she 

argues that the medieval is an integral part of Lewis’s creation of fantasy worlds in the 

trilogy, as he uses it to create a sense of ‘otherness’ and to construct “fantasies that 

resonate with an element of deeper reality that are thus true to the facts of the universe in 

a more holistic sense” (Searle 3). Searle’s argument suggests an important reason behind 

Lewis’s use of earlier authors’ works in his trilogy; however, Searle makes this argument 

in preparation for a discussion of That Hideous Strenght but does not apply it to Out of 

the Silent Planet and Perelandra. As well, she does not discuss the intertextual writing 

approach detailed by Lewis in The Discarded Image. Thus, I propose to further Searle’s 

argument for Lewis’s use of the medieval auctors through both the lens of intertextuality 
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and through discussing each individual work within the trilogy and the specific “element 

of deeper reality” that Lewis seeks to impart to his readers in each book.  

The most recent, holistic, study of the trilogy is Sanford Schwartz’s C.S. Lewis on 

the Final Frontier: Science and the Supernatural in the Space Trilogy, which argues that 

Lewis wrote the trilogy within his contemporary context and incorporates modern ideas. 

Schwartz primarily argues that all three novels have a common structure, the analysis of 

which sheds light on the relationships between the works, that the books offer different 

representations of the modern evolutionary model (materialist, organic/vitalist, spiritual) 

and that each community set up by Lewis (Mars, Venus, St. Anne’s) represents Lewis’s 

positive transfiguration of the evolutionary model to which it is opposed. Schwartz looks 

at Lewis with an eye on the thought of Lewis’s period and the future, while I examine 

Lewis from a lens that moves backward to Dante, Milton, and medieval writers’ manner 

of incorporating older authors.  

Ultimately, I attempt to give a more holistic account of Lewis’s incorporation of 

older works into the trilogy. I do not address every other text Lewis used in writing his 

trilogy, and I do not treat more modern sources such as H.G. Wells or Charles Williams; 

indeed, I specifically focus on the most predominant source in each specific novel. 

However, my argument gives a larger context to how Lewis was writing and why he 

chose to write intertextually while specifically dealing with several significant earlier 

works Lewis uses in each novel of the trilogy. Further, I demonstrate the purpose behind 

Lewis’s use of earlier sources by thoroughly revealing the depictions of virtue this use 

enables.    
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In the following chapters, I will demonstrate how Lewis writes using inventive 

translation, as he incorporates Dante and the medieval concept of Deep Heaven into Out 

of the Silent Planet, how he half-rewrites and half-translates Milton’s Paradise Lost 

through his own story of paradise and its temptation to fall in Perelandra, and how he 

fills That Hideous Strength with both medieval theories of the planets and Arthurian 

legend. Further, I will demonstrate how through Lewis’s incorporation of each older 

author into a science-fiction novel, he is able to depict unfallen virtues associated with 

specific planets and, ultimately, how these virtues function in human beings on earth. 

Thus, in combining inventive translation with science fiction, Lewis is able both to 

rehabilitate older texts and authors for modern readers and imaginatively illustrate 

concepts of unfallen virtue for his readers.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

From Space to Heaven: Dante in Out of the Silent Planet 

 

C.S. Lewis frames the final chapter of Out of the Silent Planet as an attempt to 

“acquaint the reader with the real and practical purpose for which this book has been 

written” (OSP 150). In this chapter Lewis-the-narrator reveals that the story, though 

presented as fiction, is not fictional at all but is a true story told to him by his friend, Dr. 

Elwin Ransom. Both Lewis and Ransom recognize not only the implications and 

consequences of Weston’s intentions and Ransom’s communications with the oyarses, 

but also the need to convey Ransom’s story to their world. It cannot be presented as fact; 

this would result “in universal incredulity and in a libel action from Weston” (OSP 151). 

Nevertheless, the story must be told and the “only chance” is “to publish in the form of 

fiction” (152). Ransom even feels that fiction is a better form as it will “reach a wider 

public” (OSP 152). Ransom’s purpose in telling his story to Lewis, and relaying it 

through the fiction genre is very clear. As he says to Lewis, “If we could even effect in 

one per cent of our readers a change-over from the conception of Space to the conception 

of Heaven, we should have made a beginning” (OSP 152). This, then, is one major 

explicit purpose behind Out of the Silent Planet—to rehabilitate Heaven in the minds of 

the readers. When Lewis says “Heaven,” he is speaking of the Medieval concept of 

Heaven; as Downing says “Lewis reimagines space according to the medieval model” 

(Downing 70).  In effect, Lewis redescribes the emptiness of space as the glory of heaven 

in order to rehabilitate the medieval worldview in the minds of his readers. I contend that 

C.S. Lewis inventively reworks aspects of Dante’s Paradiso in Out of the Silent Planet in 
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order to cause this paradigm shift from “outer space” to “deep heaven.” In particular, he 

does this through the journey as a literary device. Lewis adapts Dante’s journey in order 

to imagine Ransom’s. This is not surprising, given that Lewis considered Dante the 

greatest poet in Western literature. In Paradiso, Dante the pilgrim journeys through 

heaven, and in Out of the Silent Planet, Ransom is taken unexpectedly on a journey 

through space that transforms his own mindset from outer space to deep heaven. Through 

his imaginative reworking of Dante, Lewis takes the reader himself on a mental journey 

from space to heaven, transforming the reader’s mind from a modern conception of space 

to a medieval concept of Deep Heaven.  As the journey continues, Lewis adapts another 

aspect of Dante’s journey: stops at different planets, or spheres, with distinctive 

characteristics. In Out of the Silent Planet, Ransom visits Mars where he sees enactions 

of unfallen martial virtues and comes to develop some of these courageous virtues 

himself due as a result of his heavenly journey and his resultant transformation.  

Lewis’s reworking of elements from Dante’s journey is not the only way in which 

he works to introduce the conception of Deep Heaven in the minds of his readers, nor is a 

corrected concept of Heaven the only reason for which Lewis wrote Out of the Silent 

Planet. Kath Filmer demonstrates the way in which Lewis creates, with symbolic and 

metaphorical language, the “place in deep heaven” so central to Out of the Silent Planet. 

Central for Filmer is Lewis’s use of figurative and metaphorical language, especially 

language dealing with light, through which Lewis creates an atmosphere that 

encompasses both intense pleasure and intense fear, as well as the idea of surrender to 

something greater. For Filmer, this language gives the imaginary world reality and 

credibility, as well as a numinous quality. Filmer argues that the key to Lewis’s language 
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is the other-ness, mystery and supernaturalism with which it imbues the novel, leading to 

the experience of light in the climactic encounter with Oyarsa. The metaphors Lewis uses 

are dependent on medieval hierarchies with relation to the “royal splendour” of the 

universe that is reflected in the hierarchy of Lewis’s novel. Lewis “draws upon medieval 

hierarchies as a basis for figurative language” and uses these to “build his new world and 

his myth of deep heaven” (Filmer 193). This adds to the religious significance of Lewis’s 

novel, as Lewis’s figurative language not only depicts holy awe of God but also 

“illustrates the corruption of humankind” (Filmer 191). Through “colour, coruscations of 

light, solemnity, and tall spires” in the description of Malacandra, Lewis has “given us in 

symbol and colour a planet which is a kind of cathedral” and further sustains a “feeling of 

religious solemnity” through Ransom’s awareness that he is “being inspected” on 

Malacandra (Filmer 188). In this way, Lewis carefully constructs his reader’s response to 

the sense of the holy in his novel, as “readers can easily see Ransom as one of 

themselves, an ordinary human being faced with something at once mysterious and 

transcendent” (Filmer 188). This enables the reader to recognize, and perhaps even feel, 

the “holy awe” Ransom feels, especially when he encounters the oyarsa at the end of the 

novel (Filmer 189). Filmer goes on to argue that Lewis also uses figurative language “to 

illustrate the corruption of humankind” as the Malacandrian community “serve[s] as a 

comparison with the less harmonious relationships” among humans (Filmer 191).  

Lewis’s evocation of an entirely alternate world “reawakens his readers to the immanence 

of the Deity” and “to the reality of human corruption” and even “to the imminence of 

some cosmic upheaval in which the powers of good and evil meet in terrible conflict” 

(Filmer 193). This is the religious significance of deep heaven, and the religious 
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significance of the novel itself—Lewis wants his readers to stop and consider the bent 

nature of their own planet and the Majesty resident in the heavens above it. Thus, as 

Filmer points out, Lewis has written this book so that “his readers will realize the 

implications for their silent planet” that “will one day be faced with participation in a 

cosmic battle” (194). As Filmer says,  “figurative language is the tool of a rhetorician” 

and Lewis is ultimately “talking about realities as he has perceived them” through his 

science fiction (194). Filmer believes that Lewis succeeds, that “few readers…lay aside 

the book without giving some thought to the living realities of the cosmos, and the earth’s 

place within it” (194).  Thus, Filmer demonstrates how Lewis’s evocative language 

creates a place in Deep Heaven and encourages his readers to consider what it means to 

“restore earth to its own place in the hierarchy of Deep Heaven” (194). As we shall see, a 

key part of this realization is the change from the conception of outer space to the 

conception of deep heaven that Lewis illustrates through his use of Dante and the literary 

device of the journey.  Ransom’s mental (and spiritual) transformation, as a result of his 

newfound conception of Deep Heaven in Out of the Silent Planet, is a transformation that 

the texts suggests each reader should undergo as they come to understand the residents of 

the heavens and how men ought to act toward to them. 

As Dante begins the Paradiso, he asks how he can “speak trans-human change to 

human sense,”; he is preparing readers for his description of his journey through the 

heavens (Paradiso I.70). This “trans-human” change is what Ransom undergoes as a 

result of his journey to and from Malacandra, and his continuing transformation from 

middle-aged philologist to Fisher-King.  Upon his return from Malacandra, Ransom is 

still very much a human being; his first actions are rejoicing in the rain and walking to a 
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nearby bar to order “a pint of bitter” (OSP 149). But, as Ransom says, what happened on 

Malacandra is “worked into [him]” and has become a part of his being (OSP 159). A 

large part of what is now “worked into” Ransom is a conception of deep heaven in place 

of outer space; on the return journey, he recognizes that “already it had become 

impossible to think of [heaven] as ‘space’” (OSP 145). As a result of his journey and his 

sojourn on Malacandra, Ransom is now convinced that “the abyss was full of life in the 

most literal sense, full of living creatures” (OSP 145). This new understanding enables 

Ransom’s courage on his desperate flight home, and also reveals how different he is from 

the man who was terrified at finding himself apart from the Earth. Ransom is so changed 

that he wants to convert his readers from the notion of space to that of heaven.  

The “trans-human” difference in Ransom is most apparent at the beginning of 

Perelandra when Lewis’s fictional character goes to visit Dr. Ransom at his home. 

Ransom’s home itself is no longer a simply human abode, as it is visited by heavenly 

eldila on the inside and surrounded by bent eldila on the outside. As Lewis approaches 

the cottage he is constantly tempted to turn around and leave and eventually feels 

“absolute terror” (Perelandra 13). Ransom later explains to Lewis that this “barrage” was 

because “they didn’t want you to get here” (Perelandra 19). “They” are the eldila from 

the earth, the eldila under the bent oyarsa who are determined to prevent Ransom’s 

journey to Perelandra. Not only is Ransom’s house supernaturally surrounded by devilish 

eldila, but it is also supernatural from the inside due to the presence of good eldila. 

Ransom’s very entrance into the cottage, though he is a human being entering his earthly 

home, is described as “like a noise from a different world” (Perelandra 18). Upon 

entering, Ransom immediately speaks to “the rod of light,” the eldila present within this 
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cottage (Perelandra 18). This supernatural being and Ransom speak “in a strange 

polysyllabic language,” and Lewis is horrified at hearing an “unhuman sound addressing 

[his] friend” and hearing Ransom “answering it in the unhuman language” (Perelandra 

18). By showing that Ransom is capable communication with non-humans, the narrative 

implies that Ransom has crossed a boundary beyond the merely human (Perelandra 18). 

Ransom is now not only a man whose house is earthly and supernatural but a man 

capable of communing, and speaking with, rational beings of another race in their 

unhuman language. Further, he turns immediately from the eldila to speaking to Lewis-

the-narrator in normal, human language. Thus, Ransom is “trans-human,” as he is 

touched by heaven but still very much the man Ransom.  

The trans-human change is further suggested by the narrator’s descriptions of 

Ransom and his reports of their conversations. While speaking of Ransom, Lewis says:  

A man who has been in another world does not come back unchanged. 

One can’t put the difference into words…But much worse was my 

growing conviction that, since his return, the eldila were not leaving him 

alone. Little things in his conversation, little mannerisms, accidental 

allusions which he made and then drew back with an awkward apology, 

all suggested that he was keeping strange company; that there were—well, 

Visitors—at that cottage. (Perelandra 10) 

 

Lewis, like Dante, has trouble “speak[ing] trans-human change to human sense” and 

cannot “put the difference into words” that he sees in his friend (Perelandra 10).  

Because of changes in “conversation” and “mannerisms” and some “accidental 

allusions,” Lewis can tell that Ransom is a different person with different companions, 

but he is unable to describe them in specific words (Perelandra 10). These differences 

are only heightened when Ransom returns from Perelandra a few pages later. Lewis notes 

that Ransom “came back from Venus even more changed than he had come back from 
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Mars,” but is still unable to define the change in words (Perelandra 30). Ransom himself 

is incapable of speaking this change: he claims there is a difference between “a trans-

sensuous life and a non-sensuous life” but is unable to describe exactly what he means 

(Perelandra 30). Even so, he claims that these concepts are not too vague but rather “too 

definite for language” (Perelandra 30). Ransom, as a result of his journeys through the 

heavens, understands something beyond man’s appetites and desires, something beyond 

the senses, something “too definite” for mere human words. He has experienced trans-

human change that will never be completely understood by human sense. This change 

enables Ransom to not only experience, but also develop, the unfallen martial virtues he 

learns from the trans-human Oyarsa on Mars, and to act on behalf of trans-human 

creatures in Perelandra as he fulfills his role in the order of the universe.  

  Lewis lays out the medieval heaven he so admires in The Discarded Image. Both 

the medieval universe and the modern are “unimaginably large” but the medieval is 

“unambiguously finite” (TDI 99). This finite universe “has a shape, the perfect spherical 

shape, containing within itself an ordered variety” (TDI 99).  The medieval universe is 

Ptolemaic and has a geocentric structure where “the central (and spherical) Earth is 

surrounded by a series of hollow and transparent globes,” that are the heavenly planets or 

spheres (TDI 96). Beyond the last sphere, Saturn, there is the Stellatum “to which belong 

all those stars that we still call ‘fixed” and beyond this “there is a sphere called the First 

Movable or Primum Mobile” (TDI 96). The Primum Mobile accounts “for the motions of 

all the others,” everything moves toward and in relation to this first mover. As for what is 

beyond the Primum Mobile, many different answers to the question have been given. As 

Lewis says, “the answer to this unavoidable question [was] given, in its first form, by 
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Aristotle” (96).  Aristotle’s answer, as defined by Christian Moevs, is that “beyond the 

convex outer surface of the sphere of fixed stars, there was…the Unmoved Mover or 

First Cause, conceived as the metaphysical starting point for the chain of natural 

causality” (Moevs 16). Lewis distinguishes between this conception of the Unmoved 

Mover and the Empyrean found beyond the Primum Mobile in Dante’s universe by 

saying that “adopted into Christianity, the doctrine speaks loud and jubilant” (TDI 97). 

Moevs states that Dante, in the comedy, “has in effect substituted the Empyrean for the 

Unmoved Mover” (Moevs 22). Dante goes further and “identifies the Empyrean with the 

divine mind; the splendor of that mind is the luminosity of the “tenth heaven” (Moevs 

25). This aligns with Lewis’s definition in The Discarded Image where he says “the light 

beyond the material universe is intellectual light” (TDI 97). It is important to extend 

beyond an Unmoved Mover to the Empyrean because both Dante and Lewis write not 

about a First Cause, but a splendid and almighty creator who inhabits the heavens and 

whose sphere is indeed a luminous, and most holy, Deep Heaven.  

For Lewis, these basic facts are important ‘only in so far as they enable us to enter 

more fully into the consciousness of our ancestors by realizing how such a universe must 

have affected those who believed in it” (TDI 98).  To do this, Lewis says, the study of 

books is not enough, but one must instead “go out on a starry night and walk about” (TDI 

98). While a study of books may not be enough, reading a work of science fiction, such 

as Out of the Silent Planet, does much to help the reader enter the medieval 

consciousness and see how “such a universe must have affected those who believed in it” 

as the reader travels with Ransom as he comes to believe in such a universe (TDI 98).  
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 In addition to the Dantean model of heaven, Lewis incorporates Miltonic ideas 

into his novel. When Ransom first comes to appreciate the glories of space, he quotes 

Milton to himself, thinking on how “older thinkers had been wiser when they named 

[space] simply the heavens” (Planet 34). Lewis greatly admired Milton’s conception of 

the heavens and how Milton “invented a most ingenious device for retaining the old 

glories of the builded and finite universe yet also expressing the new consciousness of 

space” (TDI 100). Further, Milton is “perhaps the first writer to use the noun space in its 

fully modern sense,’ in the sense of space producing new worlds (TDI 100).  Lewis also 

uses “space” in its modern sense in that he produces new worlds, though Lewis produces 

new worlds by reinventing existing planets in new ways that incorporate older 

conceptions.  

 The concept of Deep Heaven, unquestioningly believed in earlier times and dearly 

beloved by Lewis, is a far cry from the modern view of space, the very view espoused by 

Ransom as he sets out on the beginning of his journey.  The distinctions between outer 

space and Deep Heaven, and the consequences of those beliefs within the minds and 

actions, are of the utmost importance to Lewis. The reactions of the human mind to the 

two conceptions are totally different:  

The space of modern astronomy may arouse terror, or bewilderment or 

vague reverie; the spheres of the old present us with an object in which the 

mind can rest, overwhelming in its greatness but satisfying in its harmony. 

(TDI 99) 

 

According to such a description, the medieval model is clearly the preferable of the two. 

The different mental consequences of the two conceptions, however, are not simply a 

matter of the difference between terror and harmony. As Lewis explains:  
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On the imaginative and emotional level it makes a great difference 

whether, with the medievals, we project upon the universe our strivings 

and desires, or with the moderns, our police-system and our traffic 

regulations. (TDI 94) 

 

That is, it makes a great difference whether the universe is classified as the Deep Heaven 

moved by the Empyrean or as the empty chaos of space. There is a key difference 

between imaginatively engaging the universe through desires or restricting the universe 

through projecting man’s limitations and laws. At the beginning of Out of the Silent 

Planet, when Ransom first realizes that he is in space, he is a modern terrified of the 

abyss, accompanied by two men who desperately want to impose their own dominance 

and “regulations” on the heavens and its planets. Ransom, upon finding out that he is in 

space, is unable to stand as his “legs failed him” and he speaks the word ‘space’ with 

great difficulty, “as a frightened child speaks of ghosts or a frightened man of cancer” 

(27). This great initial fear, caused by Ransom’s conception of space, is a complete 

contrast to Dante’s lack of fear. As noted by Lewis, “all sense of the pathless, the 

baffling, and the utterly alien…is so markedly absent from medieval poetry when it leads 

us…into the sky” and Dante “whose theme might have been expected to invite it, never 

strikes that note” (TDI 99). Indeed, Dante’s ascent is so natural that Beatrice tells him he 

should not “marvel more/at [his] ascent/than at a river’s fall/from a high mountain to the 

valley floor” (Paradiso I.135-137). Just as Dante goes on a journey from a misguided life 

and hell to eventually arrive in heaven and understand how a life seeking God ought to be 

lived, Ransom goes on a journey through space that the reader must go on to gain deep 

heaven.  Dante must go through paradise to understand the glory of heaven and fulfill his 

role as a poet and Ransom must first switch his concept of space to deep heaven in order 

to fulfill his ultimate role as the Fisher-King at the end of the trilogy. The journeys of 
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both pilgrims include ascent to planets that reveal distinctive capacities for virtues or 

vices. The reader of both Paradiso and Out of the Silent Planet must undertake a journey, 

and in both, the journey enables the right mindset to act rightly towards the universe.  

Several key similarities between Heaven as described by Dante in the Paradiso 

and the Heaven Lewis describes for his readers in Out of the Silent Planet reveal that 

Lewis has set his science fiction not in modern space, but in Deep Heaven and, further, in 

a Dantean heaven. A preeminent similarity is the eternal light within heaven. As Lewis 

states, “nothing is more deeply impressed on the cosmic imaginings of a modern than the 

idea that the heavenly bodies move in a pitch-black and dead-cold vacuity” (TDI 111). 

Despite the fact that the modern-day universe revolves around the sun and the Ptolemaic 

universe was geocentric, the medieval model “is in one sense more heliocentric than 

ours,” with respect to the light and warmth of the cosmos, since “the sun illuminates the 

whole universe” (TDI 111). As Dante begins his journey through the heavens he sees 

“ablaze with the Sun from side to side/a reach of Heaven: not all the rains and rivers/ of 

all of time could make a sea so wide” (Paradiso I.78-80). Similarly, as Ransom begins 

his own journey into the Heavens, he sees “a dazzling golden light which completely 

eclipsed the pale earthlight behind him” (OSP 31). Ransom shares the modern conception 

of space and tells Weston that he has “always thought space was dark and cold” (OSP 

31). As Weston contemptuously responds by asking if Ransom had “forgotten the sun,” 

awe falls upon Ransom as he realizes “there were no mornings here, no evenings, and no 

night—nothing but the changeless noon which had filled for centuries beyond history so 

many millions of cubic miles” (OSP 31).  Ransom now sees the same Heavens “ablaze 

with the Sun from side to side” that Dante sees (Paradiso I. 78).  As Ransom’s journey 
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continues and he explores more of the ship in which he is held captive, he discovers that 

“there was an endless night on one side of the ship and an endless day on the other” and 

he takes great delight in moving between the two (OSP 33). Dante, too, experiences the 

simultaneous endless day and endless night of the heavens. Immediately before the ascent 

to heaven begins, Dante recognizes that “that glad conjunction” of the stars “had made it 

evening here/and morning there; the south was all alight/while darkness rode the northern 

hemisphere” (Paradiso I.43-45). “Here” is the earthly paradise and “there” is 

Jerusalem—Dante is seeing day and night simultaneously in two holy places. Ransom, in 

the spaceship, is able to experience this same day and night and derive spiritual well-

being and delight from it, though he does not see paradise and Jerusalem as Dante does.  

Both Ransom and Dante also experience the music and harmony of the heavens. 

During his initial ascension, Dante notes that “the Great Wheel that spins eternally/ in 

longing for Thee, captured my attention/by that harmony attuned and heard by Thee” 

(Paradiso I. 76-78). He hears the music of the spheres and is captivated by his desire for 

the God towards which he is ascending. Ransom, too, hears music in the ship though he 

does not necessarily recognize it for what it is. As Ransom examines the room in which 

he is imprisoned, he notes that there is a “silent vibration with a strangely life-like and 

unmechanical quality about it” and he hears “a series of musical raps or percussions” 

(OSP 25). Ransom later discovers that this noise is from meteors hitting the ship; 

however, these meteors relate to the music Dante hears as they do not create mechanical 

but rather “musical’ noises and are tied to the “strangely life-like” vibration of the ship 

that comes from the life and harmony of Deep Heaven. The two journeys are connected 

not only through the travel between worlds, but through the light, music, and harmony 
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both journeys entail. Dante and Ransom are not traveling through different heavens, and 

neither is traveling through space; both are ascending into Deep Heaven towards 

something that is greater than themselves; Dante to the empyrean, and Ransom to the 

oyarsa but ultimately to the gods, as he will eventually become the Fisher-King through 

the journey that begins with his initial ascent to Mars.  

 Just as the heaven Lewis describes in Out of the Silent Planet is adapted from his 

knowledge of the medieval and Dantean heavens, his protagonist Ransom’s journey is 

adapted from Dante’s journey in the Paradiso. Both Ransom and Dante are middle-aged 

men who find themselves on unexpected journeys through the heavens as they move 

towards a greater knowledge of the Empyrean. Downing notes that Ransom is first 

introduced, not by name, but as the Pedestrian. The capital P, which as Downing says is 

used all three times the word is repeated, reveals that Ransom is like “a character out of 

Bunyan, one whose outer journeys will reflect his soul’s progress” (Downing 101). The 

two men are led on their respective journeys by guides with greater knowledge of the 

heavens than they, though Beatrice and Weston are certainly different types of guides. 

Beatrice is pure and good, she is the guide who is holy enough to take Dante on a journey 

through Heaven itself. In contrast, Ransom’s guide is a megalomaniac physicist named 

Weston who is determined that “small claims must give way to great” and privileges 

science above “the rights or the life of an individual” (OSP 29). The two guides are 

complete opposites, as Beatrice is capable of physically and spiritually leading Dante 

through the heavens, while Weston is equipped to carry Ransom physically through space 

but knows nothing of the deep heaven in whose reality he unknowingly travels. Indeed, 

neither Ransom or Weston is aware that Oyarsa sent for Ransom and watches his journey 
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the whole way until Oyarsa reveals this to Ransom when they meet. Oyarsa tells Ransom 

that his “servants saw [Ransom’s] fear when [he] was in [his] ship in heaven” and 

understood that his “own kind treated [him] ill” (OSP 119). Ransom is amazed when he 

realizes that Oyarsa’s eldilic servants were around him “in the sky-ship no less thatn they 

are around” him on Malacandra (OSP 119). Thus, Weston guided Ransom to the planet 

never knowing that who sent for Ransom or why; he is capable only of physical, and not 

spiritual guidance.   

Despite these differences in guides, there are small similarities linking the two 

journeys. Both Ransom and Dante have to be told by their guides that they are in fact 

ascending through space. As Dante watches the heavens around him and hears “that 

harmony attuned and heard by [God]” he is perplexed, yet before he can ask the question 

Beatrice tells him that “you think you are still on earth: the lightning’s spear/never fled 

downward from its natural place/as rapidly as you are rising there” (Paradiso 1.78,91-

93). Dante is confused and does not realize that he is rapidly ascending to heaven, and 

Beatrice uses lightning as an analogy to explain the journey and its destination. Ransom, 

too, does not realize where he is traveling and needs Weston to tell him that he is no 

longer on earth. Ransom, looking out the window, sees earth but thinks it might be the 

moon; however, he quickly realizes that it is far too large. He then frantically asks 

Weston “What is it? It’s not the moon, not that size. It can’t be, can it?” (OSP 26). 

Weston responds with “No…it’s the Earth” and this blunt statement conveys the true 

situation to Ransom (OSP 26). Therefore both traveling protagonists fail to recognize and 

understand that they are journeying through the heavens and both need a guide, not only 

to transport them through space but also to tell them about the journey. 
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 Ransom’s realization that the orb he is watching is not the moon is precipitated by 

another incident that parallels a moment on Dante’s journey. One of Ransom’s first 

questions as he realizes that he is in “some kind of airship” is “why did the moon look so 

big?” (OSP 25). As he ponders this, Ransom begins to realize that “the thing wasn’t the 

Moon at all” when he wonders “where was the old “man in the moon”—the familiar face 

that had looked down on all the generations of men?” (OSP 25).  As Dante passes into the 

sphere of the moon, he also questions the absence of the man in the moon. Dante does not 

see the markings on the moon and asks Beatrice “what dark traces in the grain of this 

bright body show themselves below/ and cause men to tell fables?” (Paradiso 1.48-51). 

These parallel incidents, though small, serve to further the connection between Ransom 

and Dante and their journeys through Deep Heaven. Though the two have different 

guides and travel in different manners, the protagonists nevertheless are two men who 

begin their journeys with similar mindsets and questions.  

As Ransom’s journey begins he must let go of his preconceptions, just as Dante 

must let go of preconceptions, as Lewis invites his reader to let go of his own 

preconceptions about space in favor of discovering Deep Heaven. Beatrice tells Dante 

“you dull your own perceptions/with false imaginings and do not grasp/what would be 

clear but for your preconceptions” (Paradiso 1.88-90). He must recognize that he is not 

on earth, but in heaven, and must continue to learn about heaven as he ascends through 

each sphere. Ransom, too, must let go of his preconceptions because he has the modern 

perspective of cold, dark space and needs to shift his paradigm to Deep Heaven so that he 

can participate in the virtues he encounters on his journey.  
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In Ransom’s case, losing his preconceptions also involves letting go of fear. 

Specifically, the modern fear of space and its supposed emptiness that Ransom 

experiences as he realizes he is no longer on earth and indeed may never be on earth 

again.  When Ransom recovers consciousness on the ship, he is “thoroughly frightened—

not with the prosaic fright that a man suffers in a war, but with a heady, bounding kind of 

fear that was hardly distinguishable from his general excitement: he was poised on a sort 

of emotional watershed from which, he felt, he might at a moment pass into delirious 

terror or into an ecstasy of joy” (OSP 25). Ransom here experiences the mixture of fear 

from his captivity and his unknown future and location while also experiencing the 

excitement and joy of the heavens. He quickly passes into “delirious” terror when Weston 

confirms that he is in space, and not on earth, and Ransom becomes “unconscious of 

everything except his fear” (OSP 27). This fear is a possessive fear that fills “his whole 

mind” and is “a formless, infinite misgiving” (27).  Ransom is afraid because he is in 

space, which at this point he still believes to be a vacuous abyss. In contrast, Dante, 

though he also fails to realize he is traveling through the heavens, does not experience 

fear even as he lets go of his preconceptions. Dante is perplexed as he rises, but Beatrice 

quickly informs him that “you dull your own perceptions/with false imaginings and do 

not grasp/what would be clear but for your preconceptions” (Paradiso I.88-90). Beatrice 

helps Dante lose his preconceptions by telling him that he is moving upward through the 

heavens; however, Dante’s reaction is the opposite of Ransom’s as Dante is full of 

“surprise” at this “great marvel” (Paradiso I. 96-97).  

Despite his initial terror, Ransom is able to let go of his fear as he loses his 

misconceptions of space in favor of a growing understanding of heaven. Ransom’s fear 



   

35 

leaves him as he experiences a “progressive lightening and exultation of heat” that he is 

sure has a “spiritual cause” (OSP 34). This spiritual cause comes from his paradigm shift:  

A nightmare, long engendered in the modern mind by the mythology that 

follows in the wake of science, was falling off him. He had read of 

‘Space’: at the back of his thinking for years had lurked the dismal fancy 

of the black, cold vacuity, the utter deadness, which was supposed to 

separate the worlds. He had not known how much it affected him till 

now—now that the very name “Space” seemed a blasphemous libel for 

this empyrean ocean of radiance in which they swam. He could not call it 

“dead”; he felt life pouring into him from it every moment. How indeed 

should it be otherwise, since out of this ocean the worlds and all their life 

had come? He had thought it barren: he saw now that it was the womb of 

worlds, whose blazing and innumerable offspring looked down nightly 

even upon the earth with so many eyes—and here, with how many more! 

(OSP 34) 

 

Ransom goes on to realize that “space was the wrong name” and “older thinkers had been 

wiser when they named it simply the heavens which declared the glory” (OSP 34). Lewis 

then explicitly connects the older thinkers with Ransom as Ransom proceeds to quote 

Milton “to himself lovingly, at this time and often” (OSP 34). Ransom has now made the 

very change-over that Lewis desires his readers to make; Ransom has recognized 

science’s mythology of “space” as a misconception, and even as a “blasphemous” way in 

which to describe the “empyrean ocean of radiance” (OSP 34). The holy diction Ransom 

uses here emphasizes the spiritual cause of his new point of view that has indeed come 

from his experience in the heavens themselves. Now, instead of the dead vacuity of 

space, Ransom experiences the “life pouring into him from every moment” out of the 

Empyrean. Ransom is not only experience greater life himself, but recognizing that there 

is great life within the heavens as he discusses the “blazing and innumerable offspring” of 

the heavens that are “the womb of worlds” (OSP 34). Instead of dead and empty space, 

Ransom now has the joy of the creation of the heavens. He himself is more spiritual now 
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and more attuned to the heavens and this is the effect Lewis is hoping to have upon his 

readers by rehabilitating deep heaven.  

 The journey, though, affects Ransom in more ways than gaining this essential 

conception of heaven as he, just like Dante, is not traveling through heaven with the 

journey as an end in itself but with the journey as the means to the transformation the 

journey achieves. To reach this end, in Ransom’s case, an understanding of Deep Heaven 

and a development of martial virtues, both Ransom and Dante must undergo a 

transformation and both undergo this transformation by the way in which aspects of their 

travel effect them. A key transformation that both Ransom and Dante must undergo to 

reach the end of their journeys is purification that their souls might ascend and both 

Dante and Lewis use weightlessness as a metaphorical representation for this purification. 

Dante asks Beatrice “how can I rise in my gross body through such aery substance?” as 

he moves weightlessly through the heavens (Paradiso I. 99). Beatrice responds by telling 

Dante that “All Being within [God’s] order, by the laws/ of its own nature is impelled to 

find/ its proper station round its Primal Cause” (Paradiso I.109-111). Even so, “it is true 

that oftentimes the form of a thing/does not respond to the intent of the art/the matter 

being deaf to summoning--/ just so, the creature sometimes travels wide/of this true 

course,” as rational beings retain their free will to turn away from or turn toward God 

(Paradiso I.126-130). Dante, though, has gone through inferno and purgatory and thus 

should not “marvel…at [his] ascent” because he has been purified, he is “free…of every 

dross” and he is thus weightless and pure enough to travel through the sky (Paradiso I. 

133, 140). Lewis adapts this weightlessness and purification metaphor through the bodily 

weightlessness that Ransom feels on his journey.  Even from the very beginning of the 
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space journey, Ransom feels “an extraordinary lightness of the body” (OSP 24). Unlike 

Dante, Ransom does not begin his ascent as a purified being but rather as human from the 

fallen Thulcandra; however, Ransom is moving toward the sacrifice he will be for 

Perelandra and the wise and pure Fisher-King he will be on earth in That Hideous 

Strength. The connection Lewis makes to Dante through describing the travel as 

weightless emphasizes that Ransom is being changed on his journey, both here and 

throughout the trilogy. The transformation begins here, on this journey to Mars, as 

Ransom not only discovers the truth and life of Deep Heaven but also is purified and 

begins to acquire martial virtues. 

 A key similarity between Dante’s journey through heaven with Beatrice and 

Ransom’s space travel is that both Ransom and Dante’s journeys include ascent to 

planets that have distinctive character qualities that contain capacities for virtues or vice. 

Indeed, Mars is the focal planet in Out of the Silent Planet, as the Malacandra to which 

Ransom travels is Mars.  Through Malacandra, Lewis depicts an unfallen planet and 

thereby imagines and illustrates Martial virtues in an unfallen state, as he will later do for 

Venus in Perelandra.  

Mars is the planet traditionally associated with wars, and thus martial virtues are 

masculine, war-like virtues such as courage and strength. As Lewis states in The 

Discarded Image:  

Mars makes iron. He gives men the martial temperament, ‘sturdy 

hardiness’, as the Wife of Bath calls it. But he is a bad planet, Infortuna 

Minor. He causes wars. His sphere, in Dante, is the Heaven of martyrs; 

partly for the obvious reason but partly, I suspect, because of a mistaken 

philological connection between martyr and martem. (TDI 106).  
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Mars is a firm and steady planet, associated with iron, and is capable of the courage of 

martyrdom, at least according to Dante. But Mars is also characterized as “a bad planet” 

due to what happens when the martial temperament is enacted in a fallen, rather than 

unfallen, manner. An unfallen martial temperament has the virtue of iron’s “sturdy 

hardiness,” but when it is turned towards vice, it causes wars and evil. Mars is not 

necessarily a bad planet, but he has the “spirit, which used aright, enables hard but 

necessary tasks to be accomplished” (Ward 79). Unfortunately, this influence can also be 

turned to evil as “martial influence qualifies a person to become as murderous as Attila” 

if the influence is “turned the wrong way” instead of the spirit “strengthen[ing] noble 

warriors and giv[ing] resolve to the martyr” as good martiality will (Ward 79, 80). 

Michael Ward further explicates Mars’ character, as well as its virtues and vices, as seen 

by Lewis. As Ward recognizes, Lewis “knows that Mars is a bad planet” and thus 

“readily acknowledges Martial cruelty, trouble, haughtiness, gracelessness, 

mercenariness, insolence and coldness” (Ward 78). These are the vices that come from a 

fallen martial temperament; however, Lewis knows “that, above the orbit of the Moon, 

there is nothing bad per se” and thus illustrates martial virtues in their unfallen glory on 

Malacandra (Ward 79). These martial virtues are “righting wrongs, rescuing the meek, 

laughter, beauty, keenness, blitheness, happiness, achievement, courage, strength” (Ward 

79). These are the virtues exhibited by the Martian inhabitants and Ransom himself as he 

grows more martial throughout his journey and his time on Malacandra.  

Ward argues that not only the inhabitants and Ransom contribute to the martiality 

of the story, but also the setting of the planet itself contributes to the martial elements. 

Ward says that “the planet is not merely the setting for the drama, its temper is also an 
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actor of sorts in that drama” (Ward 80). For Ward, the “most striking feature of 

Malacandrian “Martianity”…is verticality,” that is the “soaring columns, pinnacles” and 

“pillars” of the Malacandrian landscape (Ward 80-81). This perpendicularity is “a 

manifestation of Mars’s masculinity”; it makes the planet an image of martiality (Ward 

81). It also illustrates the “warring element of the Martial spirit” as the most common 

weapon on Malacandra is a vertical spear. This is the weapon that the hrossa use to fight 

the hnakra, and it also appears as a martian symbol in Perelandra when the Malacandrian 

oyarsa appears again. Ward discusses Mars as a god of vegetation and fertility and argues 

that there is an absence of war on Malacandra because “Lewis is drawing on the god’s 

origin as a vegetation deity to supplement and balance the militaristic aspects”; however, 

I argue that is because Lewis is depicting not fallen, but unfallen martiality. As a result, 

the story describes the purity of the fight with the hnakra and the courageous co-operation 

of Ransom and Malacandra against Weston and Devine.  

 Though Out of the Silent Planet focuses on Mars and the depiction of unfallen 

martial virtues, the martial god makes appearances in the two remaining books of the 

trilogy that illuminate Lewis’s understanding of martial virtues. At the end of Perelandra, 

the oyarsa of Mars appears to Ransom alongside the oyarsa of Venus. It is difficult for 

Ransom, a human, to look upon these gods but when he does he sees that “the Oyarsa of 

Mars shone with cold and morning colours, a little metallic—pure, hard, and bracing” 

and holds “in his hand something like a spear” (Perelandra 171). Mars is again 

associated with metal and iron. As well, the appearance maintains the martial 

temperament as the god’s presence is “hard and bracing”. Further, Lewis explicitly 

describes the Oyarsa  as “pure”, emphasizing the unfallen nature of his martial capacities. 
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He is “hard and bracing” not for war and evil, but for good and the spear in his hand 

represents his power and courage, not war and dominion. Mars’ most prominent 

appearance comes at the end of That Hideous Strength during the descent of the gods. As 

Mars descends, MacPhee “sharply dr[aws] back his chair” and desires to seek action 

(THS 321). Camilla’s eyes “flash” and the group in the kitchen loses their fear of death 

(THS 321). Camilla longs for “a charge in the old style” and Dimble thinks “I don’t feel 

afraid of being killed and hurt as I used to” and even Mother Dimble says “as long as 

we’re all together…it might be a nice way to die” (THS 321).  The characters are imbued 

with martial temperament and feel braver, stronger, and called to action in a pure way 

that leads to their unity and desire to fight together to preserve the good of their world 

against NICE’s evil. Mars’ descent causes not only increased firmness and courage 

despite extreme danger, but also laugher as they all begin “laughing again” and feel that 

“their love for one another became intense” (THS 321). Much the same hardiness and joy 

happens upstairs to Merlin and Ransom as Merlin remembers ancient battles and Ransom 

recalls his struggle in the caves on Perelandra. Then, “there was no fear anywhere” and 

the two feel “themselves taking their places in the ordered rhythm of the universe” (THS 

321). They are now “gay, light, nimble, and alert” and have “outlived all anxieties” (THS 

321). With virtues aligned and felt correctly, the two leaders are placed correctly within 

the universe and are not only brave but also “light, nimble, and alert” without anxiety. 

They have both martial sturdiness and the laughter and happiness of pure Mars. This, of 

course, is all due to the god who is now descending and Ransom knows “as a man knows 

when he touches iron, the clear, taut, splendour” of “vigilant Malacandra” (THS 321).  

Iron is associated with Malacandra, just as Lewis tied the two together in his description 
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of Mars in The Discarded Image. Even though Lewis acknowledges the capacity for vice 

in Mars, infortuna minor, he here depicts the discipline, courage, and fearlessness that 

stems from a pure martial temperament. As a result of Mars’ influence, the humans are 

filled with both courage and laughter, with a desire to fight and with happiness and a state 

without worry. Ward connects this passage with “Ransom’s march to Meldilorn in Out of 

the Silent Planet, which he performs confidently and soberly” knowing that it is his duty 

and moves “with a kind of ‘mechanical rhythm’” (Ward 86). This connection serves as a 

reminder that the noble, brave, and true Fisher-King at the end of the trilogy began as a 

man who had no knowledge of the planets and needed to develop courage in order to play 

his part in Maleldil’s providential plan for Thulcandra. 

 Ransom begins to develop martial virtues on his journey to Malacandra through 

the influence of the heavenly light. As Filmer says, “the effect of this gold light upon 

Ransom is energizing, rather than enervating…the apotheosis which is finalized in the 

final book of the trilogy…has begun or is at least foreshadowed in this passage where the 

supernatural life touches Ransom’s own with its energy and power” (Filmer 190). 

Ransom begins to transform into what he must become through this energy and power 

that touches him on his very first journey to space. This supernatural life is manifested to 

Ransom through light and heat. When Ransom reflects upon his journey “all he ever 

remembered of his first meal…was the tyranny of heat and light” that are both “present in 

a degree which would have been intolerable on earth” but are tolerable in Deep Heaven 

as “each had a new quality” (OSP 31). The light is “paler than any light…that he had ever 

seen” and is “the palest of all imaginable golds” while the heat “seemed to knead and 

stroke the skin like a gigantic masseur” (OSP 31). This heat and light produce “no 
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tendency to drowsiness: rather, intense alacrity” and Ransom feels “vigilant, courageous, 

and magnanimous as he had seldom felt on earth” (OSP 31). Even before he sets foot on 

Mars, the martial virtues enter him through heavenly heat and light as he becomes more 

alert, vigilant, and courageous just as all the characters do at the end of That Hideous 

Strength. The virtues that enter him here grow stronger throughout the trilogy as Ransom 

again and again chooses to act in a martial way, developing virtue through habit. Ransom 

feels these things in a way that  “he had seldom felt on earth” because he is now 

experiencing the purity of these virtues in the heavens. Further, Ransom feels more alive 

than he ever has, as he feels “his mind and body daily rubbed and scoured and filled with 

a new vitality”; he is coming alive to a new self and to new capacities for virtue within 

himself (OSP 34).  

 Ransom continues to develop greater courage and hardiness throughout his 

journey despite his immense danger. Ransom realizes that “death could be faced, and 

rational fear of death could be mastered” as he lies “in the sunlight”; the light enables him 

to face what he thinks is certain death (OSP 38). As Ransom’s internal courage his 

strengthened, he finds himself moving towards action and outward courage. After 

discovering that Weston and Devine plan to sacrifice Ransom to the supposedly terrifying 

Martian inhabitants, Ransom is himself terrified and decides that “he must escape” once 

they land on the planet and that, if he cannot escape, “it must be suicide” and steals a 

knife for this purpose (OSP 37). But, as the journey continues, Ransom grows braver and 

even goes as far as to reflect “that the knife could pierce other flesh as well as his own”; 

he no longer sees himself as Weston and Devine’s victim (OSP 39).  These “bellicose” 

thoughts are not Ransom’s usual mindset, but he feels that “one sailing in the 
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heavens…should not suffer abject dismay before any earthbound creature” and becomes 

firm in his resolve (OSP 39).  Even so, Ransom does not understand the courage growing 

within him, as he “rather underestimated than overestimated his own courage” and has 

“some anxiety lest the firmness of his present mood should prove a short-lived illusion” 

(OSP 39). This newfound hardiness is no illusion but rather the beginning of virtue 

within Ransom.  

 Ransom’s own courage and martial qualities continue developing throughout his 

time on Malacandra. Immediately following his escape from the ship, “he pray[s], 

and…feel[s] his knife” and “a strange emotion of confidence and affection towards 

himself” as the planet effects him from the moment of his arrival, giving him the strength 

and courage he needs to run away from humankind on a strange and unknown planet 

(OSP 49). By the end of the book, Ransom is a much braver man and is capable of 

moving into the next phase of the story. He willingly chooses to face the dangerous and 

uncertain journey back to Earth because he knows it is more right to go than to stay.  The 

Oyarsa’s final words to Ransom reveal Ransom’s new bravery and the iron temperament 

he must continue to develop:  

You are guilty of no evil, Ransom of Thulcandra, except a little 

fearfulness. For that, the journey you go on is your pain; and perhaps your 

cure: for you must be either mad or brave before it is ended. But I lay also 

a command on you…watch those two bent ones. Be courageous. Fight 

them. (OSP 142) 

 

Ransom is brave enough now to make the right choice regarding his journey home and is 

not evil but is only guilty of “a little fearfulness”. This “fearfulness” will continue to 

leave Ransom as martial virtues grow within him on this journey at whose end he must be 

“mad or brave”. Clearly, given the Oyarsa thinks it will end in bravery as he commands 
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Ransom to be courageous and fight the bent men, as Ransom will continue to do on 

Perelandra and back on Earth.  

 Ransom’s development of purified martial virtues is an essential part of his 

journey and an integral part of the trilogy; however, Lewis’s primary illustration of 

unfallen martial virtues is the martial inhabitants themselves.  The most pure and virtuous 

element of life on Malacandra is the harmonious way in which the three species that 

inhabit the planet, the hrossa, sorns, and pfifltriggi live together in peace. Ransom is 

mistakenly convinced that the sorns are “the dominant species” on Malacandra, but he is 

mistaken as no one species rules (OSP 71). Ransom repeatedly asks Hyoi, his hrossa 

friend, “which of the hnau (beings) rule” but the only reply is that Oyarsa, the god rules 

(OSP 70). Ransom asks “what would happen if the sorns used their wisdom to make the 

hrossa do things” but Hyoi cannot even understand such a question as these martial 

creatures have no concepts of war and dominance (OSP 700).  Each of the species has 

talents that would enable them to seek dominance over the others through violence: “no 

hnau can match [the pfiffltriggi] in making and shaping things,” the sorns are capable of 

“understanding the darker utterances of Oyarsa and telling what happened in Malacandra 

long ago” as they are wise and full of superior knowledge, and the hrossa are armed with 

spears and boats. Despite this, all use their particular talents and skills to fulfill the roles 

set out for them on the planet and do not turn from good to evil. The hrossa, the only 

armed species, are also the species that “none can match…in singing” and in writing 

poetry (OSP 69-70). The pfiffltriggi, who are capable of making anything and also 

possess the gold, are artists. Between all the inhabitants, the martians have knowledge, 

the ability to fight, and the ability to make things but they choose beauty and poetry over 
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hostility and trouble. They are examples of unfallen, rather than fallen martial virtues; 

Mars has peace instead of war within itself.  

The unfallen martial temperament is perhaps most evident in the relationship 

between the hrossa and their enemy, the aquatic hnakra. The hnakra attack the hrossa and 

the hrossa hunt the hnakra in the only relationship that includes violence between two 

species on Mars on the whole planet. Lewis is not depicting bent war, but the unfallen 

way in which courage and firmness are enacted in a fight. The relationship between the 

hrossa and the hnakra reveals the virtue of fighting and war through the unfallen way in 

which it is conducted. As Hyoi tells Ransom:  

I long to kill this hnakra as he also longs to kill me. I hope that my ship 

will be the first and I first in my ship with my straight spear when the 

black jaws snap. And if he kills me, my people will mourn and my 

brothers will desire still more to kill him. But they will not wish that there 

were no hneraki; nor do I. How can I make you understand, when you do 

not understand the poets? The hnakra is our enemy, but he is also our 

beloved. We feel in our hearts his joy as he looks down from the mountain 

of water in the north where he was born; we leap with him when he jumps 

the falls; and when winter comes, and the lake smokes higher than our 

heads, it is with his eyes that we see it and know that his roaming time is 

come. (OSP 76) 

 

Significantly, the hrossa fight with spears, a martian symbol that the god himself wields 

in Perelandra. The hrossa wish to kill and defeat their enemies during the hunt, but they 

do not want to obliterate or destroy the hnakra and do not seek them out unless one is 

sighted near the hrossa. The hnakra is both the “enemy” and the “beloved”; the one the 

hrossa seek to kill but also a fellow being whose life must be celebrated. The war 

between hrossa and hnakra brings joy instead of pain, even though death still brings 

mourning. It is an unfallen martial fight of courage and joy in life, not a bent war fought 

out of greed or desire for power.  
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 In the final council at Meldilorn, Ransom comes to understand the beauty of the 

martiality within the Malacandrians as they sing Hyoi’s funeral song: 

To every man, in his acquaintance with a new art, there comes a moment 

when that which before was meaningless first lifts, as it were, one corner 

of the certain that hides its mystery, and reveals, in a burst of delight 

which later and fuller understanding can hardly ever equal, one glimpse of 

the indefinite possibilities within. For Ransom, this moment had now 

come in his understanding of Malacandrian song. Now first he saw that its 

rhythms were based on a different blood from ours, on a heart that beat 

more quickly, and a fiercer internal heat. (OSP 130)  

 

Ransom here sees the strength and fire of the martians along with their beauty. Their song 

is art and beauty, but come from a more martial blood with a “heart that beats more 

quickly, and a fiercer internal heat”. They are martial, courageous and ready for the fight, 

firm with a strong internal heat. The art of the rhythm emphasizes the beauty of the 

“heat” and quick beats of the souls within. The martians also have the delight and 

laughter that Ransom will later experience during the descent of the gods in That Hideous 

Strength. When Weston and Devine, hostile enemies of Malacandra, first enter the 

council and Weston, in a very insulting manner, attempts to bribe the inhabitants with ‘a 

brightly coloured necklace of beads, the undoubted work of Mr. Woolworth,” the 

martians do not react in anger and violence but with laughter (OSP 127). After Weston 

makes his offer “such a roar of sounds as human hears had never heard before...burst out 

and rent the silence of that august place” (127). The martians are in a holy place, in the 

presence of the Oyarsa, and have a pure laughter and lack of anxiety instead of anger in 

the face of their enemies. Oyarsa understands war, as illustrated when he tells Ransom 

that if Weston and Devine were his hnau he would “kill them” and takes “all the strange 

weapons out of the ship” so that Weston and Devine will not be able to kill Ransom 
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during his return journey, but has an unfallen martial temperament in place of violence 

and anger (OSP 122, 141).  

The character of the martial virtues Ransom develops, and Malacandra embodies, 

is highlighted by Weston who acts as a foil for these virtues by representing the martial 

vices as Weston exemplifies the turning of courage to serve evil ends. Weston is cruel, 

haughty, mercenary, insolent and cold, which are all martial vices according to Lewis and 

Ward. Weston calmly kidnaps Ransom and plans to use a fellow human being as a 

sacrifice to what he believes are cruel beasts. Weston is determined that no one can be 

“so small-minded as to think that the rights or the life of an individual or of a million 

individuals are of the slightest importance in comparison” with the necessity of space 

travel and perpetuating humanity’s ability to exist through science. Indeed, Weston 

believes that “small claims must give way to great” (OSP 29). He is cold and heartless, 

willing to use violence against his own race. Further, Weston believes that he has a right 

to “supersede” the martians as a “right of the higher over the lower” (OSP 134). Weston 

is haughty and believes himself to be superior. As well, when he insultingly offers a 

beaded necklace to oyarsa, he exhibits his insolence. Finally, Weston is cruel, as he 

leaves Ransom to die on the ship after the dangerous journey back to earth instead of 

waking Ransom up so that he, too, might live. Weston is only concerned with himself and 

has cruelty, violence, and his belief in his own superiority instead of the magnanimity, 

courage, and strength of an unfallen martial temperament.  

Even though Lewis claims Dante partly chose Mars as the sphere of the martyrs 

due to incorrect philology, Lewis incorporates the Dantean Mars into Malacandra through 

exploring the concept of martyrdom along with the depiction of unfallen martial virtues. 
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In Dante’s Paradiso, the sphere of Mars is the sphere of the martyrs. In the fifth sphere, 

Dante meets the warriors of God, those who were firm and courageous enough to die for 

the Lord. Indeed, as Dante ascends to the sphere of the martyrs, he sees a vision of Christ 

on the cross. There are two examples of martyrdom in Out of the Silent Planet: Hyoi, 

who is killed by Weston and Devine, and Ransom, who is ultimately willing to die for 

Malacandra. Immediately following Hyoi’s triumphant hunt of the hnakra, he says “we 

are hnakrapunti. This is what I have wanted all my life” (OSP 82). Tragically, “at that 

moment Ransom was deafened by a loud sound…and Hyoi, at his feet, was struggling to 

rise and gasping” (OSP 82).  Weston and Devine, looking for Ransom, shot and killed 

Hyoi who thus dies for his new human friend at the very moment of achieving his 

lifelong dream. Not only does Hyoi die for his friend, he does so in a selfless and 

forgiving manner. Hyoi did not intentionally protect Ransom from Weston and Devine by 

dying, and thus could react to Ransom with anger and bitterness for essentially causing 

his death. Hyoi’s response is the opposite, as he makes his last words “hman 

hnakrapunt,” according honor and forgiveness to the grieving and guilty Ransom by 

naming him the slayer of the hnakra (OSP 82). In this way, Hyoi is a martyr who died for 

his friend and gave his last words to honor that friend’s achievement and convey his own 

forgiveness and lack of bitterness in death. Ransom, too, is willing to die for his new 

friends. After Hyoi dies, Ransom turns to another hrossa and says “I will go to [Weston 

and Devine]”; he is willing to give himself up so that no more hrossa will be harmed 

(OSP 83). The hrossa, though, tell Ransom that he must go to Oyarsa, as Oyarsa has 

called for him. In his discussion with Oyarsa, Ransom is again willing to be a martyr. Out 

of concern for Malacandra, Ransom tells Oyarsa that humans “must not be allowed to 
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come here again” and that if Oyarsa can “prevent it only by killing all three of us, I am 

content” (OSP 122). Ransom is willing to die for the cause of Malacandra’s salvation 

from bent men, and is “content” with this death. Ransom is transformed by the martial 

character of the planet as he not only develops martial virtues, but also embodies the 

martyrs that reside in Mars’ sphere according to Dante.  

As Ransom returns to earth at the end of Out of the Silent Planet, Lewis hints that 

the story has only just begun. Ransom is now set to play his part between the worlds that 

Oyarsa tells him will surely come, as “this is the beginning of more comings and goings 

between the heavens and the worlds and between one world and another” (OSP 142). As 

a man who is fully cognizant of Deep Heaven, and who has developed pure martial 

courage and a willingness to die, Ransom recognizes that “his own chances of life” are 

“unimportant” as “he and all his race showed small and ephemeral against a background 

of such immeasurable fullness” as can be found in the heavens (OSP 146).  Ransom’s 

journey, just like Dante’s, gives him a proper perspective and makes him capable of 

returning to the heavens. Lewis’s pilgrim is no longer scared of the emptiness of space, 

but a man who is capable of developing the virtues of Deep Heaven.  

Thus, Lewis hopes to rehabilitate the idea of Deep Heaven in the minds of his 

readers, and to replace their conception of space with Deep Heaven, through his 

adaptation of Dante’s journey in Out of the Silent Planet. Further, Lewis carefully writes 

Ransom’s stop in the sphere of Mars depicts the development of martial virtue and the 

way in which a man who is correctly oriented toward the heavens must attempt to 

practice this virtue. Through his imaginative reworking of Dante’s journey, Lewis 

attempts to develop in his readers a reverence for the heavens and an imaginative space to 
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reconsider the other inhabitants of the universe and the way humankind ought to interact 

with them. Lewis also imaginatively translates martial virtues from our fallen world, in 

which Mars is “infortuna minor,” into these virtues in a pure and unfallen state. As 

Ransom is transformed, Lewis hopes his reader will be transformed into a person who 

recognizes the high virtue of a rightly ordered martial temperament and longs for the light 

of Deep Heaven instead of fearing space.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The Changing Human Heart: Paradise Lost in Perelandra 

  

In Perelandra, C.S. Lewis inventively translates Milton’s Paradise Lost as he 

reimagines the Edenic story as a temptation without a fall. Just as Lewis works to 

rehabilitate a conception of Deep Heaven within his readers through his adaptation of 

Dante in Out of the Silent Planet, he here works to rehabilitate the epic. Lewis admires 

Milton’s epic poem not only for its poetry but also for the profound reading experience of 

an epic; however, Lewis knows that the epic is not as readily accessible in his own time. 

Thus, through reworking Paradise Lost in Perelandra, Lewis rehabilitates this epic poem 

in the minds of his readers by writing the epic story in science fiction. Lewis invokes the 

epic and its power through his strong use of Milton but he also creates imaginative space 

for his modern readers to understand and participate in the ritual and transformation of 

reading an epic. Paradise Lost  “is a poem depicting the objective pattern of things, the 

attempted destruction of that pattern of rebellious self love, and the triumphant absorption 

of that rebellion into a yet more complex pattern. The cosmic story—the ultimate plot in 

which all other stories are episodes—is set before us” (Preface 132). This is the ultimate 

plot that Lewis invites his readers to consider through his use of Milton; however, 

Lewis’s imaginative half-rewrite, half-translation of Milton’s epic into a new genre 

further allows him to imagine this new ending, on a new planet where a fall will never 

actually occur. Further, the reader is invited to take his own place in the more complex 

pattern. Through this new ending, Lewis illustrates the unfallen Venusian virtue of love 

and the unfallen hierarchy and obedience resulting from correctly ordered love, as 
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Ransom’s successful work to prevent the fall leads to a magnificent coronation and an 

eternal paradise.  This depiction suggests the way in which the readers should reorient 

their loves and subject their willful pride and disobedience by turning toward complete 

Love, rather than toward the isolation of the fall.  

Perelandra is obviously greatly influenced by Paradise Lost. As a result, there is 

a large body of scholarship on the two works. The previous scholarship demonstrates the 

connections between the two works, the epic elements of both Milton’s poem and 

Lewis’s novel, and suggests why Lewis made certain changes. A discussion of this 

criticism, illuminating how Lewis’s novel interacts with Paradise Lost prepares the way 

for my further discussion. As a result of previous scholarship detailing how Lewis 

adapted Paradise Lost and why he made certain changes, I am able to argue why Lewis 

would specifically choose to adapt an epic and the virtues he hopes to illustrate through 

depicting an unfallen world. 

Downing, in his seminal study of the Ransom trilogy notes a few of these key 

similarities, beyond the obvious narrative similarity:  

Apart from its broad narrative outlines, Perelandra is indebted to 

Paradise Lost for a great many details of characterization and setting. For 

instance, Lewis approved of the regal demeanor with which Milton 

invested the first pair, and he heightens this element in his eden story. 

Also, the Green Lady’s momentary disappointment when she sees Ransom 

and recognizes that it is not her husband parallels Eve’s initial 

disappointment when she first sees Adam and does not consider him as 

fair as her own reflection in a pool. And when the un-man scorns Ransom 

and boasts that he is of a much higher order of creation than the humans, 

he echoes the fallen Satan contemptuously telling the angels who guard 

Eve that once they were no peers of his. (Downing 130) 

 

Lewis is intentionally carrying echoes of Milton into Perelandra through 

characterizations, specific scenes, and specific speeches. Some of these connections may 
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be accidental, as a man who knew Paradise Lost as well as Lewis certainly could not 

help but echo Paradise Lost when writing of Adam and Eve in the earthly paradise, but 

the specificity of the connections reveal that Lewis is intentionally incorporating Milton’s 

epic into his novel.  

Inger Christensen compares and contrasts the two works, as well as their uses of 

epic conventions, primarily through the way in which Lewis and Milton present the hero 

in their respective works. Milton focuses on Satan as a tragic hero while Lewis focuses 

on Ransom, who according to Christensen is modeled after Milton’s Christ and “the 

humble, contrite Adam” to an extent (Christensen 74).  Weston, of course, is the Satanic 

equivalent in Perelandra.  Though the two authors tell similar stories, in contrast to 

Milton who gives Satan a “dominating position” within his work to “emphasize the 

principle of free will” and so that Satan’s “overthrow gives more emphasis to and 

glorifies both God’s righteousness and might,” Lewis “chooses to centre on redeemed 

man whose acts magnify God’s love for his creation as this is the position God has 

intended for all men” (Christensen 72). Christensen further points out that “it is 

significant that the plot is so structured in the two works that there is an opposite 

movement for the human characters” as Paradise Lost begins with unfallen earthly 

paradise and ends with the expulsion while Perelandra “opens where Paradise Lost 

ends…in the postlapsarian world of a war-ridden England,” but the rest of the book is set 

in Perelandrian Eden (Christensen 81). While Milton is working to depict the fall, Lewis 

is working to demonstrate what is unfallen and thus moves from broken earth to a 

paradise that will remain eternally unfallen. Through the focus on redemption and the 

movement from fallen earth to heavenly Eden, Christensen points out that “the point of 
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[Lewis’s] work is to show how an ordinary human being, in his redeemed condition, may 

establish himself in a position which excels that of the classical epic hero” so that Lewis 

“continues where Milton leaves off” as Milton depicts mankind at the start of the 

regeneration after the fall, while Lewis brings this transformation full circle through 

Ransom who “epitomizes man in his state of spiritual rebirth as a result of Christ’s 

atoning death” (Christensen 73).  

Both Perelandra and Paradise Lost employ epic conventions. Paradise Lost is an 

epic poem, but even though Perelandra is a novel, it also adapts parts of the epic tradition 

from Milton’s work. Christensen notes that the cosmologies of the two works are 

connected through the ways in which “in congruence with the Bible, Milton and Lewis 

put forward their conception of the origin, the history, and the future events of the 

universe” not chronologically, but “as flashbacks and flash forwards, which is…an epical 

convention” (Christensen 71). As well, “like the poet of Paradise Lost, the narrator in 

Perelandra also speaks “in propria persona,” to use Aristotle’s terminology (Christensen 

73). The two narratives are framed in similar manners as “the first two chapters of 

Perelandra to some extent correspond to the epic invocation at the opening of Paradise 

Lost” as “the intruding “I” further insures the presence of the poet throughout Lewis’s 

work” which in turn corresponds to “Milton’s ensuing invocations” throughout Paradise 

Lost (Christensen 73). Christensen further argues that Perelandra and Paradise Lost 

“have great structural thematic affinities” and that “the differences that exist are not so 

much a result of the authors’ diverging views but rather due to the consideration they 

both had to pay to their contemporary readership” (Christensen 68).  One of the first 

similarities she notes is that a “biblical cosmology…forms the basis of both Milton’s and 
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Lewis’s work” and she connects the two cosmologies through the ways in which “Milton 

and Lewis express their cosmological ideas by employing images of music and dance” in 

their respective works (Christensen 69). According to Christensen, these “motifs from 

music and dance…denote the vastness as well as the meaning and order of the universe” 

(Christensen 69). Thus, the two works share an underlying thematical foundation and are 

both concerned with the “meaning and order of the universe” as pertaining to the fall, or 

to avoiding a fall, as in Lewis’s case. 

Not only does Lewis’s novel have thematic similarities and similar epic structural 

conventions, it also carries certain motifs and closely adapts certain episodes in Milton’s 

story. Both works use “the dream or the mental picture, as well as the Narcissus 

motifs…in connection with the temptation of Eve and Tinidril,” as Satan appears to Eve 

in a dream in Paradise Lost and Weston also attacks Tinidril through her mind and 

during her sleep in Perelandra (Christensen 79). Further, Weston dresses Tinidril up and 

gives her “a mirror…in order to admire her own beauty,” a temptation to narcissism that 

echoes Eve staring at her face in the lake in Paradise Lost. Both Eve and Tinidril are 

tempted to fall through personal vanity and beauty, as “Eve’s response to her own image” 

in the lake immediately following her creation in Paradise Lost is “ill-boding, and Satan 

shows how to exploit Eve’s worship of self when he starts his seduction by praising her 

beauty,” just as Weston tempts Tinidril through stories of great women and urges her to 

become beautiful and noble like them (Christensen 80). Lewis also echoes Milton’s 

connection between gluttony and temptation. Christensen notes that when Eve eats the 

forbidden fruit in Book IX of Paradise Lost, Milton writes that she has 

“greedily…ingorg’d without restraint” (Christensen 82). Lewis, in turn, illustrates the 
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consequences of Eve’s gluttony through Weston, who is “the embodiment of twentieth-

century Western man who in Lewis’s opinion has…gorged himself on the fruits of the 

Tree of Knowledge” (Christensen 83). Also, Lewis uses “the motif of the acquisition of 

detrimental knowledge through eating” when “the seaweed [Ransom] has eaten, poisons 

his mind” by turning “his conception of the world…upside down” and causing him to 

acquire “Weston’s nihilistic outlook” (Christensen 83). Lewis further connects temptation 

and gluttony, just as Milton does, through two incidences in which Ransom is “the 

receiver of the most exquisite sensual experience when he tasted two different fruits” and 

his “impulse to help himself to a second serving is checked by an inner warning” 

(Christensen 84). Ransom practices “self-restraint and respect for the natural world as 

God’s creation,” exhibiting virtues that contrast with Milton’s Eve, who gorges herself. 

In this way, through carrying Milton’s temptation and connection through both Ransom 

and Weston, Lewis, like Milton, “employs the motif of eating the sense of spiritual 

edification” and “further points out the necessity of not letting the pursuit of knowledge 

become excessive” (Christensen 84).  

John Tanner further explains the way in which Lewis borrows from Milton in 

writing Perelandra. Tanner argues that Paradise Lost supplies the premise for 

Perelandra through Milton’s hinting at the question of what might happen if Adam and 

Eve remained obedient to God. But Tanner’s main point is that not only does Milton give 

Lewis his premise for his work, but that Paradise Lost gives Perelandra what Tanner 

claims is its “central core and most arresting feature: the subtle way Lewis re-imagines 

the Temptation” (131). Lewis does this through Tinidril, his Eve figure, and the 

psychological stages of her temptation that are facilitated by conversations with both 
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Ransom and Weston. The difficulty that Tanner sees for Lewis is that he must 

“accommodate the Lady’s increasing consciousness of evil…without compromising her 

innocence,” and Lewis’s success in this endeavor, for Tanner, is thanks to Milton (132). 

Milton in Paradise Lost foreshadows the fall with certain actions of both Adam and Eve, 

for example when Eve narcissistically gazes at her reflection and when she desires to 

work separately from Adam.  Lewis does the same as both authors give an account of 

temptation and the fall that “supplies causes that could plausibly” lead to “a lapse” but 

are also “compatible with perfection”, as the prelapsarian world must be (133). Milton 

does this by foreshadowing the fall, and Lewis “adapts and refines” this psychology of 

temptation in Perelandra. Tanner proves his point dealing with both authors’ use of “a 

genuinely innocent psychology of temptation” through an analysis of three “Miltonic 

elements” in Lewis’s novel: fallen language, the “alongside” or self-reflection, and the 

“might be” (133-134). Tanner argues that this temptation psychology is the “principal 

Miltonic legacy” in Lewis’s novel. That is, this core temptation is the way in which 

Milton most greatly influenced Lewis’s rewriting of the fall. 

Margaret Hannay argues that, in writing Perelandra, Lewis took the things that 

disappointed him in Paradise Lost and “altered [them] in Lewis’s own Edenic myth” and 

that “those elements which he most approved in Milton” he “sought to emulate” (Hannay 

73). Hannay argues that  

because Lewis objects to the grandeur of Milton’s Satan, his own Satan 

figure is made wholly contemptible. Because he disapproves of the 

Olympic tradition of bringing God directly onto the stage, he makes his 

own Maleldil the source of all power and glory; we are shown only the 

shadow of the glory, and are never brought face to face with the One 

whose nature is beyond our comprehension. And because Lewis is 

convinced that Milton erred in presenting the prelapsarian sexuality, he 

carefully avoids that problem. (Hannay 73) 
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Thus, in his inventive rewrite of Milton’s epic, Lewis carefully reworks and changes 

aspects of Milton’s work that he took issue with in order to improve upon what Milton 

has done. As Lewis declares in The Discarded Image, he sets out “half to translate and 

half to re-write” Paradise Lost; re-writing what he has problems with and translating the 

parts he loves (TDI 212). This describes the medieval intertextuality Lewis so admires. 

Clearly, Lewis, in Perelandra, is practicing this very intertextuality as he emulates what 

he admires and changes the problems he sees in Milton’s text.  

Lewis clearly sets out his problem with Milton’s Satan in his Preface to Paradise 

Lost, making it possible to read Perelandra’s representation of Satan through a Miltonic 

lens. Hannay writes that “if one were to say that Lewis wrote most of his adult fiction to 

counteract the pernicious image of Milton’s Satan, one would not be far wrong” (Hannay 

74). The Miltonic Satan is “pernicious” because he is in some ways represented as the 

hero of Paradise Lost and it is possible that a reader may come away feeling pity for, or 

even admiring, Satan. Lewis feels that Milton’s Satan is too heroic, and thus his own 

Satan figure in Perelandra is “characterized by imbecility, unprovoked, and even 

disinterested cruelty, and by petty obscenities” (Hannay 74). Despite his issues with 

Milton’s Satan, Lewis does maintain some similarities to the Miltonic representation of 

evil  as he “is doing the same thing he found Milton doing, making the devil ridiculous by 

showing him” in his child-like state of mind. What Lewis does is “simply ma[ke] the 

absurdity of Pride more obvious by making Weston less attractive, more whining, than” 

Milton’s Satan (Hannay 75). Weston has no grand, eloquent speeches to legions of 

demons and he does not continue to fall throughout the novel. Milton’s Satan “loses his 

good qualities gradually” but “the emergence of the Un-man in the body of Weston 
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precludes any good qualities” (Hannay 76). Even so, “both Milton and Lewis perceive 

evil as good qualities perverted to the wrong end” (Hannay 76). Lewis does not 

completely disagree with Milton, but rather sees a need to partially rewrite Satan in his 

inventive translation of Milton’s work “because Satan’s early magnificence [in Milton] 

has blinded many critics to the end to which Satan devotes his courage, cunning, and 

eloquence” (Hannay 76). As a result,  “Lewis has presented a clearly despicable demon 

figure, whose reason is merely a weapon assumed for battle, whose cunning is merely a 

clever distortion of the truth, whose courage is maintained by passing the physical agony 

to the submerged consciousness of Weston” (Hannay 77).  Lewis even explicitly makes a 

distinction between his own Satanic figure and Milton’s in Perelandra when Ransom 

does think that “even a sombre tragic Satan out of Paradise Lost would have been a 

welcome release from the thing he was actually doomed to watch,” emphasizing the 

differences between the two authors’ representations of evil (Perelandra  77).  

 Chad Stutz also argues that Lewis, not only in Perelandra but also in That 

Hideous Strength, is combating the grandeur of Milton’s Satan and offering a corrective 

to the harm he feels the ‘sombre Satan’ has done. Stutz sees the Satans of both 

Perelandra and Paradise Lost as products of their ages. The main difference Stutz 

demonstrates in the two Satans is that Milton rejects the medieval aspect of the grotesque 

to portray Satan, while Lewis uses the grotesque. Lewis puts in maliciousness and terror, 

he “moves beyond a portrait of absurdity and the sense of mere nausea and in doing so 

recuperates the sense of malice and terror displaced by Milton’s characterization of 

Satan” (Stutz 210). Lewis does this to capture more fully the satanic consciousness and 

the horrible reality of evil. According to Stutz, Milton probes the mind of the devil and to 
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this extent humanizes him, while Lewis in Perelandra emphasizes Satan’s bestiality 

through Weston’s animal nature and cruelty. Stutz is careful to say that Milton, though he 

rejects the grotesque, does not lack “ a tangible sense of the reality of evil” but 

successfully “captures powerfully the subtle, crafty dimension of temptation and the 

sometimes inexplicable attraction evil holds for humanity” (Stutz 216).  Thus, both Stutz 

and Hannay prove that Lewis reworks Milton’s Satan in his own Edenic myth in order to 

correct and modify Milton’s portrait of evil. However, as Stutz has suggested, rewriting is 

not necessarily due only to Lewis’s disagreeing with Milton about the representation of 

Satan, but due in part to the different readers to which the two authors are writing. In 

Milton’s time, “men still believed that there really was such a person as Satan, and that he 

was a liar” and thus the great poet could not foresee “that his work would one day meet 

the disarming simplicity of critics who take for gospel things said by the father of 

falsehood in public speeches to his troops” (Preface 100). This is another reason for 

Lewis’s reworking of Paradise Lost itself; he is inventively translating the epic poem into 

a science fiction novel that will create the same reaction within readers and open up a 

similar imaginative space within their minds.  

Though Lewis’s reworking of Paradise Lost’s Satan is perhaps the most focused 

on difference between the two authors and their stories of earthly paradise, it is not the 

only aspect of Milton’s epic that Lewis consciously changed in his own writing. In his 

Preface to Paradise Lost, Lewis himself discusses the difficulty of Milton’s presentation 

of God:  

If you try to draw a character better than yourself, all you can do is try to 

take the best moments you have had and to imagine them prolonged and 

more consistently embodied in action. But the real high virtues which we 

do not possess at all, we cannot depict except in a purely external fashion. 
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We do not really know what it feels like to be a man much better than 

ourselves. (Preface 100-101)  

 

It is challenging enough to attempt to portray unfallen mankind, but “portraying God 

Himself is to raise this difficulty to infinite proportions” (Preface 101). Lewis is not 

satisfied with Milton’s God, but fully recognizes the difficulty in representing the all-

powerful, all-mighty, creator and King. Milton’s “presentation of God the Father” is 

problematic due both to theological flaws and Milton’s lack of “poetical prudence” in not 

making God “sufficiently awful, mysterious, and vague” (Preface 130). Thus, as Hannay 

argues, Lewis “carefully follows Dante in removing [God] beyond our sight” through 

Maleldil and in doing so “draws heavily on the medieval model” he so loves that places 

man “at the bottom of a stair whose top is invisible with light,” rather than making God a 

character within the epic (Hannay 78, TDI 75). Lewis does not have a God-character but 

instead “presents God to us by concentrating all the glory which he is capable of 

describing upon some lower creation,” like an Oyarsa, and then “suddenly shooting us 

back in perspective to see how far God is above all that we can visualize” (Hannay 78). 

Instead of working to portray a being of whose characterization Lewis knows himself to 

be incapable, he illustrates unfallen virtues and wholly good beings through the Oyarsas 

but carefully reminds the reader that these beings are only shadows of the great Maleldil 

they serve.  Lewis “also presents God through the praise of His creation”  through the 

Great Dance at the end of the novel. This is a portrayal that human readers can 

understand, as it is God from the perspective of the beings who praise Him, not God 

himself holding council in heaven. In this way, Hannay argues that Lewis’s God “is more 

judiciously drawn than Milton’s” because “He is less completely drawn” and therefore 
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does not appear “occasionally…rather petulant and arbitrary” as Milton’s God does as 

Milton “attempts to fit Him into the Olympic mold” (Hannay 79).  

The representation of God-as-character is not the only Miltonic problem that 

Lewis sees and corrects through avoidance as Lewis also separates Tor and Tinidril from 

the beginning of the novel so that he can avoid “what Lewis considered one of Milton’s 

worst mistakes—attempting to portray an unfallen sexuality” (Hannay 81). Lewis fully 

believed that “it is dangerous to attempt a poetical representation of something which is 

unimaginable, not in the sense of raising no images, but in the more disastrous sense of 

inevitably raising the wrong ones” (Preface 122). Lewis does not “mean that Milton’s 

love-passages are objectionable by normal human standards; but they are not consistent 

with what he himself believes about the world before the Fall” (Preface 124). He even 

sees how Milton might have succeeded “if he had said nothing about angelic love and 

treated the loves of Adam and Eve as remotely and mysteriously as those of angels”; 

however, Lewis thinks that “the trouble is that the poet hardly seems to be aware of the 

magnitude of his own undertaking” (Preface 124).  In writing Perelandra, Lewis is very 

conscious of this undertaking. Thus, though Milton does include a portrait of unfallen 

sexuality in his poem, Lewis does not do so in Perelandra. The reasons for this are made 

clear in Lewis’ analysis- Lewis states that “Milton’s love passages….are not consistent 

with what he himself believes about the world before the fall” and that it is impossible for 

a writer in the post-fall world to even come close to accurately portraying something he 

cannot imagine (Preface 124).  Milton attempts to portray unfallen sexuality, but is 

“approaching the unimaginable” and trying to convey an experience “both very like and 

totally unlike anything that a fallen man could possibly feel” (Preface 124). He does not 
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treat the subject with sufficient mystery and awe and therefore arouses “false 

associations”; he associates what is fallen with what is unfallen (Preface 124). Therefore, 

as Hannay argues Lewis cleverly and subtly avoids any hint of needing to represent 

unfallen sexuality by keeping Tor and Tinidril separate until the very end of the poem. 

Lewis recognizes human inability to portray unfallen sexuality and thus simply does not 

attempt it.  

One further problem Lewis raises about Milton’s epic that has not been mentioned 

is a structural flaw. As Christensen demonstrates, Lewis’s characters move on an 

opposite trajectory from Milton’s, as his novel moves from fallen setting to paradise 

instead of the way in which Milton’s moves. Hannay notes that “the major differences in 

plot occur at the end of the novel when the Lady is saved from further temptation after 

weeks of withstanding the wiles of the Un-man, the King refuses to put his wife before 

obedience to Maleldil, and the unfallen pair are invested with the rulership of their planet 

after they have proven their worth by obedience” (Hannay 73). These differences are in 

part due to the different ends to which the two authors are writing: Milton is depicting the 

fall and Lewis is working to depict the lack thereof. However, it is also partly because 

Lewis sees fault with the way in which Milton concludes his story- Milton “makes his 

two last books into a brief outline of sacred history” and Lewis finds this flawed 

structurally (Preface 129). For Lewis, “such an untransmuted lump of futurity, coming in 

a position so momentous for the structural effect of the whole work, is inartistic” 

(Preface 129). Thus, Perelandra ends with no hint of the future (what happens after 

Ransom’s return is addressed at the very beginning of the novel and the entire 

Perelandrian journey is a flashback) but with the glorious present of the crowned Tor and 
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Tinidril ruling Perelandra and graciously and ceremoniously wishing Ransom farewell 

for his journey back to earth. Milton, though, has a much greater burden than Lewis at the 

end as Milton is writing humanity’s past and Lewis is writing the future; to some extent, 

Milton must say that this is the fall and connect it with what his reader knows to come 

afterward while Lewis writes not of a fall, but of a glorious prevention.  

Though Lewis took issue with Milton’s representation of God, Satan, unfallen 

sexuality, and the ending of the poem and thus corrected them in his own reworking of 

the epic, he was nonetheless a great admirer of Milton. As Hannay argues, Lewis not only 

strives to correct the problems he has with Paradise Lost in Perelandra, but also strives 

to emulate the parts of Milton’s poem he most admires. Hannay notes that Lewis admires 

Milton’s Adam and Eve and “strives to emulate [Milton’s] achievement” in his own 

portrayal of the Father and Mother (Hannay 82).  In speaking of his initial reaction to 

Paradise Lost, Lewis says: “not to put too fine a point on it, I wanted an Adam and Eve 

whom I could patronize; and when Milton made it clear that I was not to be allowed to do 

anything of the sort, I was repelled” (Preface 116).  This is the initial reaction of a reader 

who quickly realizes that “the whole point about Adam and Eve is that…they were 

created full-grown and perfect” and a reader who admires Milton’s portrayal of the 

paradisal couple (Preface 116). Lewis’ description of Adam and Eve as found in Milton 

can almost be read as a perfect description of Lewis’ own Adam and Eve in Perelandra. 

Both portraits of the earliest humans present them as “full-grown and perfect” and full of 

wisdom and love (Preface 117). Adam and Eve in Milton are presented like a king and 

queen, and they are “austere, magnanimous, and lofty, not remiss, nor free and easy, nor 

florid”  (Preface 118). Just so, in Perelandra, Lewis presents a beautiful and wise King 
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and Lady. Lewis also discusses in the Preface how before such exalted beings, humans of 

today would be “stammering boys” hoping to disguise their  “clownishness,” much as 

Ransom is when he first encounters the Lady (Preface 117). This is a scene in no way 

necessary for Milton as he is writing from the beginning of time, but is necessary for 

Lewis as his story of the temptation to fall is in the guise of a modern space traveler, even 

though this pilgrim travels in submission to gods designed after the medieval model. 

Hannay points out that Lewis also “agrees with Milton that the problem of the Fall is the 

problem of free will, and emphasizes individual choices. Lewis believed that Milton’s 

Eve fell through Pride; his own Eve is tempted to take her destiny into her own hands, to 

set herself up as her own god. Both Eves are separated from their husbands when 

temptation comes” (Hannay 90). Then, at the end, “the Lady is saved by outside 

intervention, freeing Lewis to follow through with Milton’s hint of the glorious future of 

unfallen mankind,” the hint that Tanner argues is the premise for Perelandra (Hannay 

90). Thus, the thematic and structural affinities, and similarities in temptation, noted by 

Tanner, Downing, and Hannay reveal Lewis’s admiration for Milton’s work as he 

carefully included these similarities in his own story, even as Lewis also carefully 

rewrote what he felt needed to be rewritten. As Hannay argues, Lewis both alters and 

emulates Milton. This is the inventive translation Lewis speaks of medieval writers doing 

to their auctors. Lewis is fully stepping into this tradition by writing his own edenic myth 

in the tradition of Milton’s great epic.  

Clearly, Lewis’s Perelandra is inextricably connected to Milton’s Paradise Lost, 

leaving the question of why Lewis would choose to rewrite Milton’s epic, beyond a 

simple desire to correct misrepresentations that Lewis saw in the poem. I argue that 
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Lewis did not inventively translate and rewrite Milton’s epic only to translate what he 

most admired and re-write certain points, but writes a novel after Milton’s epic as a 

means to an end of his greater purpose. Lewis is writing after Milton to capture the 

grandeur of reading an epic and rehabilitate this experience for modern readers in order to 

depict man as he ought to be and to illustrate the virtue of love in an unfallen state, just as 

he earlier demonstrated unfallen martial virtues through his adaptation of Dante’s 

Paradiso  in Out of the Silent Planet. Lewis’s means is inventive translation, but his end 

is a presentation of unfallen man so that his readers might have the imaginative space in 

which to consider the virtuous heights to which man may ascend and glory in the 

potential obedience and love create within the human race. 

Though Lewis uses epic conventions, and is re-writing an epic, he chose to do so 

in the entirely different form of science fiction, thus leaving the question of why Lewis 

would turn an epic poem into a space-travel story. As Christensen states: “as for the 

choice of genre, Lewis would have had a rather small readership, indeed, if he had 

presented his epic “poem” in blank verse instead of choosing the form of space fiction 

which was in vogue at his time” (Christensen 85). Lewis begins his own analysis of 

Paradise Lost, his Preface to Paradise Lost, with an explication of the importance of 

form and genre when working with a piece of literature. Lewis states “every poem can be 

considered in two ways—as what the poet has to say, and as a thing which he makes” 

(Preface 2). That is, the poem is “an expression of opinions and emotions” on one hand 

and “an organization of words which exist to produce a particular kind of patterned 

experience in the readers” on the other (Preface 3). For Lewis, form is of immense 

importance and is central to the author’s originality and invention with a work. Through 
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the form the poet creates; the form is what the author uses to “make” his poem, what 

enables him to “say” what he intends to say and to impart an experience to the reader. 

This is an essential part of Lewis choosing to connect his work so closely with Milton’s 

epic, while at the same time choosing to write it in a modern genre. Through Perelandra, 

Lewis hopes to “produce a particular kind of patterned experience in the readers” but 

hopes to do so through a modern, contemporary, lens of science fiction rather than 

through an older form of poetry. He is making and saying something that comes from 

Milton, but is doing so in a new and different way that is far from mere repetition or 

correction of a few issues. Lewis is reworking Milton, his auctour, so that he may retain 

the experience and pattern of the epic, and give this to his readers, while placing himself 

within a modern context. After all, “epic poetry…is a species of narrative poetry, and 

neither the species nor the genus is very well understood at present” (Preface 1). Lewis 

wants to rehabilitate the epic experience for his readers, and thus must turn to a genre that 

is more widely read and appreciated in his contemporary context, like science fiction.  

Part of the reason Lewis needs to rework Milton’s epic, yet do so in a different 

form, is that modern readers struggle with epic due to the vast differences between the 

two time periods. Thus, Lewis works in the trilogy to rehabiliate the medieval model of 

writing, the Dantean heavens, and Milton’s epic writing. In contrast, many seek to deal 

with the matter of Paradise Lost through “the method of The Unchanging Human Heart” 

that states that “the things which separate one age from another are superficial” and so, to 

read older literature, a reader simply must “strip off from Virgil his Roman imperialisim” 

and “from Lucretius his Epicurean philosophy” and thereby find “the Unchanging 

Human Heart” on which to concentrate (Preface  62- 63). But, as Lewis says, “the 
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Human Heart will certainly appear as Unchanging if you ignore its changes” (Preface 

63). In doing this, a reader makes the poem “ a battle between us and the author” where 

the reader “tries to twist [the author’s] work into a shape he never gave it” (Preface 63). 

This is not what Lewis does to Milton in writing Perelandra; Lewis instead borrows the 

greatness of his auctour so that his readers can have the experience, and effect, of epic 

without making it something it is not. Lewis is taking the better way, where “you can try 

to put his armour on yourself” and “try to see how you would feel with” what the author 

had, instead of without it (Preface 64). This is Perelandra: it is secondary epic, it is like 

Milton’s poem, but represented so that the reader may see what he feels like “with” this 

writing style. This is essential because “to enjoy our full humanity we ought, so far as is 

possible, to contain within us potentially at all times, and on occasion to actualize, all the 

modes of feeling and thinking through which man has passed” (Preface 64). Man has 

passed through the fall, he has passed through epic, and Lewis is enabling his readers to 

participate in this actualization through his inventive translation of Milton. Further, Lewis 

narrates the avoidance of a fall for fallen humans. Therefore, Lewis enables his readers to 

participate in an imaginative actualization of mankind at its unfallen heights; he allows 

readers to see Man and Woman at their very best and as a result suggests the possibilities 

that stem from participating in virtues of obedience and love like the unfallen Tor and 

Tinidril.  

Lewis defines epics as two different types, primary and secondary epic, with 

Paradise Lost being a secondary epic. The two types of epic are very different as “the 

truth is that primary Epic neither had, nor could have, a great subject” in the way 

secondary epic could (Preface 29). This is because “that kind of greatness arises only 
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when some event can be held to effect a profound and more or less permanent change in 

the history of the world, as the founding of Rome did, or still more, the fall of man” 

(Preface 29). And before any such event can have that significance “history must have 

some degree of pattern, some design” (Preface 29). Lewis greatly admires this depth and 

importance of subject, and the ultimate subject of the fall of man that Milton uses in 

Paradise Lost. Thus, Lewis seeks to write of this kind of secondary epic subject in 

Perelandra, even as he does so in a modern way. Perelandra is not an epic, but is about 

an epic subject- it is able to recapitulate the key plot through its half-translation, half-

rewriting of Milton’s poem into fantasy. Thus, inventively translating Milton not only 

allows Lewis to deal with a profound subject of the utmost importance of the human soul 

and history, as this is a key part of epic, but also to imagine this subject in a new way as 

the historicity of the original fall, as written of by Milton, allows Lewis to tap into the 

epic without having to produce the history and pattern himself. Lewis is able to write the 

future and to imagine a world that never falls while remaining in the epic tradition; his 

modern readers experience the profundity and solemnity of the epic while learning of this 

essential process of the human heart in a new and unfallen way that may never be ‘real’ 

history.  

Lewis’s adaption of Milton’s epic allows his use of this all-important, secondary 

epic subject and also allows Lewis to present the language, ceremony, and grandeur of an 

epic which enable Lewis’s ultimate telos of representing what happens when the human 

heart chooses remain unfallen. A poet, “while seeming to describe his own 

imagination…must actually arouse ours, and arouse it not to make definite pictures, but 

to find again in our own depth the Paradisal light of which all explicit images are only the 
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momentary reflection” (Preface 49). Lewis seeks to arouse his readers’ imaginations 

through the fascinating new world he has created that retains elements of our world, like 

waves, islands, and human beings, but transforms them in strange new ways, like having 

the islands move with the waves and the human beings be totally green. These “explicit 

images” are Lewis’s illustration of paradise, which invoke not only the readers’ 

imagination in engaging these images but also the readers’ knowledge and longing for 

paradise. Further, the reader sees these through a man’s eyes, and a man to whom the 

reader relates, Ransom. Ransom is a man from the reader’s own world and thus Lewis is 

able to impart the awe and grandeur of Perelandra to the reader through Ransom’s 

reactions. Further, through Ransom, the reader’s emotions are engaged with this paradise 

and what happens on it in contrast to book four of Paradise Lost where only Satan is 

fallen as he views earth, limiting the readers’ identification.   

Milton’s poetry is essential, as are his style and language, for the impact of 

Paradise Lost, and Lewis seeks to retain these as well through his reworking of Milton’s 

epic into a modern context. Milton’s poetry is essential, as is his style; “the awakening 

and moulding of the reader’s or hearer’s emotions is a necessary element in the vision of 

concrete reality which poetry hopes to produce” (54). Without emotional response from 

the reader, and the grandeur of Milton’s language, Paradise Lost would have no vision 

but merely be words on a page. Milton’s poetry, through its uses of such Stock themes as 

“love is sweet, death bitter, virtue lovely…gardens delightful” is essential; the modern 

world needs “most urgently to recover the lost poetic art of enriching a response without 

making it eccentric” or “vulgar” (Lewis 57). Lewis clearly admires Milton’s style and his 

work for the very reason that Milton does use the style of secondary epic, and does 
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employ the Stock themes and grand language lost to modern poetry (at least as Lewis 

sees it). Lewis, then, works to recover this art and these themes through his science 

fiction because books, with their beautiful, evocative language, are able to change readers 

and alter their perspective. In an epic poem, the “awakening and moulding of the 

reader’s…emotions is a necessary element in that vision of concrete reality which poetry 

hopes to produce” (Preface 54). Lewis, too, hopes to produce a “vision of concrete 

reality,” the concrete reality of unfallen love and unfallen mankind. This moulding of the 

reader’s emotions allows for passion, which “in poetry…is present for the sake of 

imagination and therefore, in the long run, for the sake of wisdom or spiritual health—the 

rightness and richness of a man’s total response to the world” (Preface 54). By narrating 

the avoidance of the fall, Lewis suggests greater wisdom to his readers by presenting 

mankind at the pinnacle of spiritual health with the best possible response to the world. 

Lewis, through using the epic in his own writing through rewriting Milton’s Paradise 

Lost is seeking this same passion within his readers so that he can use it to demonstrate 

the “total response to the world” he deems necessary through taking the end of the story 

not to a fall, but to a rise to unfallen love in the hopes that readers will participate in this 

positive changing heart for themselves.  

Lewis is taking poetic grandeur and turning it into science fiction in Perelandra  

so that he can rehabilitate, and cause his readers to partake, in the ritual and dance of the 

epic without using the older form of the epic. Adapting the epic gives him the space in 

which to do this while imagining a new, unfallen ending with unfallen love and humanity 

as it was meant to be; his new genre gives him the inventive room to imagine beyond the 

original story in older works. Lewis wants to use the grandeur of the epic because   
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The grandeur which the poet assumes in his poetic capacity should not 

arouse hostile reactions. It is for our benefit. He makes his epic a rite so 

that we may share it; the more ritual it becomes, the more we are elevated 

to the rank of participants. Precisely because the poet appears not as a 

private person, but as a Hierophant or Choregus, we are summoned not to 

hear what one particular man thought and felt about the Fall, but to take 

part, under his leadership, in a great mimetic dance of all Christendom, 

ourselves soaring and ruining from Heaven, ourselves enacting Hell and 

Paradise, the Fall and the repentance.  (Preface 60) 

 

Ransom, in the trilogy, clearly finds his place in the great order of the Universe as he 

turns towards Maleldil and then enacts his will in journeying to Perelandra to play 

whatever part is designated for him; however, through Lewis’s adaptaion of an epic, the 

readers of the book themselves are invited to enact what happens, just as Milton’s readers 

can enact “Hell and Paradise, the Fall and the repentance” (Preface 60). In the epic mode, 

a “private person must be made to feel that he is assisting at an august ritual, for if he 

does not, he will not be receptive of the true epic exhilaration” (Preface 40). The ritual 

and exhilaration in which Lewis invites his reader to participate through his epic science 

fiction in which the mother and father of a world do not fall but are instead gloriously 

crowned is the ritual of each human heart that may choose good or evil, just as the first 

two beings did, which Lewis does through his depiction of the unfallen. Though all of 

Lewis’s readers are fallen humans who live in the postlapsarian world, he invites their 

imaginative participation in a world that does not fall through his science-fiction 

adaptation of Milton’s epic. In this way, readers who are fallen can consider the virtue 

that keeps Tor and Tinidril unfallen, and choose to move toward this virtue in their own 

hearts.  

Just as Lewis used Out of the Silent Planet and its adventure to demonstrate 

unfallen martial virtue, Perelandra takes places on Venus so that Lewis may illustrate 
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unfallen Venusian virtues. In The Discarded Image, Lewis writes that “in mortals 

[Venus] produces beauty and amorousness; in history, fortunate events” (TDI 107). Thus, 

Lewis’s Venus has the most fortunate event of all when Tor and Tinidril remain unfallen, 

and also is a place where unfallen love is presented, through Tor and Tinidril’s 

relationship and their obedience to Maleldil.. Ransom himself becomes so attuned to the 

planet through this journey that he “becom[es] part of it” and even “does more than unite 

himself to Venus” as “he saves the whole planet from a Fall and is given a final resting-

place there” at the end of That Hideous Strength (Ward 169). For Ward, “the abiding 

impression of the book.is…the almost overwhelming sensuous richness of the planet 

itself” (Ward 170).  Perelandra itself is “the home of all sweetness and laughter and 

copper and warm wetness” (Ward 170). It is the home of the Oyarsa of love, whom 

Lewis explicitly calls Charity in That Hideous Strength (THS 320).   

As previously mentioned, Lewis does not attempt to represent unfallen sexuality 

in Perelandra; however, he does represent unfallen love through his depiction of both 

unfallen eros and unfallen charity, and the consequences to which these pure loves lead.  

As defined in The Four Loves, eros is not the sexual desire but something that transcends 

it: “sexual desire, without Eros, wants it, the thing in itself” while “Eros wants the 

Beloved” (Loves 87). This is the case with Tinidril, who longs to be reunited with her 

King. When Ransom first meets Tinidril, she speaks of the King and says “when we were 

young—many days ago—we were leaping from island to island, and when he was on one 

and I was on another the waves rose and we were driven apart” (Perelandra 57).  When 

she first sees Ransom, she is “expecting and hoping that [Ransom] was the King” and her 
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“face change[s]” when she realizes he is not (Perelandra 59). Thus, Tor and Tinidril 

exhibit Eros towards each other as they desire the Beloved. 

Tor and Tinidril’s great archetypal significance as the Mother and the Father of 

their world emphasize the importance of their Eros, as well as its unfallen nature. For 

Lewis, part of unfallen Eros is that “in the act of love we are not merely ourselves…we 

are also representative” as “in us all the masculinity and femininity of the world, all that 

is assailant and response, are momentarily focused” (Loves 59). Tor and Tinidril are the 

ultimate representatives of this masculinity and femininity as they remain unfallen not 

only in their practice of eros, but eternally. When Ransom first sees Tor and Tinidril as 

King and Queen, after the temptation has come and gone, he says “I have never before 

seen a man or a woman. I have lived all my life among shadows and broken images. Oh, 

my Father and my Mother, my Lord and my Lady” (Perelandra 177).  Tor and Tinidril 

are not merely representative of “all the masculinity and femininity,” they are the 

ultimate representations at the peak of who God intended them to be. Through avoiding a 

fall “Paradise is retained, Adam and Eve ascend to a higher level of being as a result of 

passing the test of obedience” and Lewis has therefore chosen to give the reader a 

glimpse of the glory of a sinless world” (Hannay 90). In this way, their Eros for each 

other is the ultimate unfallen Eros. This is further emphasized by the two gods, Ares and 

Aphrodite herself, who bow down before the King and Queen. In seeing these two 

oyarses, Ransom learns “the real meaning of gender” as “he of Malacandra is Masculine” 

and “she of Perelandra is Feminine” rather than either being male or female (Perelandra 

172). When Tor and Tinidril, the “two Persons” who are “Paradise walking hand in hand” 

come to the top of the mountain, these gods who represent the purest form of gender 
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“bow their huge bodies before the small forms of that young King and Queen” 

(Perelandra 175). Tor and Tinidiril have ascended to the heights of unfallen masculinity 

and femininity, they are Father and Mother, they are the Representatives. The fact that 

Tor and Tinidril are the best representatives of Eros after the possibility to fall has passed, 

and that Tinidril is reunited with the object of her Eros, her beloved King, after this 

temptation as well is significant. Eros cannot be pure and unfallen on its own; “he cannot 

of himself be what…he must be if he is to remain Eros” (Loves 106). To do this, “He 

needs help…needs to be ruled” and must “obey God” (Loves 106).  This is why Tor and 

Tinidril exhibit a united, unfallen Eros after the temptation—they must first choose to 

obey Maleldil submit to his rule.  

This submission of Eros leads to another love that Venus illustrates in a perfect, 

unfallen way: Charity, which is the name Lewis gives to the Venusian Oyarsa in That 

Hideous Strength. As Lewis writes in The Four Loves, “the invitation to turn our natural 

loves into Charity is never lacking,” humans need only to accept the invitation through 

obedience, just as Tinidril does through her obedience in never sleeping on the Fixed 

Land (Loves 109). The depiction of unfallen love reveals continuity between eros and 

charity in a manner that is not apparent in the fallen world. Eros, through perfect 

obedience, leads to Charity just as Tor and Tinidril’s unfallen love for each other is most 

magnified when they are reunited as a result of their obedience, which in turn stems from 

love for Maleldil. It is “for their own sakes the loves must submit to be second things if 

they are to remain the things that they want to be” because “in this yolk lies their true 

freedom: they “are taller when they bow” because “when God rules in a human heart, 

though he may sometimes have to remove certain of its native authorities…he often 
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continues others…and, by subjecting their authority to His, gives it for the first time a 

firm basis” (Loves 109). This is exactly what happens at the end of Perelandra, not only 

to love but also to Tor and Tinidril. As a consequence of their obedience, the pair are 

invested with the rulership of Perelandra, they gain authority through “subjecting their 

authority” over their own persons to Maleldil, and thereby gain a “firm basis” from which 

to rule their world. The Perelandrian Oyarsa also exhibits this unfallen Charity in her 

willingness to be second to the human couple. Perelandra knows that she “was not set to 

rule them, but while they were young [she] ruled all else” (Perelandra 168). She built 

and prepared the island, which is now “taken from [her],” yet of Maleldil she says 

“Blessed be He” as she fully understands and accepts her hierarchical position 

(Perelandra 168). Tor and Tinidril are human beings, below oyarsas like Perelandra 

herself, yet she has given them space to rule and graciously continues to do so because 

she is hierarchically in submission to Maleldil. This stems from Lewis’s adaptation of 

Milton’s love for Hierarchy. Paradise Lost is “not the writing of a man who embraces the 

Hierarchical principle with reluctance, but rather of a man enchanted by it” (Preface 80). 

Further, Milton does not merely mention hierarchy but has made it “the indwelling life of 

the whole work” (Preface 79). Milton loves hierarchy because “discipline…while the 

world is yet unfallen exists for …freedom,” much as Lewis notes that it is through 

submission that the loves gain a firm basis for authority and rule (Preface 81). There is a 

beautiful, unfallen hierarchy enabled by Tinidril’s resistance to temptation, as Tor and 

Tinidril work with the foster-mother of their planet in submission to the ultimate 

governance of Maleldil, and Ransom who is below all bows before the Mother and Father 

in respect for their glory.  
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Thus, Lewis demonstrates not only unfallen love but also the consequences of this 

virtue remaining unfallen through his depiction of an unfallen hierarchy and unfallen 

obedience. Weston’s temptation of the Lady that he hopes will lead to this fall is “an 

outing for the ‘Venus Infernal’ theme”; Weston is tempting the lady to the opposites of 

Venusian virtues. Weston attempts to corrupt Tinidril through vanity, pride, and a taking 

over of her own will instead of submitting to Maleldil’s; he wants to awaken an “egoism 

concerning her beautiful soul” (Ward 170). This is the opposite of the pure loves and 

obedience that follows from these. For Lewis, the “Fall is simply and solely 

Disobedience” that “results from Pride,” the opposites of obedience and humility” 

(Preface 70). Thus, Lewis encourages readers of Milton’s epic not to ignore God and the 

context of Milton’s poem in favor of focusing on the unchanging human heart but to “try 

instead to live through some of its real changes” by participating in the Fall through 

Milton’s poetry (Preface 72). In turn, Lewis’s Perelandra asks that the readers participate 

in the lack of the Fall in turning their own hearts to Charity and obedience through 

participation in Perelandra’s salvation with Ransom. This pattern of hierarchy and 

obedience is a pattern of Milton’s epic and a pattern that Lewis emulates in Perelandra as 

it is the pattern of obedience and hierarchy that “gives beauty to the wild, free, gestures 

that fill” the world; without sin, “the universe is a Solemn Game” and there can be “no 

good game without rules” (Preface 81). The reader, through this representation and 

Lewis’s invocation of the epic, is invited to participate in this pattern and best of all 

games.  

Paradise Lost is a powerful poem because it “records a real, irreversible, 

unrepeatable process in the history of the universe” and “even for those who do not 
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believe this, it embodies…the great change in every individual soul from happy 

dependence to miserable self-assertion” (Preface 133). From this, it embodies each 

individual soul as it moves either “as in Satan, to final isolation, or, as in Adam, to 

reconcilement and a different happiness” (Preface 133).  Through Milton’s epic, the poet 

records this ultimate plot and clearly demonstrates the turn each individual soul makes to 

his readers. Lewis, through his inventive translation of Milton, partakes in this 

“unrepeatable process” by writing the process with a different ending, and thereby 

enabling an imagination of what might happen if a fall never occurred. In this way, the 

reader is given the opportunity to imagine man and woman as the truly were meant to be 

and to ponder the unfallen obedience that leads to Love. Lewis in this way reveals the 

ever-changing human heart as it is human change that requires Lewis to rework Milton in 

the form of science fiction so his readers can participate rightly in the change each human 

heart makes towards or away from virtue.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Deep Heaven on our Heads: The Medieval Heavens and Arthurian Legend in That 

Hideous Strength 

 

 

That Hideous Strength is unlike both of the preceding works in the Ransom 

trilogy. Out of the Silent Planet introduces Ransom on earth and then tells of his journey 

to Mars; it is a Martian book. Similarly, Perelandra recounts Ransom’s adventures on 

Venus; however, That Hideous Strength is a novel set on earth. It begins and ends on 

Lewis’s own planet and no character leaves earth to travel the heavens. That Hideous 

Strength is unique among the three novels in that it is set on earth and that the characters 

are predominantly earthly humans, with the exception of the heavenly oyarses, and two 

humans who transcend normal humanity: Merlin, and Ransom himself who is now the 

Pendragon and no longer the pedestrian professor of Out of the Silent Planet. Clearly, this 

book is not science-fiction in the same way that the other two are; it does not involve 

travel to a far-away planet. But, it does involve something that may be even more 

wondrous as its conclusion depicts the divinities represented by those planets coming 

down to earth. In a sense, space travel is inverted. That Hideous Strength differs from the 

first two novels in other respects as well, as Lewis does not primarily engage one 

previous author, as Out of the Silent Planet does with Dante, or one story, as Perelandra 

does with Eden, but incorporates predominantly two medieval elements: the previously 

mentioned notion of the descent of the heavenly beings to earth and the themes relating to 

Arthurian legend. As Downing states, “in the first two books of the trilogy, Ransom 

traveled to other worlds to discover the truth of myth and to find a cosmos more similar 
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to medieval models than to modern ones” but in That Hideous Strength, “Arthurian 

legend and other medieval traditions prove their relevance, and reality, on twentieth-

century earth” (Downing 74). That Hideous Strength brings the legends of the heavens 

into combination with the legends of earth in a recognizably twentieth-century society. 

The third novel in the Ransom trilogy is thus not the story of a perfect heavenly 

community, embodying a specific virtue, into which fallen man enters, but it is instead 

the story of a fallen earthly community into which the heavens enter through Ransom and 

his community of Logres at St. Anne’s. Lewis deliberately brings Deep Heaven to earth 

in order to suggest the spiritual dimensions and capacities for virtue within his own world 

and society. Further, Lewis is able to illustrate how the unfallen virtues of the heavens 

ought to be adapted and treated on earth through the Logres community and the 

incorporation of the Arthurian legend, which ultimately connects the heavenly spheres 

with earthly history. Lewis adapts the heavens and the Arthurian myth to reveal how 

heavenly virtues ought to work on fallen earth, as he infuses the medieval model into his 

own context, his own contemporary world.  

In Out of the Silent Planet, Lewis depicts the development of martial virtue.  In 

Perelandra, Lewis presents the virtue of love at its unfallen heights. In That Hideous 

Strength, he writes of Thulcandra, the silent planet with the bent eldila, and illustrates the 

choice that each man must make regarding the central location of prudence. Prudence is 

central to the virtues because, when restored, it enables the practice of other virtues. As 

Purtill states, “the really essential struggle between Belbury and St. Anne’s is the struggle 

for souls” (Purtill 100). This struggle is primarily illustrated through Jane and Mark 

Studdock, as both individuals within this married couple must choose St. Anne’s or 
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Belbury. In this way, these two characters are like the Ransom of earlier novels who had 

to choose space or heaven, who had to choose whether or not to go to Perelandra, and to 

choose whether or not to fight for Maleldil and good. Just as Lewis revealed unfallen 

capacities for virtue through Malacandra and Perelandra, in this third novel he suggests 

humanity’s own capacity for virtue on earth through the reactivation of Arthurian legend. 

This legend, “which Lewis used as a framework for That Hideous Strength, reflects a 

belief that an order which represents God’s rule and harmony with his will can be found 

here and now on earth” (Sammons 57).  This order is Logres, ruled by the Pendragon of 

Arthurian descent, who is aided in enacting Maleldil’s will by a re-awakened Merlin.  

Though a mythical legend from an earlier time, Merlin is seamlessly incorporated 

into That Hideous Strength as if he firmly belongs on earth and in the twentieth-century 

society. As Searle notes, “the medieval elements are not clearly segregated from the 

contemporary landscape of the scientific institute N.I.C.E. and the academic college in 

Belbury. Rather, Merlin’s well and Merlin himself are carefully integrated into mid-

twentieth-century Britain” (Searle 8). I argue that in this way, Lewis is able to illustrate 

the earthly capacity for virtue or vice as the ‘other’ world is not a foreign planet but 

simply an earlier version of earth itself.  Instead of traveling to another world, the 

characters in That Hideous Strength find otherness within their own society as they seek a 

legend come to life. Both of the opposing communities within That Hideous Strength 

want to find Merlin and persuade him to work for their cause, and at the beginning of the 

novel it is not clear whether Merlin, the earthly legend, is good or evil, full of virtue or 

full of vice. As the company at St. Anne’s began to work against the N.I.C.E, “the grand 

mystery…had been why the enemy wanted Bragdon wood” so very badly, especially 
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since “the land was unsuitable” for any sort of building (THS 197). Fortunately, several 

members of the company “share between them a knowledge of Arthurian Britain which 

orthodox scholarship will probably not reach for some centuries” and as a result they 

know that Edgestow lies in “what had been the very heart of ancient Logres” and “that a 

historical Merlin had once worked in what was now Bragdon Wood” (THS 197).  That 

Hideous Strength may not be set on another planet, but it is certainly set amidst another 

world. Once the story begins, it is clear that Merlin himself is still within Bragdon Wood. 

When Jane initially visits the Dimbles, Dr. Dimble discusses the Arthurian legend and 

reveals that Merlin himself is “buried but not dead” under Bragdon Wood (THS 30). 

Jane, in her capacity as seer, dreams of Merlin and her dream of “the cold sleeper” 

confirms for Ransom, now the Director, that “the body of Merlin” is in Bragdon Wood 

and that this body is what the enemy is seeking through taking the wood over (THS 198).  

Ransom knows not only what his enemy is seeking, but also why. If the enemy 

wants Bragdon wood because of “its association with the last vestiges of Atlantean 

magic” it means that “the N.I.C.E., at its core, was not concerned solely with modern or 

materialistic forms of power” and it tells the Director that “there was eldilic energy and 

eldilic knowledge” behind the N.I.C.E. (THS 198). The bent eldil of Thulcandra, first 

spoken of in Out of the Silent Planet, are truly the power behind the enemy at Belbury 

and they are seeking the earthly power of Merlin, a figure out of Arthurian legend. The 

Director knows that “Merlin had not died” but that “his life had been hidden, sidetracked, 

moved out of our one-dimensioned time, for fifteen centuries” and that “under certain 

conditions it would return to his body” (THS 199). That is, Ransom knows that Merlin is 

alive and powerful and that Ransom’s enemies are seeking to harness this power and use 
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it for their ends at N.I.C.E. Further, Ransom fears the N.I.C.E.’s discovery of Merlin. 

Though Merlin is from Logres, Ransom fears that “if [N.I.C.E.] found [Merlin] they 

would re-awake him” and “the old Druid would inevitably cast his lot with the new 

planners” (THS 200).  Ransom’s use of “inevitably” emphasizes his lack of certainty as 

to Merlin’s goodness; he sees no reason that Merlin will not align himself with evil. And 

once this happens, Ransom knows that ‘a junction would be effected between two kinds 

of power which between them would determine the fate of [Earth]” which has 

“doubtless…been the will of the dark-eldils for centuries” (THS 200). In an effort to 

counter-act the N.I.C.E. and preserve good on Tellus, Ransom and his company must 

attempt to find Merlin and persuade him to choose St.Anne’s over Belbury, good over 

evil. Thus, the Arthurian legend is here incorporated into That Hideous Strength to reveal 

mankind’s capacity for virtue or vice as an ancient legend, now come to life, will choose, 

as a representative of Earth, to side with good or evil.  

As both communities set out in search of Merlin, Ransom’s group at St. Anne’s 

remains unsure as to whether this ancient earthly power will fulfill a capacity for virtue or 

for vice. Jane has another dream, “the most important dream she’s had yet” in which she 

discovers that Merlin is living, and waking, and she sees his location by “an ordinary 

five-barred gate with a cross-piece” (THS 223). Further, Merlin has not been awakened 

by any human power or organization but has “waked of his own accord,” signifying that 

“he went out of Time…for the very purpose of returning at this moment” (THS 223). 

Ransom thus knows that his company’s only chance is “to meet this creature before they 

do,” with “they” being Belbury and the N.I.C.E (THS 224). Significantly, seeking Merlin 

is considered a dangerous battle that may only be undertaken by certain individuals. In 
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his capacity as Director, Ransom carefully chooses who will go forth into this battle: 

Jane, “because she is the guide” and Dimble because only he knows “the Great Tongue” 

that Merlin may understand “if there [is] eldilic power behind the tradition he 

represented” (THS 225).  MacPhee will not be allowed to go because he has never put 

himself “under the protection of Maleldil” and is thus incapable of participating in what 

may be a very dangerous journey (THS 222). Ransom is still assuming that Merlin will 

automatically align with the enemy and tells Dimble that there “is a chance that [Merlin] 

will think you are the Belbury people—his friends” (THS 225). Dimble’s only protection 

as he goes out to meet this power is, as Ransom tells him, to “keep your revolver in your 

hand, a prayer on your lips, your mind fixed on Maleldil” and command Merlin in the 

Great Tongue (THS 225). Maleldil’s followers set out to find Merlin hoping to bring him 

to their cause, but fairly certain that they will encounter a powerful Merlin who desires to 

align with Belbury. Indeed, as Jane, Dimble, and Denniston set out they feel as if they 

were “going to step right into that Darkness” of the Dark Ages themselves (THS 230).  

Contrary to expectations, Merlin clearly turns towards good as he awakes and 

rides, not to Belbury, but to Ransom at St. Anne’s. As Ransom and the remaining 

members sit awaiting Dimble and Jane’s return, they hear a noise that causes Ransom to 

place the others out of harm’s way and only then open the door. Waiting outside is a 

horse who “had been ridden so close up to the door that his front hoofs rested on the 

doorstep” and a man who seems “both very tall and very fat, almost a giant” and has 

“reddish-grey hair” and a “beard” (THS 260). This man is Merlin. Indeed, “once he 

awakens, he is guided by some preternatural means” straight towards the community of 

Logres at St. Anne’s (Downing 75). His large size connotes his power, as hugeness is 
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associated with the oyarses and their power throughout the trilogy. Upon reaching St. 

Anne’s, Merlin asks to see the Master of the house, and is slightly incredulous when 

Ransom claims to be Master. Merlin then confirms Ransom’s mastery by asking him 

three questions that Ransom is able to answer only because of his interplanetary travel. 

The last of these is the most important as Merlin asks Ransom  “who shall be Pendragon 

in the time when Saturn descends from his sphere? In what world did he learn war?” 

(THS 271). In reply, Ransom says “in the sphere of Venus I learned war…In this age 

Lurga shall descend. I am the Pendragon,” revealing his power, authority, and true 

identity to Merlin (THS 271). Interestingly, Ransom explicitly states that he learned war 

on Venus, and not on Mars. On Mars, Ransom develops the courage necessary for the 

fight in which he participates on Venus; however, he learns war on Venus because the 

fight comes not only out of courage but also out of the obedience that is so central to love 

on Perelandra. Upon hearing Ransom’s response, Merlin “slowly, ponderously, yet not 

awkwardly…sank on one knee,” acknowledging Ransom as Pendragon and aligning 

himself with the good of Logres at St. Anne’s (THS 271). Merlin’s goodwill is further 

demonstrated when Ransom learns that Merlin “despite his rather druidic appearance, is a 

Christian,” which is yet “another reason Merlin would never have allied himself with 

N.I.C.E” (Downing 76). Merlin, and his power, will go on to be an instrumental factor in 

overcoming Belbury as he enters the N.I.C.E and unleashes the power of Babel on its 

inhabitants. Earth’s residents thereby fulfill a capacity for virtue rather than vice as 

Merlin, representing the ancient tradition of working for good that Ransom and his 

compatriots carry on, immediately goes to St. Anne’s and works to defeat Belbury.  
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Merlin specifically represents the virtue of wisdom and of knowledge, as opposed 

to the vicious way in which knowledge is used at Belbury.  Lewis explicitly sets Merlin’s 

knowledge and power in opposition to Belbury’s through a conversation between the 

Dimbles. Mrs. Dimble asks her husband “do you feel quite comfortable about the 

Director’s using a man like this?” because she is worried it is “a little bit like fighting 

Belbury with its own weapons” since Belbury also sought to obtain Merlin’s services 

(THS 282). Dimble’s response highlights the differences between the two, revealing 

Merlin’s virtue and Belbury’s vice:  

Merlin is the reverse of Belbury. He’s at the opposite extreme. He is the 

last vestige of an old order in which matter and spirit were, from our 

modern point of view, confused. For him every operation on Nature is a 

kind of personal contact, like coaxing a child or stroking one’s horse. 

After him came the modern man to whom nature is something dead—a 

machine to be worked, and taken to bits if it won’t work the way he 

pleases. Finally, come the Belbury people, who take over that view from 

the modern man unaltered and simply want to increase their power by 

tacking onto it the aid of spirits—extra-natural, anti-natural spirits. Of 

course they hoped to have it both ways. They thought the old magia of 

Merlin, which worked in with the spiritual qualities of Nature, loving and 

reverencing them and knowing them from within, could be combined with 

the new goeteia—the brutal surgery from without. No. In a sense Merlin 

represents what we’ve got to get back to in some different way. (THS 282-

283)  

 

Merlin is not like Belbury, perverting nature and knowledge, but represents an ancient 

wisdom. He does not seek to destroy nature, but to cherish and guard it. Nature is not 

something upon which to impose his own will through the attainment of mechanistic 

knowledge, but a spiritual partner to work with in gaining knowledge and power. Just as 

the oyarses are ancient representatives of specific virtues, Merlin is a representative of 

wisdom. His magic works “with the spiritual qualities of Nature, loving and reverencing 

them and knowing them from within” in contrast to the mechanistic dissection of nature 
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proposed by Belbury (283). Further, Merlin also exhibits wisdom in dealing with the 

Oyarses. This ancient man is full of knowledge of nature and knows how to commune 

with the land; however, he learns of the true nature of the oyarses from Ransom.  

Merlin’s wisdom is further proven by his willingness to learn in a new century from a 

new man; he is not full of pride and arrogance but instead tells Ransom “I need not teach 

you, you know more than I” (287).  In his interactions with spirits, Merlin did not meet 

“the very Oyéresu, the true powers of Heaven…only their earthly wraiths, their shadows” 

and he is stunned when he realizes that Ransom is “not speaking of the wraiths” but of 

Perelandra herself and Malacandra himself (287). Merlin is shocked that these heavenly 

powers actually exist and speak with man, and he is even more “shocked at what was 

happening” when he realizes that the power of these oyarses is going to enter him (288). 

Merlin’s capacity for wisdom and his knowledge of nature enable him to serve as the 

channel for the oyarses’ power in destroying Belbury. As Ransom says, the oyarses need 

a mind “whose mind is opened to be so invaded…one who has dabbled” with the spirits 

and who is “also a Chrstian man and a penitent” (288). Merlin, in his ancient wisdom of 

nature, is this individual; he is the “one man who had lived in those days and could still 

be recalled” (288). Thus, Lewis suggests a purpose behind the virtue of wisdom—Merlin 

must use his ancient knowledge of nature and his unique mental state as “one who has 

dabbled” with great powers to channel the powers of the planetary oyarses against 

Belbury. Merlin’s wisdom, combined with his specific knowledge, makes him the only fit 

vessel for the heavenly powers and it is through his virtue in this wisdom that he chooses 

to use it for good by allowing the oyarses to flow through, and ultimately consume, him.  
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Not only Merlin’s wisdom, but also Ransom’s king-like qualities, represent 

Earth’s capacity for virtue as Ransom partakes in an ancient tradition of leading Logres. 

In a key conversation with Merlin, Ransom claims the title of Pendragon, a title that 

explicitly connects Ransom with the Arthurian story. When Jane first comes to St. 

Anne’s, she asks who the Director is and is told “he is the Pendragon of Logres” (THS 

192). That Hideous Strength is a story of Earth, and Ransom is inextricably connected to 

earth through this title, despite his travels and his spiritual connection with the oyarses. 

According to Arthurian legend, “the pendragon is the head of all the armies in times of 

war,” just as Ransom is the leader of his small army against the N.I.C.E (Downing 76). 

After returning from Perelandra, Ransom was “summoned to the bedside of an old man” 

who “was the Pendragon, the successor of Arthur and Uther and Cassibelaun” (THS 

367). From this man, Ransom learned that “there has been a secret Logres in the very 

heart of Britain all these years: an unbroken succession of Pendragons” and Ransom 

himself is the 79
th
 (THS 367). This title, and Ransom’s inheritance of it, explains a great 

deal of who he has become since returning from Perelandra. When Jane first meets 

Ransom, he makes her think of “the imagined Arthur of her childhood—and the imagined 

Solomon, too” (THS 140).  As a result of her visit with Ransom, Jane “for the first time 

in all those years…tasted the word King itself with all linked associations of battle, 

marriage, priesthood, mercy, and power” (THS 140). Ransom is a Pendragon, he belongs 

to Arthur’s lines, and thus carries within himself elements of kingship. The ‘other’ world 

of Arthurian legend meets the contemporary world of St. Anne’s and Belbury through 

Ransom as he is a leader in both.  
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Pendragon is not the only title given to Ransom in That Hideous Strength; he is 

also called the Fisher-King, another element of Arthurian legend. When the novel begins, 

Ransom has recently changed his name to Fisher-King because “he had a married sister 

in India, a Mrs. Fisher-King” who “has just died and left him a large fortune on condition 

that he took the name” (THS 122). As Downing points out, “the name does add another 

Arthurian dimension to the story and Ransom’s role in it” since the Fisher-King is a part 

of the Arthurian story (Downing 77). As Downing explains it, “the fisher-king is the 

keeper of the grail, a fisherman and king wounded in the thighs who holds court” 

(Downing 77). Ransom, as Pendragon, is a type of King and he, too, is wounded, though 

it is in his heel and not his thigh. Thus, through this name, Lewis again ties Ransom to 

the Arthurian legend and makes this man who has traveled in Deep Heaven a key part of 

the legend’s work in modern-day Britain.  

Michael Ward argues that, by this point in the trilogy, Ransom has “turned into a 

human version of Jupiter” (Ward 49). Ransom embodies joviality, the virtuous character 

associated with Jupiter. In The Discarded Image, Lewis defines the Jovial character as 

“cheerful, festive yet temperate, tranquil, magnanimous” and points out that “in Dante 

wise and just princes go to [Jupiter] when they die” (106). Following her first meeting 

with Ransom, Jane has a jovial experience, she is “in the sphere of Jove, amid light and 

music and festal pomp, brimmed with life and radiant in health, jocund and clothed in 

shining garments” (THS 149). Ransom’s presence produces this effect on Jane because of 

his own strongly developed joviality. And Ransom may go to Venus when he dies, but he 

nonetheless is a “wise and just prince,” a pendragon and fisher-king worthy of his title. 

Ward notes that Ransom, when he goes to Venus, is joining Arthur in the house of 
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Melchisedec, whose name “is a Hebrew name meaning ‘My king is Jupiter’ (Ward 50). 

Thus, Ransom’s resting place as an earthly ruler is associated with the Jovial planet, just 

like the princes in Dante. My argument is that Ransom’s fulfillment of his capacity for 

kingship and joviality expresses the heights to which man can ascend through developing 

virtue. His transformation from wandering philologist to ruler of Logres, full of joy, 

suggests the power and righteousness that man is capable of if he chooses to practice 

virtue and obey Deep Heaven.  

Ransom’s title, Merlin’s cooperation, and the goodness of the society at St. 

Anne’s all stem from a hidden core of virtue within England, the community of Logres. 

Ransom is “the Pendragon of Logres” (THS 192). Logres is a term for King Arthur’s 

Britain, but “Lewis’s friend Charles Williams gave the term a more specialized meaning” 

in his own Arthurian books where he “used Logres to represent the spiritual side of 

England, the combination of Christian and Celtic ideals, a force that stands against the 

tides of worldliness and corruption” (Downing 76). This is clearly the usage of the term 

that Lewis takes up in That Hideous Strength, as he combines Christian and Celtic, 

Ransom and Merlin, into a modern-day Logres community that stands against the 

N.I.C.E. Further, the Logres community is a way in which Lewis maintains the sense of 

otherness without traveling through space as the “tension between the empirically 

verifiable present and a magical space…is continually foregrounded in That Hideous 

Strength through the juxtaposition of Britain and Logres” (Searle 11). Britain is the 

present, the world in which the Studdocks live, but Logres is the world of Arthurian 

legend and those who, like Ransom, have long fought with the good eldila. Through 
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Logres, Ransom is able to belong both to earth and Deep Heaven; he is both 

interplanetary traveler and earthly human being.  

Dimble explains Logres to the community at St. Anne’s before Ransom leaves to 

spend eternity in Perelandra by revealing that “the Arthurian story is mostly true history” 

(THS 367). Further, Britain “is always haunted by something we may call Logres” (THS 

367).  This haunting is reflected in British history, as Dimble explains: 

Haven’t you noticed that we are two countries? After every Arthur, a 

Mordred; behind every Milton, a Cromwell: a nation of poets, a nation of 

shopkeepers: the home of Sidney—and of Cecil Rhodes. Is it any wonder 

they call us hypocrites? But what they mistake for hypocrisy is really the 

struggle between Logres and Britain. (THS 367) 

 

Of course, in Dimble and Ransom’s time, the struggle is between Belbury and St. Anne’s, 

the N.I.C.E. and Ransom’s own Logres. Through Logres, the fight for good continues on 

the silent planet as “in every age [the pendragon] and the little Logres which gathered 

round them have been the fingers which gave the tiny shove or almost imperceptible 

pull” that prods “England out of the drunken sleep” or “draw[s] her back from the final 

outrage” (THS 367). Logres is a community of virtue on earth, fulfilling the capacity for 

virtue, even as Britain rebels.  

This virtuous community is an example of how to live on earth with knowledge of 

virtue and Deep Heaven. As Purtill argues:  

The theory behind St. Anne’s attitude towards nature is the idea of man as 

a link between the animal and the spiritual. Man should not sink to a 

purely animal level but it is equally fatal for man to attempt to live as if he 

were a pure spirit, to attempt to sever his links with the organic. (Purtill 

95) 

 

As Ransom himself says it, once Belbury is defeated and the gods descend, with Venus 

closely waiting to take Ransom back to her own sphere, “we are now as we ought to be—
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between the angels who are our elder brothers and the beasts who are our jesters, servants 

and playfellows” (THS 376). By the end of the novel, St. Anne’s is an ideal community, 

the fulfillment of heavenly virtue on earth in a continuation of Logres. Purtill argues that 

“the image of the world St. Anne’s wants is the Venus of Lewis’s earlier book 

Perelandra, envisioned as an Eden where the human-like inhabitants live in harmony 

with nature and in partnership with the angelic intelligences” (Purtill 95).  This image is 

achieved in the final chapters as a result of Venus’s descent. Venus, the angelic 

intelligence, remains above St. Anne’s in the heavens but very close to earth as her 

oyarsa has descended, creating a partnership. As Ransom says, “Venus herself is over St. 

Anne’s” (THS 374). Venus’s descent creates great harmony amongst the living creatures 

as all the animals, Mr. Bultitude and the female bear who arrives, the horses, even bats 

and elephants, pair off. The humans do, too, with each wife joining her husband. 

Amongst all this harmony, there is peace between the animals and the humans. Ransom’s 

interaction with the bears illustrates this harmony: “the strange bear” comes to Ransom 

and stands “perfectly still with its eyes fixed on [Ransom]” until Mr. Bultitude enters and 

Ransom tells them to go outside (375). The two bears promptly follow his direction, 

“blundering out into the warmth” of Venus (375). In this way, Lewis illustrates how 

humanity can achieve a virtuous harmony with both heaven and nature. That is, St. 

Anne’s becomes a representation of an earthly paradise; it is an exemplar of how the 

virtues Ransom encounters on his travels can be enacted on Tellus. In the novel, the 

actualization of these virtues on earth is achieved through miraculous divine intervention; 

however, the novel does not suggest that these virtues will cease once the planetary 
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representatives depart but rather, through the destruction of Belbury and the hopeful 

ending, suggests that the heavenly virtues can continue to exist and be practiced on Earth.  

Though the majority of the novel focuses on the incorporation of the Arthurian 

legend, the heavenly oyarses are also present throughout, as specific characters gradually 

develop virtues associated with certain planets throughout the novel. As previously 

discussed, Ransom grows more jovial throughout while Merlin represents the capacity for 

knowledge and wisdom. Mark Studdock also develops a capacity for virtue within the 

novel, gradually becoming more martial as he struggles to develop courage. As the novel 

begins, Mark is a weak character who simply does everything he can to become a part of 

the mysterious inner circle and lives in fear at Belbury, subverting his academic gifts to 

write propaganda. Even so, Michael Ward points out that Mark’s name itself indicates 

that he “has a special connection with Mars,” suggesting that he has a capacity for martial 

virtue that he must try to fulfill from the beginning of the novel (Ward 86). As Mark’s 

stay at Belbury lengthens, and he grows more able to discern the truth, he gradually gains 

courage. At one point, an image rises in Mark’s mind “against its background of the sour 

and the crooked some kind of vision of the sweet and the straight” (297). Later, “that idea 

of the Straight or the Normal…gr[ows] stronger and more solid in his mind” until it is “a 

kind of mountain” and he realizes he wants the Straight, and not the crooked Belbury or 

his crooked fears (THS 307). The climaxing transformative scene in which Mark truly 

has courage and martial virtue for the first time occurs when Frost requires Mark to 

desecrate a crucifix, instructing him “to trample on it and insult it in other ways” (THS 

331). Mark has a moment of crisis as he looks at the cross and realizes that “if he 

disobey[s], his last chance of getting out of Belbury alive might be gone” (THS 333). He 
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quickly becomes frightened, but then realizes that “his fears seem to have momentarily 

vanished” and that everything within him that “had prevented him, all his life, from 

making mad decisions” is gone (334). Mark is now courageous and fulfills this virtue by 

turning to Frost and saying “it’s all bloody nonsense, and I’m damned if I do any such 

thing” (THS 334). Ward argues that this is a “moment of martyrdom” because Mark is 

“witnessing to Christ despite danger” when he refuses to trample the cross (Ward 86). In 

this refusal, Mark ‘has passed the test and has lived up to his name” and in “choosing to 

imitate the example of Christ” despite possible death, Mark has made “Himself a patient 

of Mars’s good effects” and become “strong enough to accomplish the hard but necessary 

task” (Ward 87). Therefore, I argue that Mark fulfills his capacity for martial virtue in a 

moment of martyrdom just as Ransom’s initial development of martial virtue in Out of 

the Silent Planet led to his willingness to be a martyr both on Malacandra and later on 

Perelandra. This martyrdom emphasizes Mark’s martiality as Lewis once again connects 

Mars with martyrdom, just as Dante does in the Paradiso. Mark Studdock’s struggle 

toward the development of martial virtue is complete as he chooses to fight courageously 

for good instead of submitting passively to evil. 

Lewis also illustrates the development of the virtue of love in the novel through 

the transformation of the Studdocks’ marriage. At the beginning of the novel, Jane and 

Mark’s marriage is more vice than virtue and they seem to have little, if any, love for 

each other. The two are participating in a cold marriage. Ransom describes these 

marriages to Merlin in their discussion of Sulva: “on this side, the womb is barren and the 

marriages cold…there when a young man takes a maiden in marriage, they do not lie 

together” (271). Jane and Mark’s marriage is a cold marriage; they do not have children 
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and they do not love each other. When Mark comes home after Jane’s first terrifying 

dream, she runs to him and clings to him. Mark is taken by surprise by “a quality in the 

very muscles of his wife’s body” as a “certain indefinable defensiveness had momentarily 

deserted her” (THS 42). Mark notes that this has happened before but that such occasions 

were “rare” and “were already becoming rarer” (THS 42). As well, “they tended…to be 

followed the next day by inexplicable quarrels” (42). Jane does not completely trust her 

husband and is determined to maintain her independence, thus she is never vulnerable 

with him and becomes angry at herself for needing him. This changes for Jane as she 

grows throughout the novel. When Ransom first suggests to Jane that she discuss coming 

to St. Anne’s with Mark, she thinks that it is “extraordinary that everything should hang 

on what Mark says”; she and Mark do not have a true marriage, she does not even want 

to discuss this large change in her life with him (THS 144).  Jane even reveals to Ransom 

that Mark has “lost her love” and that she thinks her marriage is “just a mistake” (THS 

144). However, through her interactions with Ransom, Jane comes to “ a resolution to 

give Mark much more than she had ever given him before” (148). At the end of the 

novel, Jane willingly returns to her own house in the hopes that Mark will be there, 

revealing her willingness to be his wife and love him. Mark’s view of marriage is also 

transformed throughout the novel. Ward argues that Mark’s eventual development of 

martiality, and his potential martyrdom, cause him to acquire “the status of a Christian 

knight” and he is “therefore able to discover the true meaning of the word lady” (Ward 

87). As a result, Mark “now perceives that he has been a boor, that he has treated his wife 

with an offensively proprietorial spirit” and is willing to change (Ward 87). Mark 

recognizes that he has been “blundering, sauntering, stumping in where great lovers, 
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knights and poets would have feared to tread” (THS 379). Now, he recognizes Jane’s 

“music, her sacrosanctity, the very style of all her movements” and both values and loves 

his lady (THS 379). The novel’s closing scene is Mark waiting within the house while 

Jane comes home and Venus remains low over earth; the two are now unified through the 

virtue of love instead of separated by fear and self-centered desires as they were at the 

beginning of the novel. 

Thus, the planets are present throughout the novel in preparation for their ultimate 

descent as the novel closes. The influence of the heavenly spheres is most evident in “The 

Descent of the Gods” chapter, the chapter that begins the final scenes of the novel. As the 

novel moves towards its conclusion, the heavenly spheres descend up on the Manor at St. 

Anne’s so that Ransom can “bring Merlin before [his] Masters, all five of them—

Viritrilbia, Perelandra, Malcandra, Glund, and Lurga” and Merlin will “be opened” and 

“powers will pass into him” (THS 314). These are the powers that will enable the defeat, 

and destruction, of Belbury. Belbury’s “own strength has betrayed them” because “they 

have gone to the gods who would not have come to them, and pulled down Deep Heaven 

on their heads” (291). Deep Heaven will now literally descend on their heads and bring 

death and destruction to evil while causing expressions of virtue amongst the good 

community at Logres. The two medieval threads Lewis works into his novel, the 

heavenly spheres and Arthurian legend, are truly combined here as the spiritual beings 

associated with the spheres descend into the house where Logres is centered in order to 

pass into Merlin. The heavenly gods will give earthly, ancient Merlin the power he needs 

to recover Logres in, what is for Ransom and his allies, present-day Earth.  
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As each Oyarsa descends, the inhabitants of St. Anne’s feel its particular virtues 

and strengths and react accordingly as the Virtues come to earth. The first to descend is 

Mercury, or Viritrilbia. As Mercury descends, the humans waiting downstairs “all begin 

talking loudly at once” (THS 318).  Upstairs, Ransom the philologist experiences 

“heavenly pleasure” as he finds himself “sitting within the very heart of language” since 

Mercury is “the lord of Meaning himself” (THS 319). Mercury also gives Merlin the 

essential power to defeat Belbury: as Myers notes, “Merlin is endowed with the powers 

of five Oyéresu” but “uses only one, Mercurial power of language, against the enemy” 

(Myers 87). Next to descend is Venus, the planet who will linger the longest in 

preparation for Ransom’s return to her sphere. What comes with Perelandra is “fiery, 

sharp, bright and ruthless, ready to kill, ready to die...it [is] Charity…fallen upon them 

direct from the Third Heaven” (THS 320). Lewis considers Venus the Third Heaven, 

much like Dante considers Venus the third sphere to which he ascends in the Paradiso. 

Next, the inhabitants of St. Anne’s feel a longing to fight and a longing for action and 

Merlin remembers “the snap of the bows, the click-click of steel points in wooden shields, 

the cheers, the howling, and the ring to of struck mail” from old, Arthurian battles while 

Ransom recalls “his long struggle in the caves of Perelandra” (THS 322). The humans 

also feel “themselves taking their places in the ordered rhythm of the Universe” (THS 

322). This order recalls “Ransom’s march to Meldilorn in Out of the Silent Planet, which 

he performs confidently and soberly” (Ward 86). This is the result of Mars’ descent on 

St. Anne’s. Next comes Lurga, Saturn, whose descent comes with “a cold pressure such 

as might flatten the very orb of Tellus to a wafer” (THS 323). Saturn is old, like “a 

mountain of centuries” and it is “strong like a mountain” and it brings both “strength” 
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and “sorrow” (THS 323). The last planet to descend is the mightiest, Glund, or Jupiter, 

the king. His coming is “like along sunlit wave, creamy-crested and arched with 

emerald…like the first beginning of music in the halls of some King so high and at some 

festival so solemn” (THS 324). With Jupiter’s arrival, and “under his wisdom…the other 

planets are ordered aright in the operations of their influence” as “Mercury confuses the 

language of the banqueters at Belbury, Mars inflames the animals against the members of 

the N.I.C.E., who in turn attack one another; Saturn brings a variety of deaths to the evil 

characters; and Venus at St. Anne’s-on-the-Hill presides over the loves of the animals 

and the married couples” (Ward 52). Jupiter, as King, brings ultimate order as the order 

of Logres over Britain is restored. Searle also notes the order brought about in the final 

scene of the novel, where “animals, humans, and the planetary beings are incorporated in 

a scene of harmony heavily dependent upon the medieval model of the universe” (Searle 

9).  Lewis concludes the novel and the trilogy in which he worked to rehabilitate 

elements of the medieval worldview and writing with the descent of the medieval heaven 

to earth in a way that restores virtuous order.  

Venus remains the longest at St. Anne’s, as her presence both brings the novel to 

a close and further connects the heavenly spheres with earth. Venus remains on earth for 

two reasons, the first of which is that she “is responsible for bringing about those 

conditions in which the heir of Jove will be conceived” (Ward 171). Because of Venus’s 

influence, Mark and Jane are brought home together. The Venusian virtue of love has 

already developed in Jane and Mark throughout the novel, and its capacity is fulfilled to 

the utmost as Venus’ presence on earth brings about the conception of their child. Just as 

in Perelandra, eros and charity become connected: however, here Charity leads to eros.  
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Mark’s obedience to God, as illustrated by his refusal to trample the cross, and Jane’s 

transformation from independence to obedience to Maleldil, which leads to her ultimate 

realization that she is “made to please Another and in Him to please all others, a thing 

being made…without its choice, in a shape it had never dreamed of,” enable their 

newfound eros for each other (THS 316). Ransom tells Jane to “go in obedience and you 

will find love,” which she and Mark do as their charity reveals their capacity for eros 

(THS 378). Ransom sends Jane away with the knowledge that her “husband is waiting for 

[her] in the Lodge” and that it was her “own marriage chamber that [she] prepared” (THS 

377). When Mark heads home he is welcomed by “a great lady standing by a doorway in 

the wall,” he is welcomed by Venus into a Lodge with “food and wine and a rich bed” 

(THS 380). The couple separated by Belbury and St. Anne’s is brought together in true 

marriage at last. As Ward argues, Jane and Mark’s “act of love will make up for the 

missed opportunity of which Merlin speaks” earlier in the novel regarding a child Jane 

and Mark were supposed to conceive (Ward 53). Merlin is convinced that this 

opportunity is forever missed; however, Ransom believes that the child may still be born. 

According to Ward, the child “will be the next Pendragon, Ransom’s successor” as “the 

monarchal presence” of Venus “presiding over Mark and Jane’s bed will bring to life that 

eightieth Pendragon” (Ward 53). As evidence for this, Ward points to “the highly 

important detail that Jane’s maiden name was ‘Tudor’” and Lewis believed that “the 

mythical British…line…was the one that goes back through the Tudors…to Arthur” and 

ultimately Jupiter, revealing that “the Ransom trilogy concludes with the imminent 

conception of the heir of Jove” (Ward 53). Thus, the heavenly oyarsa Perelandra brings 

about the next successor to the Arthurian legend; Lewis links the heavenly spheres with 
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earth. Venus is the oyarsa of Love, which Jane and Mark enact on earth as a result of her 

descent.  

Venus’s descent also enables Ransom to move into his final destiny as he will 

journey back to Perelandra with the oyarsa herself. Perelandra’s descent, according to 

Ransom, “make[s] Earth sane” and as she ought to be, with men “between the angels who 

are our elder brothers and the beasts who are our jesters, servants and playfellows” (THS 

376). Venus comes and stays partly to impart this order, and partly to reunite Jane and 

Mark, but she also comes so that “when she returns to her sphere, [Ransom] will ride 

with her” (THS 374). A return to Perelandra is an appropriate ending for Ransom the 

Pendragon as he is going to join Arthur himself. Arthur is in “the House of 

Kings…beyond the seas of Lur in Perelandra…with Enoch and Elias and Moses and 

Melchisedec the King” (THS 271). It is to this “distant island” in the third Heaven that 

Ransom is going; the Pendragon is joining King Arthur in Paradise (THS 367). I argue 

that this is the ultimate connection between the two myths Lewis unites in his novel: 

Ransom, an earthly man who became Pendragon, is both of earth and of Venus, an 

unfallen heavenly sphere. Ransom links earth with Venus in this way, just as the Logres 

he leaves behind is ordered by Venus and will continue through Venus’s influence on the 

birth of the Studdocks’ child. Deep Heaven descends to Earth and its imprint remains, as 

revealed by Ransom’s ability to participate in both worlds and the child who will be born 

as a result of Venus’s influence.  

 Lewis incorporates both elements of the heavenly spheres, through the descent of 

the gods and the development of specific virtues within characters, and the Arthurian 

legend, through Logres, Merlin, and Ransom the Pendragon to exemplify how heavenly 
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virtues function on earth. As demonstrated by the uncertainty as to whether Merlin of 

earth will choose to align with good or with evil, and Jane and Mark’s own ultimate 

choices for good, each individual must choose to follow Maleldil or not, to fulfill a 

capacity for virtue or for vice. As Searle says, “evil has to be fought afresh each 

generation; every human being has to choose,” just as the individuals within the novel 

have to choose, and Ransom had to choose all along from when he first journeyed to 

Malcandra to when he accepted his role as Pendragon (Searle 8). Lewis opens his trilogy 

with Out of the Silent Planet in the hopes that his readers will believe in Deep Heaven 

over outer space. He then demonstrates the human capacity to remain unfallen in 

Perelandra and concludes the trilogy with That Hideous Strength, demonstrating how 

heavenly virtues may be enacted on earth, the possibility of virtuous community on earth, 

and each individual’s capacity for virtue. As Purtill states, “That Hideous Strength is…a 

sermon, preached against certain dangers of our times. It is more than that—it is a fairy 

tale, a satire on academic life, a commentary on marriage and modern mores” but amidst 

all these it is “also a sermon, and like all sermons its purpose is to make us repent and 

change our ways” (Purtill 102). I argue that Lewis, by depicting Merlin’s choice for 

virtue and the possibility of Logres to be empowered by the strength of the heavens, is 

asking for his readers to choose virtue over vice as they fulfill their own inner capacities 

for heavenly virtue on earth. These are the very capacities readers are able to recognize as 

a result of Lewis’s combining Arthurian legend with the heavenly spheres in the final 

novel of his trilogy. Lewis brings Deep Heaven to Earth and intertwines it with Earth’s 

own legends to suggest that human beings have the capacity for virtue and that this 

capacity can be fulfilled on earth and in community with other human beings. Though 
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Earth may be the silent planet, humanity is capable of engaging Deep Heaven and 

practicing its virtues, provided that individuals choose to turn towards virtue and away 

from vice.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

C.S. Lewis writes his science fiction trilogy using the medieval manner of writing 

he so admires, borrowing from earlier authors and half-rewriting, half-translating their 

work into new science fiction novels. This inventive translation enables Lewis both to 

rehabilitate the medieval model of writing and crucial aspects of his chosen authors’ 

works and use this medieval intertexuality to depict fallen and unfallen virtues. In Out of 

the Silent Planet Lewis adapts Dante’s journey through the heavens in the Paradiso in the 

hopes that his readers will change from a conception of space to a conception of Deep 

Heaven. This new conception enables Lewis to depict the sphere of Mars and the unfallen 

virtues of courage and martyrdom within it. In Perelandra, Lewis rewrites Milton’s epic 

poem Paradise Lost, rehabilitating the experience of reading an epic for a modern reader, 

while also changing the end to illustrate unfallen love, with eros and charity, and to 

describe humanity at its unfallen heights. Finally, Lewis brings these virtues to earth in 

That Hideous Strength, as he uses the Arthurian legend and the medieval heavens to 

reveal the possibility of practicing heavenly virtue on earth. In this way, Lewis takes his 

readers through a reverse divine comedy. Where Dante begins in hell and ascends to 

paradise, and then heaven, Lewis begins traveling through Deep Heaven on Ransom’s 

journey to Mars, moves to paradise, and ends on earth, with those at Belbury meeting 

their chaotic ends “following the well-established precedent of Dante’s contrapasso” 

(Schwartz 135). Lewis models his writing after the medieval style he so admires and 

deliberately translates older texts into his new science-fiction trilogy so that his readers 

participate in this very journey from the Heavens down to Earth, inviting them to 
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participate in both the glory of older works and the virtues Lewis maintains are so central 

to individuals fulfilling their potential. Inventive translation is crucial for Lewis’s 

imaginative writing; it imparts a valuable reading experience to each future reader who, 

after reading the trilogy, will hopefully understand Deep Heaven, experience the epic, 

and begin to imagine how heavenly virtues may be enacted on Earth.  
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