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C.S.  LEWIS,  THE GREAT DIVORCE 
(1946)  –  CHAPTER 9  

 

FROM C.S. LEWIS 

 

GEORGE MACDONALD: An Anthology. Copyright © 1946 by C. S. Lewis Pte. 
Ltd. Copyright renewed 1973 C. S. Lewis Pte. Ltd. The following quotations 
taken from Lewis’ “Preface” to this volume. 

“In this way MacDonald illustrates, not the doubtful maxim that to know all is to 

forgive all, but the unshakeable truth that to forgive is to know. He who loves, sees.” 

His peace of mind came not from building on the future but from resting in what he 

called “the holy Present.” His resignation to poverty (see Number 274) was at the 
opposite pole from that of the Stoic. He appears to have been a sunny, playful man, 

deeply appreciative of all really beautiful and delicious things that money can buy, 

and no less deeply content to do without them. It is perhaps significant—it is certainly 
touching—that his chief recorded weakness was a Highland love of finery; and he was 
all his life hospitable as only the poor can be. 

What he does best is fantasy—fantasy that hovers between the allegorical and the 
mythopoeic. And this, in my opinion, he does better than any man. 

Most myths were made in prehistoric times, and, I suppose, not consciously made by 

individuals at all. But every now and then there occurs in the modern world a genius—
a Kafka or a Novalis—who can make such a story. MacDonald is the greatest genius of 

this kind whom I know. But I do not know how to classify such genius. To call it 

literary genius seems unsatisfactory since it can coexist with great inferiority in the art 
of words—nay, since its connection with words at all turns out to be merely external 
and, in a sense, accidental. Nor can it be fitted into any of the other arts. It begins to look 

as if there were an art, or a gift, which criticism has largely ignored. It may even be one 
of the greatest arts; for it produces works which give us (at the first meeting) as much 
delight and (on prolonged acquaintance) as much wisdom and strength as the works of 
the greatest poets. 
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It is in some ways more akin to music than to poetry—or at least to most poetry. It goes 

beyond the expression of things we have already felt. It arouses in us sensations we 

have never had before, never anticipated having, as though we had broken out of our 

normal mode of consciousness and “possessed joys not promised to our birth.” It gets 

under our skin, hits us at a level deeper than our thoughts or even our passions, 

troubles oldest certainties till all questions are reopened, and in general shocks us 

more fully awake than we are for most of our lives. 

It was in this mythopoeic art that MacDonald excelled. And from this it follows that his 
best art is least represented in this collection. The great works are Phantastes, the Curdie 
books, The Golden Key, The Wise Woman, and Lilith. From them, just because they are 

supremely good in their own kind, there is little to be extracted. The meaning, the 
suggestion, the radiance, is incarnate in the whole story: it is only by chance that you 
find any detachable merits. 

But it is, no doubt, true that any reader who loves holiness and loves MacDonald—yet 
perhaps he will need to love Scotland too—can find even in the worst of them 

something that disarms criticism and will come to feel a queer, awkward charm in their 
very faults. (But that, of course, is what happens to us with all favorite authors.) One 

rare, and all but unique, merit these novels must be allowed. The “good” characters 

are always the best and most convincing. His saints live; his villains are stagey. 

And in MacDonald it is always the voice of conscience that speaks. He addresses the 
will: the demand for obedience, for “something to be neither more nor less nor other 
than done” is incessant. Yet in that very voice of conscience every other faculty 
somehow speaks as well—intellect, and imagination, and humor, and fancy, and all the 

affections; and no man in modern times was perhaps more aware of the distinction 

between Law and Gospel, the inevitable failure of mere morality. The Divine Sonship 
is the key-conception which unites all the different elements of his thought. I dare not 

say that he is never in error; but to speak plainly I know hardly any other writer who 

seems to be closer, or more continually close, to the Spirit of Christ Himself. Hence 

his Christlike union of tenderness and severity. Nowhere else outside the New 
Testament have I found terror and comfort so intertwined. The title “Inexorable Love” 

which I have given to several individual extracts would serve for the whole collection. 

So at least I have found him. In making this collection I was discharging a debt of 
justice. I have never concealed the fact that I regarded him as my master; indeed, I 

fancy I have never written a book in which I did not quote from him. But it has not 

seemed to me that those who have received my books kindly take even now sufficient 
notice of the affiliation. Honesty drives me to emphasize it. And even if honesty did 
not—well, I am a don, and “source-hunting” (Quellen-forschung) is perhaps in my 
marrow. It must be more than thirty years ago that I bought—almost unwillingly, for 
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I had looked at the volume on that bookstall and rejected it on a dozen previous 

occasions—the Everyman edition of Phantastes. A few hours later I knew that I had 

crossed a great frontier. 

Now Phantastes was romantic enough in all conscience; but there was a difference. 
Nothing was at that time further from my thoughts than Christianity and I therefore 
had no notion what this difference really was. I was only aware that if this new world 
was strange, it was also homely and humble; that if this was a dream, it was a dream in 

which one at least felt strangely vigilant; that the whole book had about it a sort of cool, 
morning innocence, and also, quite unmistakably, a certain quality of Death, good 
Death. What it actually did to me was to convert, even to baptize (that was where the 

Death came in) my imagination. It did nothing to my intellect nor (at that time) to my 

conscience. Their turn came far later and with the help of many other books and men. 
But when the process was complete—by which, of course, I mean “when it had really 
begun”—I found that I was still with MacDonald and that he had accompanied me all 

the way and that I was now at last ready to hear from him much that he could not have 
told me at that first meeting. But in a sense, what he was now telling me was the very 
same that he had told me from the beginning. There was no question of getting through 

to the kernel and throwing away the shell: no question of a gilded pill. The pill was gold 
all through. The quality which had enchanted me in his imaginative works turned 

out to be the quality of the real universe, the divine, magical, terrifying, and ecstatic 

reality in which we all live. I should have been shocked in my teens if anyone had told 
me that what I learned to love in Phantastes was goodness. But now that I know, I see 
there was no deception. 

 

ABOUT GEORGE MACDONALD 

 

The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 4th edition (2022), edited by Andrew 
Louth (pp. 4840-4841). OUP Oxford. Kindle Edition. 

MacDonald, George (1824–1905) Scottish novelist and poet. Born at Huntly and 
educated at the University of Aberdeen and Highbury College, London, he became a 

*Congregational minister, but in 1853 left the ministry to devote himself to literature. 
His writings, largely based on the life and customs of NE Scotland, include the novels 
David Elginbrod (1863), Alec Forbes of Howglen (1865), Malcolm (1875), and Donal Grant (3 

vols, 1883). MacDonald's books, which were highly valued by C. S. *Lewis, reveal firm 
religious faith, moral enthusiasm, and Christian optimism. He was also the author of 
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several religious works, including Unspoken Sermons (1867, 1885, 1889) and The Miracles 

of our Lord (1886). 

 

CHAPTER 9 OF THE GREAT DIVORCE 

 

GEORGE MACDONALD 

 

‘Where are ye going?’ said a voice with a strong Scotch accent. I stopped and looked. 
The sound of the unicorns had long since died away and my flight had brought me to 
open country. I saw the mountains where the unchanging sunrise lay, and in the 

foreground two or three pines on a little knoll, with some large smooth rocks, and 
heather. On one of the rocks sat a very tall man, almost a giant, with a flowing beard. 

I had not yet looked one of the Solid People in the face. Now, when I did so, I 

discovered that one sees them with a kind of double vision. Here was an enthroned 

and shining god, whose ageless spirit weighed upon mine like a burden of solid 

gold: and yet, at the very same moment, here was an old weather-beaten man, one 

who might have been a shepherd—such a man as tourists think simple because he is 

honest and neighbours think ‘deep’ for the same reason. His eyes had the far-seeing 
look of one who has lived long in open, solitary places; and somehow I divined the 
network of wrinkles which must have surrounded them before re-birth had washed 

him in immortality. 

‘I—I don’t quite know,’ said I. 

‘Ye can sit and talk to me then,’ he said, making room for me on the stone. 

‘I don’t know you, Sir,’ said I, taking my seat beside him. 

‘My name is George,’ he answered. ‘George MacDonald.’ 

‘Oh!’ I cried. ‘Then you can tell me! You at least will not deceive me.’ Then, supposing 

that these expressions of confidence needed some explanation, I tried, trembling to tell 
this man all that his writings had done for me. I tried to tell how a certain frosty 
afternoon at Leatherhead Station when I first bought a copy of Phantastes (being then 

about sixteen years old) had been to me what the first sight of Beatrice had been to 
Dante: Here begins the New Life. I started to confess how long that Life had delayed in 

the region of imagination merely: how slowly and reluctantly I had come to admit 
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that his Christendom had more than an accidental connexion with it, how hard I had 

tried not to see that the true name of the quality which first met me in his books is 

Holiness. He laid his hand on mine and stopped me. 

‘Son,’ he said, ‘Your love—all love—is of inexpressible value to me. But it may save 
precious time’ (here he suddenly looked very Scotch) ‘if I inform ye that I am already 
well acquainted with these biographical details. In fact, I have noticed that your 
memory misleads you in one or two particulars.’ 

‘Oh!’ said I and became still. 

‘Ye had started,’ said my Teacher, ‘to talk of something more profitable.’ 

REFRIGERIUM 

 

‘Sir,’ said I, ‘I had almost forgotten it, and I have no anxiety about the answer now, 
though I have still a curiosity. It is about these Ghosts. Do any of them stay? Can they 

stay? Is any real choice offered to them? How do they come to be here?’ 

‘Did ye never hear of the Refrigerium? A man with your advantages might have read of 
it in Prudentius, not to mention Jeremy Taylor.’ 

Prudentius, Aurelius Prudentius Clemens (348–c.410) A Spaniard by birth, he 
practised in the courts of law and had a palmary career in civil administration. 

His retirement was occupied in travel and a variety of Christian writings, most of 
them published together in 404. [The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 4th 
edition (2022), edited by Andrew Louth (p. 6256). OUP Oxford. Kindle Edition.] 

Taylor, Jeremy (1613–67) Anglican bp and writer. A native of Cambridge, he was 
educated at Gonville and Caius College, of which he was elected a fellow in 1633. 

Ordained in the same year he went to London to preach in the place of a friend at 
St Paul’s, where he attracted the notice of Abp *Laud, who nominated him to a 
fellowship at All Souls, Oxford, in 1635. Shortly afterwards he was appointed 

chaplain to *Charles I. Suspected of Roman tendencies, he cleared himself in a 
‘Gunpowder Sermon’ at Oxford in 1638. In the same year he was made rector of 
Uppingham. He left in 1642 to become a chaplain in the Royalist army…. 
Taylor's fame today rests mainly on his devotional writings, esp. Holy Living 

and Holy Dying. In both he insists on a well-ordered piety which stresses 
temperance and moderation in all things. The beautiful prose which has made 
them classics, combining transparent lucidity with rhetorical vigour and 

powerful imagery, also made him one of the most celebrated preachers of his 
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day. He was less felicitous as a theologian. [The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 

Church, 4th edition (2022), edited by Andrew Louth (pp. 7333-7334). OUP Oxford. 

Kindle Edition.] 

‘The name is familiar, Sir, but I’m afraid I’ve forgotten what it means.’ 

‘It means that the damned have holidays—excursions, ye understand.’ 

‘Excursions to this country?’ 

‘For those that will take them. Of course, most of the silly creatures don’t. They prefer 

taking trips back to Earth. They go and play tricks on the poor daft women ye call 
mediums. They go and try to assert their ownership of some house that once belonged 
to them: and then ye get what’s called a Haunting. Or they go to spy on their children. 

Or literary ghosts hang about public libraries to see if anyone’s still reading their 
books.’ 

‘But if they come here, they can really stay?’ 

‘Aye. Ye’ll have heard that the emperor Trajan did.’ 

IS FINAL JUDGMENT NOT FINAL? 

 

‘But I don’t understand. Is judgement not final? Is there really a way out of Hell into 
Heaven?’ 

‘It depends on the way ye’re using the words. If they leave that grey town behind it 
will not have been Hell. To any that leaves it, it is Purgatory. And perhaps ye had better 
not call this country Heaven. Not Deep Heaven, ye understand.’ (Here he smiled at me.) 

‘Ye can call it the Valley of the Shadow of Life. And yet to those who stay here it will 
have been Heaven from the first. And ye can call those sad streets in the town yonder 
the Valley of the Shadow of Death: but to those who remain there they will have been 

Hell even from the beginning.’ 

RETROSPECTIVE 

 

I suppose he saw that I looked puzzled, for presently he spoke again. 

‘Son,’ he said, ‘ye cannot in your present state understand eternity: when Anodos 

looked through the door of the Timeless he brought no message back. But ye can get 
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some likeness of it if ye say that both good and evil, when they are full grown, become 

retrospective. Not only this valley but all their earthly past will have been Heaven to 

those who are saved. Not only the twilight in that town, but all their life on Earth too, 
will then be seen by the damned to have been Hell. That is what mortals 

misunderstand. They say of some temporal suffering, “No future bliss can make up for 
it,” not knowing that Heaven, once attained, will work backwards and turn even that 

agony into a glory. And of some sinful pleasure they say “Let me have but this and I’ll 
take the consequences”: little dreaming how damnation will spread back and back into 
their past and contaminate the pleasure of the sin. Both processes begin even before 

death. The good man’s past begins to change so that his forgiven sins and 

remembered sorrows take on the quality of Heaven: the bad man’s past already 

conforms to his badness and is filled only with dreariness. And that is why, at the end 

of all things, when the sun rises here and the twilight turns to blackness down there, the 
Blessed will say “We have never lived anywhere except in Heaven,” and the Lost, “We 
were always in Hell.” And both will speak truly.’ 

‘Is that not very hard, Sir?’ 

‘I mean, that is the real sense of what they will say. In the actual language of the Lost, 
the words will be different, no doubt. One will say he has always served his country 

right or wrong; and another that he has sacrificed everything to his Art; and some that 
they’ve never been taken in, and some that, thank God, they’ve always looked after 
Number One, and nearly all, that, at least they’ve been true to themselves.’ 

‘And the Saved?’ 

‘Ah, the Saved … what happens to them is best described as the opposite of a mirage. 

What seemed, when they entered it, to be the vale of misery turns out, when they 

look back, to have been a well; and where present experience saw only salt deserts, 

memory truthfully records that the pools were full of water.’ 

STATES OF MIND? 

 

‘Then those people are right who say that Heaven and Hell are only states of mind?’ 

‘Hush,’ he said sternly. ‘Do not blaspheme. Hell is a state of mind—ye never said a 
truer word. And every state of mind, left to itself, every shutting up of the creature 
within the dungeon of its own mind—is, in the end, Hell.  

But Heaven is not a state of mind. Heaven is reality itself. All that is fully real is 

Heavenly. For all that can be shaken will be shaken and only the unshakeable remains.’ 
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‘But there is a real choice after death? My Roman Catholic friends would be surprised, 
for to them souls in Purgatory are already saved. And my Protestant friends would like 

it no better, for they’d say that the tree lies as it falls.’ 

THE NATURE OF THE CHOICE 

 

‘They’re both right, maybe. Do not concern yourself with such questions. Ye cannot 

fully understand the relations of choice and Time till you are beyond both. And ye were 
not brought here to study such curiosities. What concerns you is the nature of the 

choice itself: and that ye can watch them making.’ 

‘Well, Sir,’ I said, ‘That also needs explaining. What do they choose, these souls who go 

back (I have yet seen no others)? And how can they choose it?’ 

‘Milton was right,’ said my Teacher. ‘The choice of every lost soul can be expressed in 

the words “Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.” There is always something 
they insist on keeping even at the price of misery. There is always something they prefer 
to joy—that is, to reality. Ye see it easily enough in a spoiled child that would sooner 

miss its play and its supper than say it was sorry and be friends. Ye call it the Sulks. But 
in adult life it has a hundred fine names—Achilles’ wrath and Coriolanus’ grandeur, 
Revenge and Injured Merit and Self-Respect and Tragic Greatness and Proper Pride.’ 

‘Then is no one lost through the undignified vices, Sir? Through mere sensuality?’ 

‘Some are, no doubt. The sensualist, I’ll allow ye, begins by pursuing a real pleasure, 
though a small one. His sin is the less. But the time comes on when, though the pleasure 

becomes less and less and the craving fiercer and fiercer, and though he knows that joy 
can never come that way, yet he prefers to joy the mere fondling of unappeasable lust 
and would not have it taken from him. He’d fight to the death to keep it. He’d like well 

to be able to scratch; but even when he can scratch no more he’d rather itch than not.’ 

He was silent for a few minutes, and then began again. 

‘Ye’ll understand, there are innumerable forms of this choice. Sometimes forms that 
one hardly thought of at all on Earth. There was a creature came here not long ago and 
went back—Sir Archibald they called him. In his earthly life he’d been interested in 
nothing but Survival. He’d written a whole shelf-full of books about it. He began by 

being philosophical, but in the end, he took up Psychical Research. It grew to be his 
only occupation—experimenting, lecturing, running a magazine. And travelling too: 
digging out queer stories among Tibetan lamas and being initiated into brotherhoods in 

Central Africa. Proofs—and more proofs—and then more proofs again—were what he 
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wanted. It drove him mad if ever he saw anyone taking an interest in anything else. He 
got into trouble during one of your wars for running up and down the country telling 

them not to fight because it wasted a lot of money that ought to be spent on Research. 
Well, in good time, the poor creature died and came here: and there was no power in 
the universe would have prevented him staying and going on to the mountains. But do 
ye think that did him any good? This country was no use to him at all. Everyone here 

had “survived” already. Nobody took the least interest in the question. There was 
nothing more to prove. His occupation was clean gone. Of course, if he would only 
have admitted that he’d mistaken the means for the end and had a good laugh at 

himself he could have begun all over again like a little child and entered into joy. But he 
would not do that. He cared nothing about joy. In the end he went away.’ 

‘How fantastic!’ said I. 

‘Do ye think so?’ said the Teacher with a piercing glance. ‘It is nearer to such as you 
than ye think. There have been men before now who got so interested in proving the 

existence of God that they came to care nothing for God Himself … as if the good 

Lord had nothing to do but exist!  

There have been some who were so occupied in spreading Christianity that they never 
gave a thought to Christ. Man! Ye see it in smaller matters. Did ye never know a lover 
of books that with all his first editions and signed copies had lost the power to read 

them? Or an organiser of charities that had lost all love for the poor? It is the subtlest of 
all the snares.’ 

BACK INTO THE (PLATO) CAVE? 

 

Moved by a desire to change the subject, I asked why the Solid People, since they were 
full of love, did not go down into Hell to rescue the Ghosts. Why were they content 
simply to meet them on the plain? One would have expected a more militant charity. 

‘Ye will understand that better, perhaps before ye go,’ said he. ‘In the meantime, I must 
tell ye they have come further for the sake of the Ghosts than ye can understand. Every 

one of us lives only to journey further and further into the mountains. Every one of us 

has interrupted that journey and retraced immeasurable distances to come down 

today on the mere chance of saving some Ghost. Of course, it is also joy to do so, but 

ye cannot blame us for that! And it would be no use to come further even if it were 
possible. The sane would do no good if they made themselves mad to help madmen.’ 

‘But what of the poor Ghosts who never get into the omnibus at all?’ 
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ONLY TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE 

 

‘Everyone who wishes it does. Never fear. There are only two kinds of people in the 

end: those who say to God, “Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, in the 

end, “Thy will be done.” All that are in Hell, choose it. Without that self-choice there 
could be no Hell. No soul that seriously and constantly desires joy will ever miss it. 
Those who seek find. To those who knock it is opened.’ 

At this moment we were suddenly interrupted by the thin voice of a Ghost talking at an 

enormous speed. Looking behind us we saw the creature. It was addressing one of the 
Solid People and was doing so too busily to notice us. Every now and then the Solid 
Spirit tried to get in a word but without success. The Ghost’s talk was like this: 

A GRUMBLE AND A GRUMBLER 

 

‘Oh, my dear, I’ve had such a dreadful time, I don’t know how I ever got here at all, I 
was coming with Elinor Stone and we’d arranged the whole thing and we were to meet 

at the corner of Sink Street; I made it perfectly plain because I knew what she was like 
and if I told her once I told her a hundred times I would not meet her outside that 
dreadful Marjoribanks woman’s house, not after the way she’d treated me … that was 
one of the most dreadful things that happened to me; I’ve been dying to tell you 

because I felt sure you’d tell me I acted rightly; no, wait a moment, dear, till I’ve told 
you—I tried living with her when I first came and it was all fixed up, she was to do the 
cooking and I was to look after the house and I did think I was going to be comfortable 

after all I’d been through but she turned out to be so changed, absolutely selfish, and 
not a particle of sympathy for anyone but herself—and as I once said to her, “I do think 
I’m entitled to a little consideration because you at least lived out your time, but I 
oughtn’t to have been here for years and years yet”—oh but of course I’m forgetting 

you don’t know—I was murdered, simply murdered, dear, that man should never have 
operated, I ought to be alive today and they simply starved me in that dreadful nursing 
home and no one ever came near me and …’ 

The shrill monotonous whine died away as the speaker, still accompanied by the bright 

patience at her side, moved out of hearing. 

‘What troubles ye, son?’ asked my Teacher. 

‘I am troubled, Sir,’ said I, ‘because that unhappy creature doesn’t seem to me to be the 
sort of soul that ought to be even in danger of damnation. She isn’t wicked: she’s only a 
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silly, garrulous old woman who has got into a habit of grumbling, and feels that a little 
kindness, and rest, and change would due her all right.’ 

‘That is what she once was. That is maybe what she still is. If so, she certainly will be 

cured. But the whole question is whether she is now a grumbler.’ 

‘I should have thought there was no doubt about that!’ 

‘Aye, but ye misunderstand me. The question is whether she is a grumbler, or only a 

grumble. If there is a real woman—even the least trace of one—still there inside the 
grumbling, it can be brought to life again. If there’s one wee spark under all those ashes, 
we’ll blow it till the whole pile is red and clear. But if there’s nothing but ashes, we’ll 

not go on blowing them in our own eyes forever. They must be swept up.’ 

‘But how can there be a grumble without a grumbler?’ 

HELL AS NEARLY NOTHING (UNREALITY ITSELF) 

 

‘The whole difficulty of understanding Hell is that the thing to be understood is so 

nearly Nothing. But ye’ll have had experiences … it begins with a grumbling mood, 
and yourself still distinct from it: perhaps criticising it. And yourself, in a dark hour, 
may will that mood, embrace it. Ye can repent and come out of it again. But there may 

come a day when you can do that no longer. Then there will be no you left to criticise 

the mood, nor even to enjoy it, but just the grumble itself going on forever like a 

machine. But come! Ye are here to watch and listen. Lean on my arm and we will go for 
a little walk.’ 

I obeyed. To lean on the arm of someone older than myself was an experience that 

carried me back to childhood, and with this support I found the going tolerable: so 
much so, indeed, that I flattered myself my feet were already growing more solid, until 
a glance at the poor transparent shapes convinced me that I owed all this ease to the 

strong arm of the Teacher. Perhaps it was because of his presence that my other senses 
also appeared to be quickened. I noticed scents in the air which had hitherto escaped 
me, and the country put on new beauties. There was water everywhere and tiny flowers 
quivering in the early breeze. Far off in the woods we saw the deer glancing past, and, 

once, a sleek panther came purring to my companion’s side. We also saw many of the 
Ghosts. 

SEDUCTRESS 
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I think the most pitiable was a female Ghost. Her trouble was the very opposite of that 
which afflicted the other, the lady frightened by the Unicorns. This one seemed quite 

unaware of her phantasmal appearance. More than one of the Solid People tried to talk 
to her, and at first, I was quite at a loss to understand her behaviour to them. She 
appeared to be contorting her all but invisible face and writhing her smoke-like body in 
a quite meaningless fashion. At last, I came to the conclusion—incredible as it seemed—

that she supposed herself still capable of attracting them and was trying to do so. She 
was a thing that had become incapable of conceiving conversation save as a means to 
that end. If a corpse already liquid with decay had arisen from the coffin, smeared its 

gums with lipstick, and attempted a flirtation, the result could not have been more 
appalling. In the end she muttered, ‘Stupid creatures,’ and turned back to the bus. 

HOW GOD CAN USE HOLY FEAR 

 

This put me in mind to ask my Teacher what he thought of the affair with the Unicorns. 
‘It will maybe have succeeded,’ he said. ‘Ye will have divined that he meant to 

frighten her, not that fear itself could make her less a Ghost, but if it took her mind a 

moment off herself, there might, in that moment, be a chance. I have seen them saved 

so.’ 

We met several Ghosts that had come so near to Heaven only in order to tell the 
Celestials about Hell. Indeed this is one of the commonest types. Others, who had 
perhaps been (like myself) teachers of some kind actually wanted to give lectures about 

it: they brought fat notebooks full of statistics, and maps, and (one of them) a magic 
lantern. Some wanted to tell anecdotes of the notorious sinners of all ages whom they 
had met below. But the most part seemed to think that the mere fact of having contrived 

for themselves so much misery gave them a kind of superiority. ‘You have led a 
sheltered life!’ they bawled. ‘You don’t know the seamy side. We’ll tell you. We’ll give 
you some hard facts’—as if to tinge Heaven with infernal images and colours had been 
the only purpose for which they came. All alike, so far as I could judge from my own 

exploration of the lower world, were wholly unreliable, and all equally incurious about 
the country in which they had arrived. They repelled every attempt to teach them, and 
when they found that nobody listened to them they went back, one by one, to the bus. 

THE DESIRE TO EXTEND HELL INTO HEAVEN 

 

This curious wish to describe Hell turned out, however, to be only the mildest form of a 
desire very common among the Ghosts—the desire to extend Hell, to bring it bodily, if 
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they could, into Heaven. There were tub-thumping Ghosts who in thin, bat-like voices 
urged the blessed spirits to shake off their fetters, to escape from their imprisonment in 

happiness, to tear down the mountains with their hands, to seize Heaven ‘for their 
own’: Hell offered her co-operation. There were planning Ghosts who implored them to 
dam the river, cut down the trees, kill the animals, build a mountain railway, smooth 
out the horrible grass and moss and heather with asphalt. There were materialistic 

Ghosts who informed the immortals that they were deluded: there was no life after 
death, and this whole country was a hallucination. There were Ghosts, plain and 
simple: mere bogies, fully conscious of their own decay, who had accepted the 

traditional role of the spectre, and seemed to hope they could frighten someone. I had 
had no idea that this desire was possible. But my Teacher reminded me that the 
pleasure of frightening is by no means unknown on Earth, and also of Tacitus’ saying: 

‘They terrify lest they should fear.’ When the debris of a decayed human soul finds 
itself crumbled into ghosthood and realises ‘I myself am now that which all humanity 
has feared, I am just that cold churchyard shadow, that horrible thing which cannot be, 
yet somehow is’, then to terrify others appears to it an escape from the doom of being a 

Ghost yet still fearing Ghosts—fearing even the Ghost it is. For to be afraid of oneself is 
the last horror. 

But, beyond all these, I saw other grotesque phantoms in which hardly a trace of the 
human form remained; monsters who had faced the journey to the bus stop—perhaps 

for them it was thousands of miles—and come up to the country of the Shadow of Life 
and limped far into it over the torturing grass, only to Spit and gibber out in one ecstasy 
of hatred their envy and (what is harder to understand) their contempt, of joy. The 
voyage seemed to them a small price to pay if once, only once, within sight of that 

eternal dawn, they could tell the prigs, the toffs, the sanctimonious humbugs, the snobs, 
the ‘haves’, what they thought of them. 

‘How do they come to be here at all?’ I asked my Teacher. 

‘I have seen that kind converted,’ said he, ‘when those ye would think less deeply 
damned have gone back. Those that hate goodness are sometimes nearer than those 

that know nothing at all about it and think they have it already.’ 

THE IMPEDIMENT OF HUMAN LEGACY-SEEKING 

 

‘Whisht, now!’ said my Teacher suddenly. We were standing close to some bushes and 

beyond them I saw one of the Solid People and a Ghost who had apparently just that 
moment met. The outlines of the Ghost looked vaguely familiar, but I soon realized that 
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what I had seen on Earth was not the man himself but photographs of him in the 
papers. He had been a famous artist. 

‘God’ said the Ghost, glancing round the landscape. 

‘God what?’ asked the Spirit. 

‘What do you mean, “God what”?’ asked the Ghost. 

‘In our grammar God is a noun.’ 

‘Oh—I see. I only meant “By Gum” or something of the sort. I meant … well, all this. It’s 
… it’s … I should like to paint this.’ 

‘I shouldn’t bother about that just at present if I were you.’ 

‘Look here; isn’t one going to be allowed to go on painting?’ 

‘Looking comes first.’ 

‘But I’ve had my look. I’ve seen just what I want to do. God!—I wish I’d thought of 

bringing my things with me!’ 

The Spirit shook his head, scattering light from his hair as he did so. ‘That sort of thing’s 

no good here,’ he said. 

‘What do you mean?’ said the Ghost. 

‘When you painted on earth—at least in your earlier days—it was because you caught 
glimpses of Heaven in the earthly landscape. The success of your painting was that it 
enabled others to see the glimpses too. But here you are having the thing itself. It is 

from here that the messages came. There is no good telling us about this country, for we 
see it already. In fact we see it better than you do.’ 

‘Then there’s never going to be any point in painting here?’ 

‘I don’t say that. When you’ve grown into a Person (it’s all right, we all had to do it) 
there’ll be some things which you’ll see better than anyone else. One of the things you’ll 
want to do will be to tell us about them. But not yet. At present your business is to see. 

Come and see. He is endless. Come and feed.’ 

There was a little pause. ‘That will be delightful,’ said the Ghost presently in a rather 
dull voice. 

‘Come, then,’ said the Spirit, offering it his arm. 
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‘How soon do you think I could begin painting?’ it asked. 

The Spirit broke into laughter. ‘Don’t you see you’ll never paint at all if that’s what 
you’re thinking about?’ he said. 

‘What do you mean?’ asked the Ghost. 

‘Why, if you are interested in the country only for the sake of painting it, you’ll never 
learn to see the country.’ 

‘But that’s just how a real artist is interested in the country.’ 

‘No. You’re forgetting,’ said the Spirit. ‘That was not how you began. Light itself was 

your first love: you loved paint only as a means of telling about light.’ 

‘Oh, that’s ages ago,’ said the Ghost. ‘One grows out of that. Of course, you haven’t seen 
my later works. One becomes more and more interested in paint for its own sake.’ 

‘One does, indeed. I also have had to recover from that. It was all a snare. Ink and 
catgut and paint were necessary down there, but they are also dangerous stimulants. 
Every poet and musician and artist, but for Grace, is drawn away from love of the thing 

he tells, to love of the telling till, down in Deep Hell, they cannot be interested in God at 
all but only in what they say about Him. For it doesn’t stop at being interested in paint, 
you know. They sink lower—become interested in their own personalities and then in 

nothing but their own reputations.’ 

‘I don’t think I’m much troubled in that way,’ said the Ghost stiffly. 

‘That’s excellent,’ said the Spirit. ‘Not many of us had quite got over it when we first 
arrived. But if there is any of that inflammation left it will be cured when you come to 
the fountain.’ 

‘What fountain’s that?’ 

‘It is up there in the mountains,’ said the Spirit. ‘Very cold and clear, between two green 
hills. A little like Lethe. When you have drunk of it you forget forever all proprietorship 

in your own works. You enjoy them just as if they were someone else’s: without pride 
and without modesty.’ 

‘That’ll be grand,’ said the Ghost without enthusiasm. 

‘Well, come,’ said the Spirit: and for a few paces he supported the hobbling shadow 
forward to the East. 
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‘Of course,’ said the Ghost, as if speaking to itself, ‘there’ll always be interesting people 
to meet …’ 

‘Everyone will be interesting.’ 

‘Oh—ah—yes, to be sure. I was thinking of people in our own line. Shall I meet Claude? 

Or Cézanne? Or—.’ 

‘Sooner or later—if they’re here.’ 

‘But don’t you know?’ 

‘Well, of course not. I’ve only been here a few years. All the chances are against my 

having run across them … there are a good many of us, you know.’ 

‘But surely in the case of distinguished people, you’d hear?’ 

‘But they aren’t distinguished—no more than anyone else. Don’t you understand? The 
Glory flows into everyone, and back from everyone: like light and mirrors. But the 
light’s the thing.’ 

‘Do you mean there are no famous men?’ 

‘They are all famous. They are all known, remembered, recognised by the only Mind 
that can give a perfect judgement.’ 

‘Oh, of course, in that sense …’ said the Ghost. 

‘Don’t stop,’ said the Spirit, making to lead him still forward. 

‘One must be content with one’s reputation among posterity, then,’ said the Ghost. 

‘My friend,’ said the Spirit. ‘Don’t you know?’ 

‘Know what?’ 

‘That you and I are already completely forgotten on the Earth?’ 

‘Eh? What’s that?’ exclaimed the Ghost, disengaging its arm. ‘Do you mean those 
damned Neo-Regionalists have won after all?’ 

‘Lord love you, yes!’ said the Spirit, once more shaking and shining with laughter. ‘You 

couldn’t get five pounds for any picture of mine or even of yours in Europe or America 
to-day. We’re dead out of fashion.’ 

‘I must be off at once,’ said the Ghost. ‘Let me go! Damn it all, one has one’s duty to the 
future of Art. I must go back to my friends. I must write an article. There must be a 
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manifesto. We must start a periodical. We must have publicity. Let me go. This is 
beyond a joke!’ 

And without listening to the Spirit’s reply, the spectre vanished.1 

 

 
1 C. S. Lewis, The Great Divorce: A Dream (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 65–87. 


